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For Darren


APRIL 25, 1985

It had once been a lovely apartment building, but the crackheads had changed all that. Graffiti covered the old brick walls and the front doors were badly in need of a new coat of paint. Most of the windows—the ones that weren’t broken—had mismatched bedsheets as curtains, and the courtyard in front of the building looked and smelled like a garbage dump.

The light Seattle rain drizzled down steadily, covering Captain Edward Shank’s face with a fine mist that felt good. Twenty feet away from the apartment’s entrance, he stood still in the dark, feeling secure, if a little warm, under the weight of the Kevlar vest hugging his torso. Several other police officers flanked him on either side, and though they weren’t touching, he could feel the tension in their bodies cutting through the cool night air.

He spoke to them in a low, commanding voice and gripped his weapon tighter. “Nobody moves till I move.”

The only light in the area was weak and yellow, seeping from a bare bulb over the doorway to the building. A striped cat with missing patches of fur moved quietly through the shadows and into the walkway light, pausing to sniff the air. The front door to the apartment building opened and the cat scampered away. A middle-aged man, potbellied and wearing a too-tight wifebeater-style tank top and a pair of saggy denim shorts, stepped out.

Edward Shank moved forward, aiming his weapon at the man’s chest. “Rufus Wedge!” His voice, strong and authoritative, carried easily into the quiet night. “This is Captain Edward Shank from the Seattle Police Department. Don’t move. You’re under arrest. Get on your knees and place your hands in the air.”

Startled, Wedge turned in the direction of Edward’s voice. His left hand crept toward his back pocket.

Without hesitation, Edward fired. So did the four other police officers beside him.

The gunfire propelled Rufus Wedge backward. The man hit the door hard before slumping to the ground, bright spots of blood immediately appearing in several places across his torso, stark against the white cotton of his shirt. The man’s grizzled jaw went slack, the few stray hairs from his comb-over falling across his pink, shiny forehead in moist wisps. As the light went out of his eyes, the dull yellow bulb above him cast a golden, almost angelic glow on his face.

An interesting contradiction. Edward almost felt guilty.

Almost.

“We got him, Captain,” someone said. Edward recognized the voice but didn’t turn to look. He couldn’t bring himself to take his eyes off Rufus Wedge, so he nodded without averting his gaze. “We finally nailed the Butcher. Thank fucking Christ.”

From somewhere in the dark, the striped cat yowled.

The officers around Edward rushed forward to check the man’s vitals, as was protocol, guns still drawn. Their captain stayed behind, unmoving, under the cover of the darkness, his eyes fixed on Wedge’s dead body.

Rufus Wedge, otherwise known as the Beacon Hill Butcher, had been the most wanted man in the Pacific Northwest for a long time. The manhunt was now over.

Holstering his weapon, Edward let out a long, slow breath. Wiping his brow, slick from the rain, he stepped forward into the light toward the dead man. Wedge stared up at him with blank, glossy eyes.

“No more now,” Edward said quietly. He wasn’t speaking to anyone in particular, except maybe himself. “No more.”
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PRESENT DAY

The ornately carved 1890 Mathushek upright piano was the only thing left in Edward’s house, and here it would stay. There was no way to bring it with him to the old folks’ home, because the goddamned piano had to weigh at least five hundred pounds.

He would miss it.

Once upon a time, the Mathushek lived in a saloon somewhere in Texas. It was originally a player piano that could belt out seventeen different tunes without anyone’s help, which must have seemed like magic back then. The saloon closed after a Mexican gang shot the place up, and the piano was brought to the owner’s house, where it stayed until he died of a heart attack while fucking his mistress, a former singer in the saloon. The mistress then inherited the piano, and it stayed in her family until her adult grandchildren decided to sell it at auction. By then, the Mathushek was in terrible shape, dented and scratched and out of tune, and it had taken almost a year to restore it to its original beauty.

Or so the story went, according to the man who’d refurbished it and sold it to Edward Shank thirty years ago for twice what it was probably worth. The guy could have been lying, as most salesmen did. Anyway, who gave a rat’s ass? It didn’t matter now.

The bay window in the living room where the piano sat had a clear view of Poppy Lane, and Edward stood in front of it, smoking a cherry-flavored cigar, watching, waiting. He didn’t have much time left in this house, and after fifty years as its sole owner, the thought wasn’t pleasant. He didn’t want to move out, but at eighty years old, the house was becoming harder to keep up. He was still in good shape, but the fall that had bruised his hip badly a month ago hadn’t helped anything. All good things had to come to an end, and while this was something he understood well, it was also something he dreaded. He could see a faint reflection of himself in the clean window. Some days he simply didn’t recognize the thinning mop of white hair and leathery lined face staring back at him.

His hand, still strong but dotted with sun spots, stroked the burl walnut wood of the antique piano lovingly. He traced the rose carvings with a finger that ached from arthritis, his bad hip throbbing slightly, though he refused to sit down. Edward would miss this house. He would miss this piano. Memories of his late wife and daughter were everywhere, and he could still recall the fresh smell of their apple-scented shampoo when he kissed the backs of their heads as they played “Heart and Soul” on the beautiful Mathushek. A lifetime ago. In just a few hours, he would be an official resident of the Sweetbay Village Retirement Residence, and from then on the most exciting thing in his life would be bingo tournaments on Saturday afternoons, and Mac ’n’ Cheese Wednesdays.

He didn’t know whether to kill himself, or someone else.

He sighed. Maybe he’d go for a drive later this week, and go hunting. Hunting used to always cheer him up. He still had his old cabin down in Raymond, though he hadn’t been there in years and had no idea what shape it was in. One day those two hundred acres of densely wooded forest in Raymond would be Matthew’s, too.

But not yet.

Moving away from the window, Edward glanced at the wall above the piano. It was bare now, save for the little scuffs left behind from the various framed photos that used to hang there. He’d already brought all of his pictures over to the old folks’ home—sorry, retirement community for active seniors—but he knew the exact spot where his favorite photo used to hang. It was taken the day the mayor of Seattle awarded him a medal for taking down the notorious Beacon Hill Butcher back in April of ’85. The day Captain Edward Shank had become a hero and Seattle legend. The case, nationally known, had almost single-handedly made his career. You didn’t become chief of police for writing speeding tickets and catching petty thieves. The Butcher had been the case of a lifetime, and he still got requests for interviews about it every now and again.

Though he was alone, Edward grinned, running his tongue over the smooth white dentures that made up his smile.

There was a sizable dent in the corner of the piano, and his sore finger traced the rough edges where the wood had chipped and cracked. The dent hadn’t been there long, and it was a damned shame it existed at all, because otherwise the instrument was in wonderful condition. Marisol, his late wife, had seen to that. She’d been diligent about keeping the Mathushek in tip-top shape, moisturizing it regularly with wood polish and hiring a professional piano tuner once a year.

The ivory keys were slightly worn in places, but still soft to the touch. Edward could play the piano a little, though the arthritis was making it harder. Taking a seat at the leather bench, he rested his cigar on the ceramic ashtray on top of the piano and flexed his fingers. He made it halfway through Beethoven’s Moonlight Sonata before his aching fingers forced him to stop.

Disappointing, but not a big deal. Marisol had been the musician in the family, a graduate of Juilliard and a pianist in the Seattle symphony for a few years. She’d also taught piano right up until the day she died, and Edward had always been content to be her captive audience. Their daughter Lucy had been talented too, only she hadn’t lived long enough to develop her mother’s skill.

His hip burned and he rubbed it gingerly. He stood carefully by the window once more, watching, waiting, six-foot-four frame erect and ready. If anyone strolling down the sidewalk looked up, he or she would see a sprightly eighty-year-old man standing ramrod straight in the window, dressed in a plaid button-down shirt and pressed trousers, cigar smoke swirling around neatly combed silver hair. One must always present himself well. First impressions mattered.

But Poppy Lane was quiet on this rainy Sunday afternoon, at least until his grandson Matthew arrived with the U-Haul and his friends. Matthew was moving in today, and Edward knew his job would be to stay out of his grandson’s way until the young men had unloaded everything. Then he would take the boys out for burgers before heading over to the old folks’ home for good.

Watching. Waiting. Edward had been a police detective for close to forty years, and patience was indeed his virtue.

The white U-Haul truck finally rounded the bend, bouncing down the street, another car following behind it. The boys were here. Soon it would be time to go.

At best, it was bittersweet.

Taking one final look around, Edward’s gaze once again lingered on the antique piano. His eyes misted as memories of Marisol came rushing back. God, how he missed his wife. The house hadn’t been the same without her these past few months. Reaching out, he once again touched the dent on the side of the Mathushek, left there from when he’d smashed her head into it four months ago.

At least he’d managed to get all the blood out of the carved roses before calling 9-1-1, despite his arthritic hands.

One must always be careful cleaning up after a kill.
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There were three things Matt loved most in the world: adobo, the Seahawks, and Samantha. He didn’t think it made him a dick that his girlfriend was third on that list; at least he was honest about it. Most guys weren’t, and that’s why so many relationships ended (in his not-so-humble opinion).

Adobo was a traditional Filipino dish infused with vinegar, soy sauce, and garlic. Every family—hell, every individual Filipino—had their own unique recipe, and no two dishes ever turned out exactly alike. Matt’s recipe was based on the version his Filipino grandmother—his lola—used to make as he was growing up, which included brown sugar, bay leaves, peppercorns, and a secret ingredient that Matt would take to his grave. After all, adobo was his signature dish, the dish that had made his food truck the most popular stop at the Fremont Food Fair every Sunday, and the dish that had ultimately allowed him to open up his own restaurant in the heart of Seattle. Appropriately named, of course, Adobo.

Matt had inherited his grandfather’s height, build, and personality, but his love for food and cooking was all from his grandmother. Marisol Perez had met Edward Shank in 1962 when the Chief was in the air force and stationed at Clark Air Base in the Philippines. When recounting the story of how they’d met, the Chief liked to joke that Filipino women were their country’s greatest export. Kind of an awful thing to say, but his lola had always laughed it off. She’d always believed that her husband was complimenting her, and Matt had never had the heart to tell her that his grandfather was not.

The restaurant had been his lifelong dream, and Matt had busted ass to make it a reality. And finally, his hard work was paying off. The food truck was still kicking ass at the food fairs every week, and he’d been profiled in Seattle magazine and Bon Appétit. Several of his recipes (not his adobo, of course—that was sacred) had been published in O magazine, People, and Martha Stewart Living. His food truck had also been featured on the popular Food Network show Diners, Drive-Ins and Dives.

Which was why the Fresh Network, the Food Network’s prime competition, wanted to produce a reality show about him. And why wouldn’t they? When you were on fire, everybody wanted you, and Matt had no problem claiming credit for his own success. There was no place for insecurity in this business, or in any aspect of life, for that matter. His grandmother, may she rest in peace, had always believed in him, even when the Chief—perpetually disappointed that his grandson hadn’t chosen a career in law enforcement—hadn’t. Matt only wished his lola had lived long enough to see him shine. She would have been the proudest Filipino grandmother ever.

And now, inheriting his grandparents’ house was just the icing on the cake. He’d been born and raised in that house, and everything about moving back into it felt exactly right.

When Matt had told his girlfriend about his grandfather’s decision to move into the old folks’ home and give him the house on Poppy Lane—a real house, with a backyard, a working fireplace, and four large bedrooms—Sam had started decorating it in her head. She’d automatically assumed that her boyfriend of three years was taking their relationship to the next level, and that she was included in Matt’s grand plan to give up the bachelor pad he rented in Belltown to move into the gorgeous old Victorian in the prestigious neighborhood of Sweetbay, where the grass was greener, the incomes higher, and everybody was married with a couple of kids and a dog.

She couldn’t have been more wrong.

First, Matt wasn’t ready for kids anytime soon. Hell, he barely had the time to spend with Elmo, his five-year-old Abyssinian cat.

Second, he wasn’t ready for cohabitation. Matt didn’t want to live with anybody right now, not even Sam. He’d had roommates in college, and had been utterly turned off to having other bodies sharing his living space. He couldn’t wait to spread out, cook for himself in a proper kitchen, and buy an obnoxiously large stainless steel barbecue for backyard get-togethers. He most certainly didn’t want pastel bedsheets, a living room that smelled like vanilla candles, and long strands of brown hair all over the bathroom floor.

And lastly, doing this on his own was just really important to him. He’d always been this way, and he was getting tired of having to explain it to people. The Chief had refused to take a dime from Matt for the house, citing that it was his inheritance anyway, but Matt would happily have taken out a mortgage if that’s what his grandfather had wanted. He didn’t ever want to feel like someone had given him a handout. He didn’t believe in taking shortcuts to the finish line.

Maybe he was being a bit overzealous about it, but it was honestly how he felt. His explanation to Sam, of course, was much more subtle.

“There are things I need to do on my own, and this is one of them.”

This had hurt Sam, probably more than she was letting on, but she said she understood and let it go. For a while, anyway. But as the weeks passed, and she listened to him talk about the house and all the renovations he was planning, she became more and more vocal about why it was exactly the right time for them to live together, and how she was certain they were ready to take the next step.

“We love each other and we’ve been together for three years. I’m clean, I’m financially responsible, and I still have sex with you three times a week,” Sam said. They were lying in her bed, naked and sweaty. “I don’t understand what you’re so worried about. I’m not even asking for a ring.”

Her timing was irritating. She knew damned well she’d just drained him of all usable body fluids, and now she was hitting him up with this conversation yet again.

“I’m not worried.” Matt was careful with his tone. He was in no mood to argue. Frankly, he didn’t have the strength. “It’s not about you, or us. It’s about me. I need to do this. After ten years of busting my ass with nobody’s help, things are finally going in the direction I want them to. I need to keep doing things on my own.”

“So I don’t get a say at all?” Sam’s hair was plastered to her face, her cheeks still flushed. Despite her aggravation, he thought she looked sexy as hell.

“Honestly, I don’t see why you would.” Matt hated the wounded look on her face, but he felt cornered and vulnerable. He pulled the sheets over his exposed body. “Don’t take it like that. That’s not what I mean. All I’m trying to say is, this doesn’t change anything between you and me.”

“But what if I want things to change?” she said in a small voice.

“You’re still my girlfriend. I’m one hundred percent devoted to you. But there are things I need to do first before we change things.”

“It’s always about you.” Sighing, she turned away. “I don’t know why I’m even surprised.”

He flinched. She wasn’t wrong, and he wasn’t sure how to respond. “Just be patient,” he finally said. “We’ll get there.”

Pushing the sheets off her naked body, she headed to the bathroom. “I’m already there.”

A few days later, Sam had brought Jason into the ongoing argument, and that was the last straw. Jason Sullivan was Matt’s closest friend, but Sam had known him longer; they’d been friends since childhood, and he was like a big brother to her. A big, overbearing, intrusive brother. She’d told Jason everything, and of course their mutual friend, who at times wasn’t so mutual, agreed with Sam. Jason, normally a laid-back and open-minded guy, seemed awfully opinionated about Matt and Sam’s relationship.

“There are a lot of financially good reasons why you guys should move in together.” Jason sounded infuriatingly reasonable. They were in their usual fifty-yard-line seats at CenturyLink Field, courtesy of Jason’s three years playing quarterback with the Seahawks. Though his friend had retired from the NFL four years ago, football fans still recognized Jase, and going anywhere in public with him was always an ordeal. The Hawks were down 17–14 to the Niners, and Matt could not believe that Jason Sullivan, of all people, would initiate a conversation about his relationship during a football game. The sacrilege. He munched on garlic fries and tried to drown out the annoyance of his friend’s well-meaning voice.

“She’s got cash on hand for the renovations you want to do, she can pay half the bills, and she’s almost as good a cook as you are,” Jason said, using his fingers to tick off each point as he went. He sounded a lot like Sam. “And she’s a neat freak, so you can finally fire your weird cleaning lady. Think of the money you’d save. That could mean another food truck next year, my friend, maybe even another restaurant. How about that.”

Matt sipped his beer, squeezing the plastic container so hard it warped. He didn’t care if his friend was a famous ex-quarterback and that people all around them were surreptitiously snapping pictures of him with their cell phones, he was seriously considering dumping his beer over the guy’s head. If it hadn’t cost nine bucks, he might have. “No. And I don’t want to talk about this with you anymore.”

“I’m just saying, think about it. Everything in your life is falling into place. The food trucks are hot, the restaurant’s doing well, you’ve got those people from the Fresh Network calling, and now you’re moving into the big house. Don’t you want someone to share all that with?”

“I already have someone to share all that with.”

“Elmo doesn’t count.”

“He would beg to differ.”

“Consider how Sam feels.”

“Let it go, Jase.”

Jason sighed. “You’ve been with her for a long time. You haven’t asked her to marry you, which, okay, I get, because marriage doesn’t exactly appeal to me right now, either. But you don’t even want her to live with you? In that big-ass house? Have you stopped for a second to think that maybe you’re being a tiny bit of an asshole here? You gotta throw her a bone, man. Relationship Advice 101. You don’t give a little, they leave.”

Matt said nothing.

“Is it even an option at some point?”

Matt scraped up the last bit of garlic from the bottom of his paper cup, wishing his friend would shut up. “I don’t know. But don’t you fucking tell her that.”

“Why not? Why waste her time then, man? She’s paid her dues.”

“She knew the drill when we first hooked up.”

“She thought you’d come around.”

Matt was a quiet for a moment. “I love her. She knows that. I don’t get why that’s never enough.” He thought about saying something else, but decided against it.

Jason shook his head and took a long swig of beer. Belched loudly. The woman in front of them in the Russell Wilson jersey turned around and glared at them. Jason flashed her a grin and winked. It seemed totally obnoxious to Matt, but it worked; the woman’s dirty look melted into a smile.

“Oh my God, you’re Jason Sullivan,” she said.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Can I take a picture with you?”

“Of course.”

The woman handed her phone to Matt, who refrained from rolling his eyes even though he wanted to. This kind of thing happened all the time. He took their picture and the woman turned back around, squealing to her friend beside her.

“Sam’s a good girl,” Jason said, jumping right back into the conversation. “Just, you know, give it some more thought. All I’m asking. Not that I’ll ever get what she sees in you, anyway.”

“She’s with me because I’m a swell guy,” Matt said, his jaw tight. The crowd roared as the Seahawks made a first down. “And hey, I don’t see you putting a ring on Lily’s finger.”

“It’s Lilac, you asshole, and we’ve only been seeing each other for three months. Completely different thing.”

“And Rachel?”

“Fling. Never destined to go anywhere.”

“What about Susan?”

“Suzanna. And she was already married. With two kids.”

“She was?” Matt couldn’t help but laugh. It was hard to stay mad at his friend. “I didn’t know that. Who’s the asshole now?”

“You are. Sam’s one of the good ones. And you’re going to fuck it up.”

Instantly Matt’s face flushed, and he clenched his fist. Jason glanced down.

“What, you gonna hit me?” his friend said quietly. “Thought we were all done with that shit.”

Matt forced himself to relax. “We are.”

“Good, I’m glad those classes you took weren’t just for show.”

Gritting his teeth, Matt didn’t respond. Truthfully, there was nothing he could say. He’d lost his temper one too many times in the past, and after a bar brawl and a night in jail, had been forced to undergo a three-week anger management course over a year ago. The Chief had had to pull strings so he could avoid jail time. It wasn’t something he was proud of.

Finally he said to Jason, “I thought you were on my side.”

“I’m on both your sides.” Sighing, Jason finally threw up a hand. “You know what? I tried. And I’m done, I’m out of it. Buy me a beer and I’ll shut the hell up, because God knows we both want me to.”

And that, for the most part, had ended it. He didn’t know what Jason had said to Sam after the game, but she’d backed off once and for all, and for that Matt was grateful.
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His grandfather’s house was in the center of Sweetbay, one of Seattle’s oldest neighborhoods, and also one of the most desirable. A little to the north and west of downtown, Sweetbay was situated on a small tip of land that jutted into Puget Sound, and quite a few of the homes had water views. The houses were a mix of Tudor, Victorian, and Craftsman, and they all had perfect green lawns dotted with bright flowers and trimmed shrubs. Trees decades older than Matt lined the streets, and on a summer day when the wind from the ocean rippled the leaves just right, the whole neighborhood seemed to smell of good fortune.

If you asked one of the old-timer residents where they lived (and there were a lot of old-timers in this neighborhood), they would answer “Sweetbay,” not Seattle, as if the place was a town all by itself. And in some ways, it was. It was completely self-sufficient. It had its own little shopping area complete with a Whole Foods, a movie theater, and an assortment of cafés and coffee shops. There was even a farmers’ market on Saturdays (not quite big enough for Matt to justify a food truck, but it was cute nonetheless). Most everything was within walking distance, and the best part of all? Sweetbay was only a ten-minute drive to downtown Seattle, making it the ideal yuppie neighborhood for those who could afford a house in the city.

Though he’d moved out of the Belltown apartment and into the Sweetbay house a few days earlier, Matt had just bought a new bed from Restoration Hardware, and that was what was inside the second U-Haul truck he’d rented this week.

The truck was brand-new and not too big, easy enough to maneuver through leafy Poppy Lane. Jason and another friend, PJ Wu, who was also his assistant head chef at the restaurant, were following behind him in Matt’s utility van, because the bed was heavy and would be a bitch to unload. Matt took his time driving, minding the signs posted everywhere that said SPEEDING ENDANGERS OUR KIDS, which was interesting considering there were hardly any kids in Sweetbay. It would make more sense to change the signs to SPEEDING ENDANGERS OLD FARTS.

He pulled up to the house and reversed, backing the truck halfway into the Chief’s long driveway. Smiling to himself, he wondered how long it would be before he stopped thinking of the house as his grandfather’s. The paperwork had been completed the day before and the house was officially in Matt’s name. It felt absolutely right; he’d grown up here, after all. His grandparents had raised him after his teenage mother had died of an overdose when he was just an infant.

Stepping down out of the truck, he looked up at the old Victorian and felt a sense of peace wash over him. He was almost there. He almost had everything he wanted. The house was another piece of Matt’s personal success puzzle. Home sweet home.

His utility van pulled up beside the curb and Matt turned to see Jason and PJ laughing about something.

“Not too shabby, buddy,” PJ Wu said, stepping out of the van and snapping his gum. It was an irritating sound, and Matt could see the wad of pink rolling around on his friend’s tongue. Stepping onto the grass, PJ clapped Matt on the shoulder with a grin. The two looked up at the house together. “Jase said this was a gorgeous place, but I didn’t realize it was so damned huge. What are you going to do with all this space?” Snapping his gum one last time, PJ hawked, and the gum flew out of his mouth and landed on the grass.

Matt frowned. The sight of that bright pink wad of chewing gum resting on top of his perfectly manicured green lawn was ugly. “Seriously?” he said, not bothering to hide his annoyance. “Don’t you have any manners? Pick that shit up.”

“What?”

“Don’t spit your goddamn gum out on my grass. I said pick it up.”

PJ blinked and took a step back. “Dude. Chill.” He bent down and picked up the gum, holding it gingerly between his thumb and forefinger even though it was his own. Turning, he flicked it into the sewer grate beside the curb. “It’s just gum. You can ask nicely.”

“I don’t have to ask nicely. I shouldn’t have to ask at all.”

“Hey.” PJ’s dark eyes furrowed. “Don’t talk to me like that. I’m not working for you today. Shit, dude, I’m here as a friend, not your employee. I’m helping you out, remember.”

Matt snorted. “Helping me out is what friends do. Cooking at my restaurant is what I pay you to do. Spitting your nasty-ass gum on my clean lawn is what assholes do.”

“Did you just call me an asshole? Are you kidding me?” PJ squared his shoulders and took a step toward him. “What the fuck is your problem?”

Matt laughed, but there was no trace of humor in the sound. PJ was eight inches shorter and probably weighed forty pounds less, and Matt would pound him. “You’re my problem, asshole. Don’t ever leave your shit on my lawn.”

“Wow.” PJ’s mouth hung open, but before he could say anything more, Jason intervened, stepping in between them and slinging an arm over each of their shoulders.

“Come on now, boys, simmer down.” As usual, Jason’s tone was easy with a side of snark. “What are we fighting about? My delicate ears don’t appreciate such rated-R language. Today’s a happy day, isn’t it? Please tell me we’re not arguing about gum. What are we, little girls?”

“Talk to your boy, Jase,” PJ said, his face still hot. He shrugged off Jason’s arm. “He’s the one who needs the attitude adjustment.”

“From where I’m standing, you could all be little girls.” The gruff voice, naturally loud and commanding, carried across the lawn, and all three guys looked up in surprise to see Edward Shank standing in the open doorway. A lit cigar was in one hand, and the aroma of smoke and cherries wafted over. “Bunch of pussies you are, standing around crying over a little bubble gum. You boys trying to embarrass me in front of the neighbors?”

On cue, they all straightened up. Jason dropped his arms from around their shoulders and smoothed his hair. PJ made sure his shirt was tucked into his pants. The Chief had that effect on people, whether they realized it or not.

“Chief.” Matt took a step away from PJ and Jason. “Didn’t realize you were here.”

“Walked over. It’s a nice day. And I still have my key.” The old man took his key chain out of his pocket and shook it. “Should I have called first? Maybe I should have; looks like you boys are gearing up for a fight.”

“Of course not.” Matt exchanged looks with Jason and PJ. PJ dropped his eyes and looked away.

Jason let out a laugh, but it sounded forced, and it was obvious he was trying to break the tension. “Good to see you, old-timer,” he said, giving Matt a stern look before bounding up the porch steps to shake Edward’s hand. “Still got your iron grip, I see.”

“I could still kick your sorry ass.” The Chief’s eyes were alight with good humor. He punched Jason in the shoulder, then winced and rubbed his knuckles. “Goddamn it, I think you’re bigger than when I last saw you. You juicing or what? And what do you need all those muscles for, anyway, champ? You don’t play football anymore, and it won’t do you a bit of good when I get my foot up your sphincter. Mind you, you’d probably enjoy that, though I’d hate to muss up that hair.”

“You must be looking forward to moving into the old farts’ home.” Jason’s grin was equally wise-ass. “I hear they got tuna casseroles and backgammon going on every night. How will you possibly handle all the excitement? You might keel over if you’re not careful.”

“Son, I haven’t been excited in twenty years. Not since my wife surprised me on the night of our thirtieth anniversary.”

“Oh God, I didn’t just hear that.” Finally relaxing a little, Matt shot one last glare at PJ before stepping onto the porch to give his grandfather a hug. “Chief, I think my ears are bleeding. That’s my grandmother you’re talking about, for God’s sake. May she rest in peace.”

The old man ruffled his hair fondly. “Ha. So what? And how did I manage to raise such a pussy?”

“Same question I’m asking myself,” PJ muttered as he pushed up the sleeves of his sweatshirt.

“Oh let it go, already,” Jason said, rolling his eyes. He looked pointedly at PJ, who sighed and turned away. The two of them headed back to the U-Haul, opening the back door to reveal Matt’s new bed frame, headboard, and mattress set.

Clapping Matt on the shoulder, Edward leaned in to whisper in his grandson’s ear. Sweet smoke curled up toward their faces from the Chief’s cigar, which he held down at his side. “You know, I always thought that PJ kid was an idiot, too, and you can bust his balls when you’re at the restaurant tomorrow. But right now you need his help, so it doesn’t do you any good to get in his face. Always pick your battles. You got me?”

Matt had to smile. His grandfather always knew the right thing to say. “Yeah, I got you, Chief.”

“I understand, though,” Edward said, taking a drag on his cigar. His voice was low. “If this had still been my lawn, I’d have ripped his face off. Disrespectful little shit.”
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First order of business: build a deck and buy a hot tub. Matt loved the outdoors, and he had big plans for his new backyard.

Though tired from a long day at the restaurant, he was exhilarated to see that work had begun. As he stood alone at the back door, surveying the progress, a light rain drizzled over him. At present, the yard was a giant mess. Holes and piles of dirt marred what used to be a neatly manicured lawn, but unlike the gum incident, it didn’t bother Matt. He could envision the end result—a stained wood deck, the hanging lanterns, the giant barbecue grill, and the hot tub. He had initially wanted an inground pool, but Jason had put the kibosh on that idea, reminding Matt that the weather in Seattle was only conducive to swimming between July Fourth and Labor Day. Eight weeks of summer was hardly worth the thousands it would cost to build a pool.

His cell phone rang in his back pocket and he pulled it out. Recognizing the name and number, he answered quickly.

“Hey, Matt.” The raspy voice of Duncan Hastings, the contractor Jason had recommended, was in his ear. “Just wanted to check in. We made good progress today. Tomorrow we’ll start pouring the cement for the deck, so long as it isn’t raining too hard.”

“Looking good so far, man.” A speck of rain landed on Matt’s brow and he wiped it away, moving back under the bright yellow awning covering his back door. “Can’t wait to see the finished product.”

“If all goes well you’ll be having a party to celebrate in two weeks. Anyway, the reason for my call.” The contractor cleared his throat. “We dug something up in the backyard, almost ripped right through it.”

“You dug something up? What was it, a dead body?”

Hastings chuckled. “The crate wasn’t big enough. I didn’t know what to do with it, so I moved it to the side of the house. Beside your raspberry bushes.”

“I have raspberry bushes?”

Another laugh. “Anyway, hope we didn’t cause any damage. It was buried pretty deep. Seems like it’s been there awhile, as the soil was pretty settled around it. I’m guessing it was the Chief’s?”

Everybody knew who Matt’s grandfather was, and everybody knew that Edward Shank had been the chief of police of Seattle. Like everyone else, the contractor was referring to the old man by his nickname, as a matter of respect.

Matt started walking toward the side of the house. “I see it.” A large plastic crate, measuring four feet by two feet by three feet, sat innocuously beside a bare bush. He knelt down to examine it. The crate was sealed with two locks, one on each side, and there was a long crack down the side of one wall. Matt ran a finger over it. The crack was probably where Hastings had hit it with his equipment. “Wonder what it is.”

“It’s buried treasure, of course. Loot from a high-end robbery case your grandfather worked. Illegal guns. A million dollars in cash.” Hastings paused. “No, make that two million. It was a big crate.”

“If only.” Matt laughed. “Thanks for calling.”

“Send the Chief my apologies if we damaged anything. We weren’t expecting to find anything buried that deep.”

“Will do.” Matt disconnected and slipped the phone back into his pocket. Reaching forward, he attempted to lift the crate. It didn’t seem that heavy, but it was more awkward than he expected, especially with one side of the plastic cracked. Taking a moment to position himself, he knelt down and hoisted the crate up, hauling it carefully toward the back door that brought him into the kitchen. He sat it down on the rectangular wood table with a harder thud than he intended.

Elmo appeared out of nowhere, nudging and winding around Matt’s legs, his long tail vibrating as it always did when Matt first came home. Then he jumped up onto the kitchen table and proceeded to sniff every inch of the crate.

“Any idea what’s in here, buddy?” Matt said, stroking the cat’s fur thoughtfully. With his other hand, he fingered the locks. “Should I call the Chief? It’s obviously his crate, so he probably has the keys.”

Elmo didn’t have an answer, but he did continue to smell the crate, bumping up against it, his little pink tongue eventually darting out to lick a bit of moisture off the sides. As Matt headed to the fridge to grab a cold beer, the cat bumped the crate again with his head. This time, the bump was a little too hard, and the crate slid off the edge of the table before Matt could stop it. The crate hit the floor with a loud shatter.

“Shit!” He put his beer down on the counter. “Elmo, goddammit!”

The cat scampered away.

“Oh, hell,” Matt said again, kneeling down. The crate had landed on its side and the locks were still intact, but now the lid was cracked at the joints. He wouldn’t need his grandfather’s key to see what was inside now, because the box was open. And whatever was inside didn’t smell too good. He wrinkled his nose at the odor emanating from the crate. Something inside had broken and was now oozing a greenish liquid. A puddle was forming on the white kitchen tile.

“Just awesome,” Matt said to himself. “And what the fuck is that smell?” Whatever the liquid was, it smelled like rotten eggs. Probably sulfur. Grabbing a paper towel from the counter, he mopped it up. Then he lifted the broken lid and took a look inside the crate.

The contents were jumbled, and it took Matt a moment to process what he was looking at. He’d assumed, like his contractor, that this was the Chief’s crate, but the first thing he saw was a ladies’ hairbrush. He turned it over in his hands, curious. There was nothing particularly interesting about it, except that it was filled with strands of very long, dark hair. His grandmother’s, before she’d turned gray? He pulled a strand free and examined it. No, he didn’t think so. The hair was too long, and his lola’s hair had always been short.

Putting the brush aside, he sat on the floor and began picking through the rest of the crate’s contents. Various items of clothing lined the top, all ladies’ stuff, mostly smaller sizes. He pulled out a black T-shirt, well worn and clearly well loved. Size small. He recognized the iron-on picture of the eighties alternative band on the front right away. The Cure. Nice.

Under the T-shirts were also a half dozen brassieres. Amused, Matt picked up a pink lace bra and looked at it closely. It was cheap and frilly, but still kind of sexy, the kind of thing Sam would never wear. Had his grandfather had a mistress or something back in the day that nobody ever knew about? There were a dozen or so pairs of women’s underwear in the crate as well. Curious but a little uneasy—Matt had loved his grandmother and the thought of the Chief having an affair was unpleasant—he scooped one of them up, only to drop them like they were on fire a second later when a thought occurred to him.

Good Lord, could these be his mother’s things?

It seemed entirely possible. Lucy Shank was a drug addict, and had died in 1985 of a drug overdose at the age of sixteen, when Matt was only a baby. He’d only ever seen a handful of pictures of her, and none of them had been taken past the age of fourteen. Lucy was a super-touchy subject with his grandparents, and whenever he’d tried to ask them questions about their only child, they’d murmur vague comments like “She was always a troubled girl,” and “She’d be so proud of the man you’ve become,” as if that somehow explained the person she was. It was frustrating, so he’d stopped asking questions about his mother a long time ago. And it was useless to ask questions about who his father was, as his grandparents simply didn’t know.

Taking a deep breath, he continued to pick through the crate, sorting through the clothing. Maybe he’d find pictures of Lucy, maybe even a diary. At this point, he’d take anything. He’d spent his entire life being hungry for information about his mother, and the more he sifted, the more certain he became that this stuff had to belong to Lucy. Why else would the Chief have locked it all away?

Matt’s fingers touched something hard. Peering into the crate, he could see the tops of a dozen or so large glass Mason jars sitting at the bottom, the kind of jars his grandmother used when she made fruit preserves. He reached in, then hissed when something sharp pricked his finger.

Swearing under his breath, he peered closer. He’d forgotten that something had shattered when the crate had fallen, and he’d just discovered what it was. Reaching in again, slowly this time, he grabbed hold of one of the jars and took a good look.

And almost dropped it. What was inside the jar was most definitely not his grandmother’s fruit preserves.

Staring at the glass container, his brain seemed unable to process exactly what he was looking at. A human hand appeared to be floating, sort of, in a greenish, murky liquid. The skin was super-pale, almost white, and two of the fingers looked partially decayed. It was a small hand, but definitely an adult hand, and female. Looking a bit closer, he could detect some kind of sparkly nail polish on two of the fingers.

Confused, he placed the jar gently on the floor beside him, where Elmo, who’d come back, immediately began to sniff it. His mind sifted through a variety of explanations for what it could really be, because surely it wasn’t an actual human hand. A quick glance into the crate again confirmed that there were more hands inside more jars.

But they couldn’t be human. Of course not, because that would be, like, totally and completely fucked-up.

Movie props. Of course. When Matt was a teenager, his grandparents had taken him to Universal Studios in Orlando, Florida, and they’d watched some live presentation on special effects, props, and movie makeup. Maybe his grandfather had bought a few of these hands for shits and giggles, and forgot to tell Matt. Maybe these hands were supposed to be . . . a gag gift. For . . . horror buffs.

Neither of which fit Matt, or his grandparents.

Still, his brain struggled to find some logical reason why the hands could in no way be human.

Never mind that the skin was beginning to separate from the muscle and bone.

Never mind that some of the fingernails were beginning to detach from the fingers.

Never mind that it all looked so completely real, Matt thought he might throw up.

And the other jars in the crate were the same. Hands. Hands. And more hands.

And they were all left hands.

Okay, so they were real. Matt sat on the floor, stumped. But there could be reasons for that, too.

Maybe his grandfather had kept evidence from a crime scene he’d worked years ago before he’d retired from the Seattle PD. Cops did that, didn’t they? While Matt couldn’t really understand the appeal, clearly the Chief had enjoyed his job, and maybe these were some kind of souvenir, kept here to remind the old man of his glory days, when he’d been the most famous hunter of killers that the city of Seattle had ever seen. While Rufus Wedge was by far the most famous killer that Edward Shank had caught, he most certainly hadn’t been the only one. Edward had been a homicide cop for a long time before becoming chief of police; murder had always been the old man’s specialty.

Swallowing the sickening feeling welling up inside him, Matt put the jars slowly back in the crate. Realizing after a moment that the tops weren’t level, he pulled them back out, and peered into the plastic once again. At the bottom of the crate in the corner was a worn leather scrapbook and a VHS videocassette. Moving aside the tape, he stared at the scrapbook, running a finger over the scratched reddish brown leather cover. He wasn’t really going to open it, was he? Whatever was inside was bound to freak him out even more, but still . . . how could he not look? He needed an explanation.

The glue that bound the pages together was old, and the scrapbook made a cracking sound when he opened it. It was filled with newspaper clippings . . . and hair.

Ignoring the newspaper articles for the moment, Matt examined the swatches of hair that were taped into the pages. Unlike the hairbrush, which contained tangled strands from actual use, the scrapbook contained bunches of hair that were neatly trimmed. All brunette, ranging from medium to dark brown. Neatly taped.

Neatly labeled, too. First names only. Rebecca. Joan. Sandy. Gwen. Sarah. Lori Ann. Jasmine. And on and on. Touching the strands lightly, he knew this wasn’t doll hair. The swatches felt real.

The newspaper articles were dated from 1978 to 1985. There were over two dozen clippings, and the last one, dated April 26, 1985, was one Matt had seen before, because it had been framed above the piano when he was growing up. The headline, in thick black letters an inch tall, screamed BUTCHER DEAD!

Matt closed the scrapbook, stuffing the articles back inside, relieved. Thank God, it all made sense now. His grandfather had kept a crate of stuff from the Butcher. Bringing down Rufus Wedge had made the Chief’s career, and he’d obviously wanted souvenirs to remember it by. Was it weird? Hell, yes. But catching killers had been his grandfather’s job. Nothing about that had been normal. Edward Shank had never been the warm, sparkly-eyed grandpa who read bedtime stories and tucked him in. The job had always come first, and the Chief had been damned good at it. Matt may not have understood that as a kid, but he sure as hell understood it now.

The VHS tape was still lying innocently amid the pile of clothing, and Matt picked it up. A standard black Memorex, no label. Curiosity getting the better of him, he stood up, leaving everything else from the crate on the kitchen floor.

A few steps later, he was in the living room, where his brand-new fifty-five-inch high-definition TV was set up with an old DVD/VHS combination player he’d been meaning to replace with a Blu-ray at some point. Not that he ever had the time to watch movies. He’d bought the TV so he could watch the Seahawks.

Slipping the tape in, he pressed play. The VHS player groaned to life, and the soft whirring sound of the tape rolling filled the quiet room.

His grandfather appeared on the TV screen, looking younger than Matt could personally remember. The Chief’s hair, completely white now, was still salt-and-pepper in the video, and the lines on his face were less prominent, the shoulders a little broader. He was standing in what looked like . . . the garage?

On the Chief’s decades-younger face was a grin that stretched from ear to ear. The setting behind him was a tad fuzzy, but Matt could make out the long work table. That table was still in the garage, and it was huge, measuring eight feet long and almost five feet wide.

And on it was a female body. Totally nude. From the distance of the camera, it was difficult to tell how exactly old she was, but she was definitely young, probably a teenager. Canvas straps were fastened tight around her shoulders, torso, and ankles, and though she couldn’t move too much, she was squirming. A cloth had been stuffed in her mouth. She couldn’t make a sound, but her eyes, huge and terrified, were screaming.

“It’s showtime,” Edward Shank said directly into the camera. He was smoking a cigar, and Matt didn’t have to smell it to know that it was cherry-flavored. The Chief’s voice sounded exactly the same as it did now—deep, authoritative, almost melodic. It was like he was speaking to Matt personally, and every inch of Matt’s body was rock solid with tension as he watched his grandfather on the large TV screen. The Chief winked into the camera, then reached for something beside the woman’s bound feet.

A cleaver. Stainless steel with a wood handle. Super-sharp.

The Chief picked it up, and never had a kitchen tool looked so deadly. In fact, Matt had a similar cleaver in the kitchen right now, minus only the wood handle. It had been a graduation present from his grandfather when he’d finished culinary school. A shudder ran through Matt’s entire body.

Holding it up, Edward grinned, the cleaver gleaming under the garage’s fluorescent lights. Then, without a word of warning, he chopped off the young woman’s left hand. Her body writhed in agony, as much as it could under the restraint of the straps. The severed hand fell to the floor noiselessly, and blood from the stump of her arm gushed onto the sealed concrete.

“Now that that’s out of the way,” the Chief said, “let’s get to work.”

Matt’s insides, already Jell-O, went cold.

Over the next two minutes, he watched. He couldn’t seem to look away, and he wasn’t sure he could even blink. So he watched. Even in grainy, dulled-out color, the sickening images of his grandfather torturing the poor young girl seared into his brain like a cattle prod. He watched, stone still, as his grandfather did things to her that he’d only ever seen in horror movies. But the difference was, this was real. There was no scary music, no special lighting or effects. Just her pain, and her screaming.

Edward burned her with the cigar. Cut her with the cleaver. Climbed on top of her and raped her. Then strangled her, his face making almost no expression until the end, when he looked directly into the camera and smiled.

The screen faded to black. Then a cardboard white sign appeared, containing words written in thick block letters. Unmistakably his grandfather’s handwriting. Unmistakably his grandfather’s fingers holding the sign.

AUGUST 22, 1974. JESSICA. AGE 14.

Edward Shank, former chief of police of the city of Seattle, had been the Butcher.

Feeling something tickling his face, Matt touched his cheek. It was covered in tears.
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Samantha Marquez did not like the word obsessed. It suggested a lack of control, which she greatly resented. She much preferred the word determined. She frowned into her phone even though Detective Robert Sanchez couldn’t see what he referred to as her “Kermit Face.”

“I’m not obsessed, I’m researching,” she informed him. “It’s a lot of work to write a book, Bobby.”

“I don’t doubt that, my sweet,” Sanchez said with a chuckle. Sam could make out the not-so-faint sounds of laughter in the background. The Seattle PD detective had called her from his home, and his three teenage sons made a lot of noise. “You’ve published two books already, so you clearly know what you’re doing. But you gotta have a life, too. How’s that boyfriend of yours? He move into the new house?”

“He’s all moved in and renovating the backyard.”

There was a small silence as Sam waited for the inevitable next question. But Sanchez, who’d known her for over twenty years, seemed to know better. Instead of asking why she wasn’t living with Matt, he said, “Lunch this week?”

“Of course.”

“I’ll call you. Don’t work too hard. It’s not healthy to be obsessed.”

“Shut up, Bobby.”

“Don’t you Kermit Face me,” he said before disconnecting, and she laughed.
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