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Three things cannot be long hidden: the sun, the moon, the truth.

—BUDDHA


DAY 1

DEATHWATCH


CHAPTER 1

SAN FRANCISCO, 7:05 A.M.

THE phone call came far too early to herald anything good.

“Feel like taking a ride?” Detective Frank Renna asked when I picked up.

“Got to get Jenny ready for school soon and I have a high-end client coming into the shop first thing today. She’s eager to drop big money on an Oribe tea bowl.”

Oribe is a sometimes-brilliant Japanese ceramic–style named after Furuta Oribe, a sixteenth-century tea master and samurai. I sold the distinctive green-and-white pieces and other Japanese antiques out of my shop on Lombard, west of Van Ness.

“Nice to see you making headway on the diplomatic front,” Renna said, “but move it to the back burner and pack your daughter off. This is important. We’re heading out to Napa.”

“Are we now?”

“Yeah. There’s a Japanese kid we need to see. He doesn’t speak English.”

“So put a phone to his ear and I’ll talk to him. No reason we need to drag ourselves out to wine country.”

“Kid’s gone into shock and he’s babbling. He’s driving the local badges up a wall.”

Renna was a lieutenant with the San Francisco Police Department, and a friend. He’d been instrumental in getting me a consulting job with the SFPD as their local Japan expert, which last came into play with an incident in Japantown. But I wasn’t on call and received no retainer. Our arrangement was on a case-by-case basis, clearly a detail that seemed to have slipped Renna’s mind.

“Isn’t there a Japanese speaker closer to Napa?” I asked.

“None in their department and they don’t have anyone on file. That’s why they need you.”

“How do they know the kid’s Japanese?”

“Because that’s what his father was.”

“Was?”

“Yeah. There’s a body, too.”



Ten minutes after Renna’s call, I was waiting outside in the morning fog, ungloved hands snug in the pockets of a down jacket.

I watched brief shafts of faint red light penetrate the fog. Heard the sound of a car engine approaching. Saw, finally, a boxy vehicle emerge out of the cottony whiteness and ease to the curb. Renna had arrived in a dusty unmarked SFPD car that looked exactly like a dusty unmarked SFPD car.

The passenger-side window buzzed down.

“You’re doing a good imitation of something the cat wouldn’t drag in,” my friend said.

“I was up until seven talking to Tokyo,” I said. “Finalizing details for the shows. Fell into bed five minutes before you woke me.”

The mayor of San Francisco had launched a Pacific Rim Friendship Program to improve the city’s relations with its Asian neighbors, and Japan was up first. I’d rebuffed City Hall’s first two advances to be their liaison, accepting with reluctance only after the big man himself called to press me into service.

“Coffee up,” Renna said, passing over a cup of Peet’s dark roast as I collapsed into the front seat. “It’s all downhill from here.”

He urged the vehicle back onto the road. “You get Jenny off to school?”

“Neighbor upstairs will drive her.”

“Client take it well?”

“Wife said her husband would be furious, but we rescheduled for later today, so I squeaked by. Listen, I get the babbling kid bit, but why are we on the road? It’s Napa, not SF.”

As was his habit, Renna rolled imaginary marbles from cheek to cheek while he considered the question. “A Napa bigwig rang our dear mayor and he rang the chief.”

“So this is another favor for City Hall?” I said, wondering if they weren’t pushing the boundaries.

“Not even close. The mayor hoards his political capital. He called my boss. I’m under orders. You’re doing this for me. Since Japantown, everyone thinks I’m your goddamn social secretary.”

“I could live with that,” I said.

“You do recall we’re cruising over marshlands soon, right?”

Overhead, a sign announced our approach to the Golden Gate access road. Our route took us over the bridge into Marin County. We’d pass the monied Marin communities of Mill Valley and San Rafael, cross the reedy marshes edging the upper fringe of the San Francisco Bay, then head north to Napa.

“Yeah, so?”

“You piss me off, I’ll toss you into the muck and you won’t be living with anything. You’ll be lucky if your bones surface in a decade or two.”

“Probably less painful.”

The lieutenant grunted. “Hard to argue that.”

I took a sip of the coffee. A hearty Italian roast rolled over my tongue. It cut through the early-morning chill, but made not the slightest dent in my exhaustion.

“I’ve got to close my eyes for a minute,” I said. “Can you handle the drive alone?”

“Sure. One thing first, though. Napa guys sent you a present.”

“Am I going to like it?”

“Wouldn’t think so.”

He stretched a finger toward the face of his smartphone, anchored in a dashboard cradle, but before he could tap the screen, my mobile buzzed.

An unknown number. “Hold on a sec,” I said, then into my phone, “Hello?”

“Is this Jim Brodie?”

“Yes.”

“Sean Navin. We haven’t met yet but you’re on my blacklist.”

That was a first.

Before I could reply, Navin said, “You canceled on us this morning. No one does that to me.”

“Sarah already rescheduled.”

“I’m canceling it.”

“I normally don’t—”

“Save the excuses. I’m sending my wife to one of your competitors.”

I closed my eyes. There goes the Oribe tea bowl commission I sorely needed. The loss was going to hurt.

“Sorry to hear that,” I said. “As I explained to Sarah, it’s an emergency.”

“Time is money, Brodie. You play fast and loose with my time, I spend my greenbacks elsewhere.”

In his voice I heard none of the goodwill I’d earned over the last couple of years. Quality art from my shop decorated his home. Some of the rarities his wife had requested I’d tracked down in distant corners of Japan.

“I regret it happened, Sean. If there was any way around canceling our appointment, believe me, I would have found it.”

“You made a bad decision and it’s gonna cost you.”

“So you’ve told me. Do what you have to do,” I said, and disconnected.

So much for squeaking by. His wife was a valued customer, but mind games from an overbearing husband I didn’t need. Life was too short.

Renna glanced my way. He’d pieced together enough of the conversation to know that I was going to pay for this morning’s excursion.

“I’d pegged you for being more diplomatic,” he said.

“Husband kept twisting the knife. Got a feeling he was enjoying it.”

“A lot of those types around.”

“Yeah. Too bad. His wife was a regular. You were saying?”

“A present from the Napa boys.” Renna punched the smartphone screen. A recording began.

“Can you tell us your name, son?” a clearly annoyed adult male voice said.

“Mondai attara Jimu Burodi-san ni denwa shite kudasai. Mondai attara Jimu Burodi-san ni denwa shite kudasai. Mondai attara Jimu Burodi-san ni denwa—”

“We hear you, kid,” the man said through what sounded like gritted teeth. Then: “I’m telling you, Dick. That’s all the little guy’s said since we got here.”

Dick gave it a shot. “Hiya, son. I’m Officer Richard Kendall. Can you give us your name? Just your name?”

“Mondai attara Jimu Burodi-san ni denwa shite kudasai. Mondai attara—”

“See? Repeat loop,” the first man said.

“Considering the circumstances, can’t say I blame him.”

The dispatch ended and Renna said, “Still want to close your eyes?”

“Got to.”

“Sweet dreams.”

They were anything but.

In the recording, the babbling kid had been asking for me.


CHAPTER 2

WHEN Renna eased off the gas pedal, I woke instantly—alert and recharged. Looking out the windshield at what lay before me, I froze in midstretch and said, “You can’t have the right place.”

Renna had swung into the parking lot of the di Rosa, an art complex on prime vineyard land in Napa Valley.

“Afraid I do.”

My heart rate kicked up a beat. An incoherent child was one thing. A crime scene linking my day job—art—to police business elevated this early-morning summons to a whole other realm. Renna, the sly bugger, had held out. The crime/art combination, as he well knew, had proved poisonous three months ago in Tokyo.

“You could have told me,” I said, a rebellious rumble rising in my throat.

“And make the trip harder? No thanks.”

“You didn’t know for a fact that I’d refuse.”

“You saying you wouldn’t have?”

“This is not what I expect from my social secretary.”

“So fire me.”

Rene di Rosa had been the son of an Italian aristocrat and a St. Louis heiress. As a practicing journalist, he’d come west, put in a stint at the San Francisco Chronicle, and eventually purchased four hundred and fifty acres of neglected Napa farmland before the area became legendary for its grapes. Then he replaced free-ranging cattle and fields of barley and oats with wine varietals, explored the possibilities of California pinot noir, and eventually molded the place into the first highly respected Napa Valley winery. Later, he divested himself of his prized vines and turned to collecting Northern California art with unbridled passion.

“You understand what the kid was saying?” Renna asked.

“Sure.”

“So give me a translation.”

“ ‘If there’s a problem, call Jim Brodie.’ ”

Marbles began to roll. “The Napa cops laid down bets for and against a message along those lines. The distortion made it hard to tell if what they heard was actually your name.”

“It was. The Japanese language has a second alphabet that allows speakers to render foreign words into Japanese, but it’s not precise.”

“Convenient.”

“Eye of the beholder,” I said, staring at the art preserve up ahead.

“Maybe he’s not talking about you,” Renna said.

“He is.”

“Did you recognize the voice?”

“No,” I said, “but I think I’m about to.”


CHAPTER 3

RENNA guided our grime-covered rattletrap past four sheriff ’s vehicles before easing into a spot alongside one of two Napa city black-and-whites.

“Looks like county jurisdiction,” I said, kneading the stiffness in my neck.

Renna nodded. “Napa city limit starts a few miles on. Their boys are along for support.” More marbles, then: “You ever been out here?”

“A few times.”

“Would the wife like it?”

I’d met Frank and his better half six years ago when the couple had strolled into the antiques shop where I was apprenticing in the Outer Sunset District. Even in plainclothes, Renna’s bearing screamed cop. Hardened eyes. Penetrating look. A palpable aura of distance because in his world people were callous and calculating and lied as easily as they breathed.

“Di Rosa’s focus was different but you can sense his enthusiasm for the work,” I said as we stepped from the vehicle. “Your wife would like that about him.”

At six-foot-four, Renna intimidated most people. Smart suspects stayed put when he confronted them. Fleeing brought down the lightning-fast hammer that was Lieutenant Frank Renna. Thick brown hair framed a large square face with a few soft edges. There was also humor at the back of his eyes if he let you past the cop deadpan.

Renna shot me a sharp look. “Did you just dish out an art world equivalent of ‘she’s got personality’?”

“Or ‘he’? No. We’re talking different tastes. Di Rosa went in for Funk Art and the Bay Area Figurative movement. Mostly loud and colorful stuff. Your wife favors quieter work.”

But, to his credit, di Rosa had been a stout supporter of Northern California artists while other resident collectors looked to the East Coast and Europe for pieces. Di Rosa was beloved because he bought local—famous, and fresh-faced talent. He snapped up sculpture by Stephen De Staebler, clay pieces by Peter Voulkos, conceptual art by Bruce Nauman, ceramic murals by Jim Melchert, paintings by Elmer Bischoff, and so on, an endless string of acquisitions. He sought early efforts, before prices headed to the stars. The collection now housed more than two thousand works of art from some eight hundred artists.

Trudging uphill toward the entrance, Renna scanned the area. “Looks like a big spread. Never makes for a good crime scene.”

I nodded. “Acres and acres. Gift shop and a small gallery are through the front door. The main gallery is three, four minutes up the hill by shuttle. It’s ten times larger and holds the permanent collection. Then there’s offices, the original home, and an outdoor sculpture garden stretching back even farther.”

Renna shook his head. “Not big. Huge goddamn crime scene.”

Two sheriff ’s deputies escorted us from the entrance to a waiting patrol car out back. We rolled upward toward the main gallery, which one of our guides referred to as “a queer place for an accident.”

Renna’s brow furrowed.

We entered the gallery and traipsed past an “art car” by self-proclaimed “junk sculptor” David Best. He’d strip down a vehicle, refashion it, then smother the surface with thousands of small objects, from toys to bits of mirror to endless salvaged knickknacks, until the car sparkled and glittered and told an American story.

A long hall peppered with sculpture and paintings and collages led us to a covered back patio and David Ireland’s famous Angel-Go-Round—a collection of prostrate classical Greco-Roman cemetery statuary huddled in a circle. Normally, an angel—winged and pious and draped in a white robe—glided overhead in a tight circuit above the “dead.”

It was present but unmoving. As lifeless as the corpse of an adult Japanese male that had fallen across the statues.

The body of someone I knew well.

Someone I had, in fact, talked to eight months ago when I visited his father’s studio in Kyoto to collect pieces for my shop.


CHAPTER 4

THE angel hovered over the pallid corpse of Toru Nobuki, son of my friend and world-class artist Ken Nobuki.

Like his father, Toru is—had been—of a creative bent. He made public sculptures, which explained his presence at the di Rosa art park. But only partially. His father had mentioned sending Toru to look at the di Rosa collection once the exhibition exchange with the mayor’s people was finalized. Which wasn’t due to happen until next week.

So why the hell was Ken’s son here now?

In Japan last spring, Toru had dropped by his father’s studio with his young son for a quick chat, mostly revolving around whether I could place some of his outdoor sculptures in the States.

I’d promised to develop some leads—a promise now empty for all the wrong reasons.

Toru had collapsed on top of David Ireland’s horizontal effigies. The artist lay limp and neglected, like a discarded sack of old rice. His upper body had come to rest on the lower limbs of a full-figured female, while his legs were draped over a Greco-Roman male. A concave gash behind his left eye echoed the curvature of the woman’s upper thigh. His hair was matted with blood, capillary action drawing some of the body fluid up from the wound. As I took in his dead eyes and slack lips, sadness consumed me.

Ireland had gathered up the sculptures from Colma, the Bay Area’s very own “City of the Dead.” By the end of the 1800s, San Francisco had matured from rowdy gold-rush town to budding metropolis. Land had grown scarce, so the city passed laws prohibiting any new cemeteries. Then in 1914, officials went after the existing burial grounds, and the dead were handed their walking papers. Countless bodies were exhumed. For some reason, the pigs-and-potato outpost of Colma became the relocation spot of choice. Today, the town had more than seventeen graveyards, and a thousand horizontal residents for every inhabitant walking upright.

A stocky man stepped forward and introduced himself as Sheriff Tom Nash. He was five-ten, with bushy brown eyebrows and a paunch edging over a black cowhide belt. He followed up with the names of his deputies. Renna did the honors on our side.

I tore my eyes away from Toru’s lifeless form to shake hands all around. The sheriff and his deputies wore beige shirts and olive-green pants, with copper-colored stars on their chest. The city cops had donned navy-blue tops and bottoms, with silver stars.

“Thanks for coming out,” Nash said.

Renna grunted. “Thanks for holding the scene until we got here.”

My gaze drifted back to the body. A good measure of Toru’s blood had pooled under the statues. A small puddle of oil directly below the angel’s mechanical track running along the ceiling had collected on the concrete patio. A skid mark where someone had stepped in the oil bisected the puddle. More oil glistened on the sole of Toru’s right shoe.

He’d slipped in the lubricant and bashed his head in when he fell forward onto the statuary.

Nash shrugged. “Didn’t want to move the father until you got a crack at the son. Especially since the big boys are plugged into this one.”

A reference to the mayor and company.

“Yeah,” Renna said. “Lucky us. The ME been?”

“In and out. He’s thinking accident too, but won’t confirm until he’s got the stiff on the slab.”

“Good enough. Did he mention a TOD?” Time of death.

“Already nailed down. Between six twenty-three and seven-oh-four p.m. yesterday evening.”

Renna smiled. “Impressive.”

“Last night?” I said.

“Yep.”

Anger welled up as I asked, “How’s it possible he could lie out here all night?”

Ignoring the censure in my tone, Nash said, “The dead guy wanted a look at the outdoor sculpture, even in the dark. Had a flashlight.” The sheriff pointed to a black cylinder a few feet away. “The curator gave them the go-ahead. Gallery was already locked up, so they said good night to each other and our man strolled around the grounds with his son while the curator put in some overtime, then clocked out around eight, figuring father and son were long gone.”

“How’d you get the times?” Renna asked.

“First time’s when the father called for a taxi. Second’s when the cab arrived for the seven o’clock pickup. The driver didn’t see his fare waiting in the bottom lot, so after a few minutes he buzzed the cell and no one answered.”

“Can’t ask for much more,” Renna said.

“Your tax dollars at work.”

Renna nodded and I scanned the patio. Toru’s son was nowhere in sight. “Was the kid out here all night too?”

“Yep.”

“Where’d you stash him?”

“You mean leave him. We couldn’t budge the little man. He’s right where we found him. And all yours.” Nash pointed up a grassy slope beyond the patio retaining wall.

Shu Nobuki, Ken’s grandson, sat in the shadow of a giant eucalyptus tree. He was tucked up against its vast trunk, a wool coverlet draped over his shoulders. Shu rocked back and forth in a rhythm all his own, bony knees drawn to his chest, rail-thin arms wrapped around bent legs, head down. His lips moved continually, though the words weren’t audible from where we stood.

“How long’s he been like that?” I asked.

“I’d say most of the night. We pushed the blanket on him this morning once we saw we couldn’t pry the kid loose without him going ballistic on us.”

The sheriff’s tone had softened and grown circumspect, as if he thought Shu might be on the brink of going over the edge.


CHAPTER 5

AS I approached I heard the chant: “Mondai attara Jimu Burodi-san ni denwa shite kudasai. Mondai attara Jimu Burodi-san ni denwa shite kudasai. Mondai attara Jimu Burodi-san ni denwa shite kudasai.”

The same refrain Renna had played for me on his phone. From a distance I deemed nonthreatening, I called out to Ken’s grandson.

He continued to rock and chant.

I eased closer. “Shu-kun,” I said softly, using an affectionate form of san, “I’m here.”

The chanting and rocking continued.

“It’s me, Shu-kun. Jim Brodie. You know me. You’re calling my name. Look at me.”

He raised his head. The chanting dropped to a low mumble, but the swaying persisted. His face was a sickly mushroom-gray. His eyes were dilated and unfocused and they wandered around a bit before they found my face. When we locked eyes, the audio ceased but his lips still mouthed the words.

Under normal circumstances, he would recognize me. Now I wasn’t so sure.

I reached out to comfort him and he jerked away. A low keening escaped his lips.

I took a step back and reconsidered. I could only imagine what he’d thought of the husky deputies who had towered over him when they first arrived on the scene. Tall strangers with gruff voices. Demanding something of him in a mystifying foreign tongue. In tones that probably sounded menacing to his young ears.

From a distance of two yards, I squatted down to his level. The raw minty smell of eucalyptus was pungent. I spoke in soothing tones. In Japanese. I repeated my name. I reminded him that he knew me. That we’d last met recently at his grandfather’s studio in Kyoto. Did he remember? I spoke to him as I spoke to my six-year-old daughter when she was troubled, which, with her mother gone four years ago now, was more often than I cared to admit.

I inched forward, then sat on the grassy slope with him. I continued with the soft patter, aware that comfort could be drawn from the sound alone, whether the meaning penetrated or not.

He maintained his silent incantation. I watched his lips stretch to form each syllable—If there’s a problem, call Jim Brodie.

Well, here I was, and my arrival had accomplished nothing.

“Shu-kun,” I said again, “talk to me.”

I reached out again and this time he didn’t pull away. The rocking continued but his mouth closed. His eyelids drooped. He rocked.

I thought about what he’d been through. In the last lingering light before the darkness swept in, Shu and his father had most likely gone out to the back acreage and viewed the outdoor sculptures. Shu-kun might have run through the grass. Maybe chased any birds that hadn’t gone to roost. Tossed some rocks. Eventually, father and son had swung back toward the office, taking in the nighttime aspect of the sculptural pieces along the road then trotting downhill to look at Angel-Go-Round.

Which is when trouble struck. Maybe Shu-kun had seen his father slip and strike his head. Or maybe, bored with the art, Shu had wandered off to play on the nearby hill and hadn’t witnessed his father’s fatal accident. Or maybe he’d heard the body strike the sculpture. Heard the rattle of the statuary. It would have been dark by then, so Shu wouldn’t have had to stray too far to be out of sight.

Maybe Shu had called out at the noise, and when he received no answer made his way back to the patio. Arrived to find his father fallen. No animation in his parent’s face. No welcoming smile. Just a motionless form.

Shu would have tried to rouse him. Would have called to him. Over and over. Maybe tugged at his shoulder. Pulled an arm. With each negative response, Shu’s panic would have risen a notch. And his confusion would have grown. He would have cast around for help. Sought another adult. But by that time, they were alone on the preserve, surrounded by acres of grapevines and grass and very little else.

Alone in the Napa countryside.

In a foreign land.

Where everyone spoke a language he couldn’t understand.

Even if Shu had thought to dig out the cell phone in his father’s pocket, whom would he call and what would he say? Somewhere along the line, the eight-year-old had decided to hold a vigil until help arrived, and when the sheriff appeared on the scene, he’d begun his chant.

Or maybe the chant had begun much earlier and gone on much longer.

Maybe Shu had slipped over the edge.


CHAPTER 6

I STUDIED him for a long moment before I said, again in Japanese, “It’s okay, Shu-kun. I’m here. The men down there are friends. They won’t hurt you.”

He raised his head. I touched his shoulder. He sprang into my lap and flung his arms around me in a frightened, childlike hug. He shuddered. Then the tears came.

I embraced his thin, shivering frame. Even though, under the blanket, he wore a knee-length down jacket of a Japanese make known for warmth, he trembled. From the cold or the situation. Or both.

The chanting started up again.

I held him tighter. “You don’t need to call me anymore, Shu-kun. I’m here and I’m not going anywhere.”

The chanting faded.

“Talk to me,” I said. “When you’re ready.”

“I’m ready,” he said in Japanese.

Children can surprise you with their resilience. On the other hand, he’d been here all night, calling out for who knows how long.

“Okay. I’m listening.”

“My father said ask for you if there was ever trouble.” He lifted his head and ran wide bloodshot eyes up and down my face. “He told me just keep repeating your name, so I did what he said.”

“You did good. I’m here.”

“Can you fix him?”

“We’ll have a doctor look at him.”

Which, after a fashion, was true.

“Can’t you wake him up?”

“Let’s wait for the doctor.”

Shu-kun hesitated for the first time. “Is he dead?”

The words tore at my heart. Most times I could handle such open-faced volleys. My daughter tossed them my way all the time. But this was different. My friend’s son was dead and his grandson wanted a confirmation of the most terrible kind. What did you tell a young child at a time like this? And how did you tell him? I had no idea.

“You can say the truth,” Shu said softly. “I’m eight now. I’m big. Everyone said I was old enough to come here to America with Dad. So you can tell me.”

He gazed at me expectantly with the same bloodshot eyes. Then his look strayed downhill toward his father’s body and the cluster of badges. His features grew somber, and his face suddenly seemed older than nature should allow. He lowered his head onto my shoulder again. There was no crying this time.

“He’s dead, isn’t he, Jim Brodie-san?”

It was one of the hardest things I have ever had to do, but, after some hesitation, I said yes.

I felt Shu’s body wilt. He clung to me for all he was worth, his fingers as stiff as steel rods. Quietly, the crying started again. Until that moment, Shu held out a slim hope that his father could still be revived. That if he called me and I came, I could “fix” him. I wished with every scrap of my being that I had the power to grant Shu the miracle he sought.

His body seemed to melt in my arms, as if he had willed himself to disappear. I stroked his hair and we stayed that way for a long time. Salt stung the corners of my eyes.

The sheriff and his men turned their heads away. One of the Napa city cops pawed at the ground with his boot.



When the tears faded, I said, “Maybe we can head up to the office, where it’s warmer.”

Wiping his eyes with the back of his hands, Shu stiffened. “I don’t want to go anywhere he might be.”

I looked downhill. “Don’t worry. The sheriff’s on our side. I thought we could—”

Shu’s head jerked up. “Not the policemen. Him. Do you think he’s coming back?”

It was a moment before I found my voice. “Shu-kun, I’m sorry, but your father—”

“No, no, not Dad. Him,” he repeated in a louder voice, as if raising the decibels would clarify the matter.

“I’m sorry, Shu-kun. I don’t understand. Who are you talking about?”

“The man with the gun.”

My spine went rigid. “You saw a man with a weapon?”

Eyes darkening in fear, the eight-year-old boy in my arms nodded with the gravitas of a war veteran who wished to see no more firearms of any kind for the rest of his life.

“Are you sure?”

Shu nodded again. “He didn’t see me. But I saw him.”


CHAPTER 7

AS I staggered up the rest of the hill with Shu in my arms, he began his tale. He spoke in short bursts, clinging to me, eyes squeezed shut in a near panic, clearly afraid of what we might bump into at the top of the slope. When no gunman sprang from the shadows at the summit, the rest of the story spilled forth. Still hefting Shu’s boyish bulk, I cast a come-hither head-pull at Nash and Renna and they slogged uphill in our wake.

Once I set him down, Shu headed for a giant clay sculpture of a sitting woman painted in a passionate explosion of color. He snuggled against the sculpture as he had against the eucalyptus. Large splashes of red, orange, and purple over a white undercoat brought the figure to life, highlighting features or emotions or whatever the viewer chose to make of them.

I watched Shu’s mute dash for the statue in puzzled silence. Then I got it. The Viola Frey piece was reminiscent of his father’s colorful abstract forms of towering metal.

Shu wasn’t ready to say goodbye.



The sheriff scowled. “Damn scene was staged.”

Renna rolled his marbles, dark expressionless eyes locked on me. “The kid get a good look?”

“That’s what he said.”

Nash’s eyebrows were working. “You mind if I ask him myself?”

“No, but move slowly. He spooks easily.”

The three of us strolled over and Shu’s face rose to gauge our approach.

I stopped a yard short, easing my hands into my jacket pocket. “Did your father like this piece?”

Shu nodded, a smile spreading.

Sheriff Nash asked his questions, I translated, and Shu replied with impressive conviction.

We left him with the statue and pulled back to the office. The other cops gathered around.

Nash said, “I know a dynamite sketch artist over in Suisun City.” He nudged his shoulder mike to life. “Dick, call Suisun PD and ask if we can borrow Cheré Copeland.”

“Their forensic artist?”

“Yeah. Have her meet us at headquarters.”

Renna asked Nash if Copeland was good with children.

“She’s cop, artist, mother. She’s good with everyone.”

The sheriff’s shoulder set erupted in static, then spat out a message that Copeland was on her way.

Nash’s glance wandered across the yard at Shu, who was once more rocking back and forth. “If anyone can coax an image from our poor little man, Cheré can.”



A slim, big-boned woman with sandy-blond hair waited for us in a large conference room at the Napa County Sheriff’s Department. Her pale skin had a rosy tint from a dose of sun.

The sheriff introduced us, and Detective Cheré Copeland cast a curious eye at Shu, giving him a big smile at the same time. “Young people make great witnesses. It’s only a matter of deciphering their scale. They don’t understand ‘thirty years old,’ only ‘older or younger than my uncle.’ ”

We shook hands, then the Suisun City sketch artist took a moment to shake hands with a couple of the deputies she didn’t know. She had probing gray-green eyes, a quiet confidence, and no wedding ring, but a pale circle where one had been. She’s cop, artist, mother. She’s good with everyone. Except maybe the ex-husband.

Nash escorted us to a long table at the far end of the room.

“Is this our hero?” Copeland said, looking pointedly at Shu, her fingers skirting playfully along the edge of her belt.

Shu tracked the lively movement of her hand. When Copeland gave her fingers a final wiggle and raised them to her chin, Shu’s gaze followed.

On her face was the mischievous smile of a magician. “Do you speak English?”

Shu cocked his head, waiting.

Copeland’s bright gray-greens swiveled in my direction. “Should I take that as a no?”

“You should,” I said.

She shrugged. “I can work with that. Now, what is it you do? You’re not a cop, but you look familiar.”

“Friend of the family, part-time police consultant for the SFPD, and not too long ago, I—”

Something sparked behind her eyes. “Gotcha. You’re the Japantown guy.”

“Guess you read the papers.”

“It’s my job to track all NoCal crime. Now, let’s get to work.” To the milling crowd of officers, she said, “The kid and Brodie can stay. I need everyone else gone.”

A disgruntled murmur percolated up from a cluster of deputies, which had swollen to eight, one comment rising above the rest: “Who does she think she is?”

Copeland zeroed in on the culprit. “The one who’s gonna toss your butt through the window if you don’t gallop on out of here.”

The leathery skin around Sheriff Nash’s eyes bunched. “Cheré’s drawings have collared more perps than some of you sad lot, so show the lady some respect.”

The sheriff tipped his hat in our direction, then sauntered out, with the deputies in tow.

Cheré turned back to me with a wink. “Boys will be boys,” she said. “Time to see what we can find behind those young eyes.”


CHAPTER 8

THE grid came first.

Detective Copeland drew a rectangle for the head, then divided it into four smaller rectangles with lines down the center each way, horizontally and vertically. Along the horizontal axis, she drew hash marks to approximate the location of the eyes, then lightly penciled in the brows, outer borders, and irises. Two-thirds of the way down the vertical line, she sketched an average mouth, and above that a pair of linked half-loops to signify the bottom of the nose.

“Believe it or not, our eyes are about in the middle of our face along the horizontal axis,” Copeland said. “I’ve drawn a typical pair as placeholders, and I’ll adjust their position and size depending on what our little man recalls. If he saw a larger forehead, I’ll redraw the top of the head, which will have the effect of shifting the eyes down. A narrower forehead will bring them up.”

I translated what she said. Shu’s expression turned uncertain.

Copeland addressed him directly. “You’re the only one who knows what the man looks like, but we’re going to do this together. You and I. Don’t worry about a thing. This will be painless.”

Her words in translation yielded a nod and an uptick in Shu’s interest.

Copeland said to me, “What I’m going to do is jog his memory. It’s easier for all of us to recognize than remember, so I’ll supply him with verbal and visual clues.”

“Fascinating,” I said. “How much training have you had?”

“I do cop first, then the forensic art as needed. I’ve always painted, but after I went to the FBI forensic facial imaging class out at Quantico, I found my people. Cops and artists rolled into one. I’ll hand any troublemaker his ass if he gets in my face, whether he’s street or badge, but when I sketch, I know I’m making a contribution few others can. The whole force goes out with my drawings. That’s a good feeling. The collar rate with my work is high. That’s a better feeling.”

I was going to like Cheré Copeland. She was feisty, confident, and shrewd. A good combination. She’d never be dull. If I wasn’t set to pick up things where I’d left them with Rie Hoshino, a new lady acquaintance I’d met a couple of months back in Tokyo, I’d consider asking the detective out.

As she worked with Shu, Copeland’s gentle side emerged. She touched his hand on occasion and showed him the sketch at every stage, keeping up a running commentary in soothing tones I understood were meant to set the atmosphere of the session and put him at ease. It was working. Shu followed her progress with growing, if solemn, interest.

“We’re going to have fun,” she told Shu as she continued to block out the drawing. “You’re my first Japanese witness, and a handsome one too.”

She paused to allow me to translate, and when I finished, said, “Don’t translate this next bit. I’ve worked with Vietnamese, Koreans, Russians, and Latin Americans more times than I can count. I usually start with a questionnaire to get the basics—like type of crime, time of day, and lighting. Then I’ll ask about smells and sounds and such. This part of the process takes them back to the time. Triggers memories. Refreshes them. I’ll spare Shu the gruesome parts, though. Our young man here has been through enough. For the rest of what I say, don’t be afraid to trot right up on the back of my words. Keep it moving.”

“Got it.”

She fussed over Shu a bit more, then selected a soft-leaded pencil from an impressive range of artist’s gear—pencils from 9B to 2H, an electric eraser, a collection of “smudgers” for shading and tone, a T-square, a circle template, a magnifying glass, and more.

With the formalities out of the way, the process began in earnest. Copeland took Shu through a range of general questions, slowly narrowing in on the suspect’s age, height, skin tone, and physique. Once she’d determined the basic framework—thirties, five-nine, slim, darker Asian—she sketched in a vague outline of the head, then added a neck with an Adam’s apple.

From her bag Copeland pulled a lollipop. Shu’s eyes lit up. While her subject was involved in unwrapping his unexpected windfall, Copeland leaned forward confidentially. “There’s a lot of factors involved. As I ask questions, I’m spooling through a whole catalog of possibilities in my head. For example, there’s age progression for older suspects because we all lose the fat in our lips as we grow older. The ears get longer. The tip of nose does too, believe it or not. If he’s got the age right, it won’t be a factor this time. But I’ll test him with different shapes to double-check his impressions.”

“I didn’t know that about age progression.”

“It’s true. Next, we’re going to go through a photo catalog of different head shapes, then hair, eyes, nose, mouth, chin, and so on. They are all photographs of actual criminals. Some of them are headline-grabbers. Even Capone’s in there. They all have a look. A variation of the look.”

“What if he can’t remember everything? He’s only eight.”

“That’s the beauty of it. He doesn’t have to remember what he saw, only recognize it when he sees it again. Witnesses do it all the time without effort. The photos nudge the memory. I’ll start to sketch whatever he chooses and ask him if what I’ve blocked out is right, or if it needs to be narrower, wider, longer, whatever. That’s how we’ll zero in on each feature, one by one.”

And that’s exactly what she did.

I watched in wonder as Copeland led Shu through the process, flipping through a catalog of features—one hundred pairs of eyes, four pages of nose shapes, and on and on with each new feature.

She stopped frequently to ask if that was how Shu remembered it. She’d have him close his eyes. Or let him toy with her equipment. Even allow him to sketch something on his own.

After the addition of each new facial feature came the refinements: Should the eyes be larger? Narrower? Closer together? Was the nose long enough? Should it be thinner or fatter? How was the mouth? Mightn’t it be bigger? The lips plumper? Slimmer? Were they wet or dry?

Slowly the portrait took on a life of its own. Copeland shaded and brushed and added tones with different pencil types, brushes, smudgers, and other tools from her arsenal.

Toward the end, she tackled the headgear. Shu had mentioned a baseball cap. The Suisun City police artist questioned him about the shape of the hat, how it fell over the forehead, the curve of the bill, whether the cap portion was baggy or fit snugly. Then she penciled the outline of the hat on the drawing so we could see through it to the hair and shape of the head underneath. Despite the killer’s intention to obscure the view with the ball cap, Copeland had captured the essence of his look while giving viewers impressions of the suspect with and without head covering. Very clever.

“We’re almost done.” She smiled brightly and I translated. “There’s only two types of ears—average and Dumbo ears.”

For the first time in the session, Shu laughed. Dumbo needed no translation.

“Average,” Shu said with another boyish giggle.

After Copeland penciled in the ears, she turned the portrait around one last time for him to look at it and he nodded eagerly.

“That’s him,” he told me with a new enthusiasm.

The face that stared out at us had high cheekbones, a broad nose, narrow eyes, and a strong jawline. The eyes dominated. They were clear and laser focused.

Copeland leaned forward. “Now do me a favor. Give this sketch a rating between one and ten. Ten being a perfect match, just like a photo, and one meaning it looks nothing like the suspect.”

Shu drew the drawing toward him and studied it for a long moment, then gave it an eight.

The detective beamed. “Good. He gave the perfect answer. A seven or eight means I’ve reproduced a workable facsimile we can use. A perfect ten tells me the witness has lost the image in his head and is covering up, or is lying to us. That’s because reproducing a suspect’s portrait with photographic accuracy is theoretically impossible. I’ve gotten several nines, and those scare the hell out of me because, realistically, hitting that level of accuracy should be out of reach. But the couple of times we caught an offender with a nine rating, it really was uncanny how close I got. So nines are acceptable, if a little spooky.”

“Will they catch him now?” Shu asked.

“Count on it,” I said.

“Ask her too.”

I did, and Copeland said they would and he’d be the first to know.

Shu grinned, then in the corner penciled in his approval with an OK. The K was backward.

“You need that too,” he told his new Suisun City friend.

Copeland blushed, abashed at his childish sign of approval. As her eyes lingered on the backward K, she nearly lost it.



Sheriff Nash squinted at the sketch, then at me. “You’re the only noncop in the room besides our little fella. Would you buy a car from this man?”

I gazed at Copeland’s work. “Probably not.”

“Why not?”

“I see something raw. Untrustworthy. I’d probably hesitate, or make an excuse and walk away.”

“Good. We got our killer.” Nash took Renna and me aside. “The ME sent up his preliminary findings. He says the skull struck the statue multiple times.”

Renna looked thoughtful. “Backs up the boy’s story.”

“Yep. ME reckons the killer slammed the father’s head against the statue’s leg three or four times.”

My anger flared. “Forced him down at gunpoint, then bashed his head in.”

Nash nodded. “Way I see it too. Then slipped off the shoe, ran it through the oil, and put it back on. ME said the sock is bunched up a bit too much.”

“Good to know,” I said.

The killer was a planner, I thought.

“We got the beginnings of a pattern,” Nash said. “Asian vic, Asian killer.”

“But why not just shoot his target?” I asked.

“Could be a lot of reasons. Gives the killer more getaway time. Confuses things for a while. We thought we had an accident for a goodly spell. Then there’s the noise factor. Gunshots carry, especially at night. Killer doesn’t use his piece, it’s still virgin. He’s not walking around with a murder weapon.”

Nash was staring at the sketch. “Cheré, what’s the doodle in the corner?”

Copeland’s face softened. “Sweetest thing you ever saw. After I finished, little Shu personally okayed my work.”

The sheriff looked down at Shu. “Did he now?” The sheriff rummaged in his pocket and came out with a replica of his badge. “This is for you, son. Now you’re one of us.”

I translated and Shu accepted the badge in wonder, excitement bubbling just under the surface. While one of the deputies helped Shu pin it on, Nash turned to Copeland. “You happy with this?”

“Yeah, I got it.”

“Good deal.” Sheriff Nash clapped his hands together and the rest of the crew assembled. A number of new deputies had joined the pack, including three women. “Okay, boys and girls, we got ourselves a live sketch. Get copies out through the usual channels.”

The room cleared out. Copeland watched Renna and Nash wander off to discuss some final details, then turned troubled gray-greens in my direction. “Just between you and me, it’s accurate but there’s something not right.”

“Tell me.”

“I’ve done this hundreds of times, so I know I mined everything I could from the witness. But I’m seeing something I can’t put my finger on.”

“So it’s not as accurate as you told the sheriff?”

“No, it’s functional. If the killer is still around, they’ll catch him with my drawing. That’s all the deputies need to know. It’s just that there’s an itch noodling around in my head. I tell the sheriff, he might hold back when he shouldn’t.”

“Okay. So what is it?”

“I guess what I’m trying to say is, if either of you run across something new, something different, call me. Then I’ll tell the sheriff.”

“You sure about this?” Renna asked.

“Not about the what, but I’m damn sure about the where.” She gazed intently at her sketch. “It’s in there someplace.”


CHAPTER 9

FROM the Napa County Sheriff’s Department, I called Japan and spoke to Ken Nobuki, Shu’s grandfather. My artist friend was due to arrive next week to discuss the Kyoto–San Francisco exhibition exchange, but in the wake of his son’s murder, he and his wife would catch the next flight out and pick up Shu. His spouse would take their grandson back to Kyoto while Ken would remain behind to liaise with the mayor’s people and handle the details for transporting his son’s body back to Japan.

After the call, I attempted to pry Shu loose, but Napa County officials saw a major lawsuit should anything go awry under my care, so Ken’s grandson remained behind with social services. I left my phone number with Shu’s minders, and he and I talked several times over the next two days until his grandparents arrived.

Renna and I drove back to the city and made our goodbyes. Exhausted and grieving, I drove to my antiques shop. I flipped on the shop sign, and hung up some new scroll paintings as I brooded over the deteriorating state of mind of Ken’s grandchild.

In a singularly misguided thought, I figured things could only get better from here.



“Jim, let me introduce you to—”

“He bloody well knows who I am, Sarah,” Sean Navin said, inflamed green eyes panning my way.

His wife’s fractured smile served as an apology. “My husband’s agreed to listen to what you have to say after all.”

I studied her lesser half with skepticism. A major upside to running your own operation is you don’t have to put up with anyone’s bull.

Her husband said, “I still say we can do better across town.”

“Door’s behind you,” I offered.

“Boys, boys. Play nice.”

They were a curious couple. Sarah came from a well-to-do family in Palo Alto, where she’d attended the “local university,” which happened to be a place called Stanford. She was smart, with sparkling gray eyes and an auburn pixie cut. Sean was a hardscrabble Irish boy who made good as a construction contractor, despite capping his education after high school.

“You’re charging too much,” he said. “It’s crockery, for Chrissake.”

His wife’s brow darkened. “Darling, I explained—”

“Let me handle this, Sarah.”

He was a stocky man with large bones and large shoulders. Dark-brown hair framed a pale face red from hurling a fierce stare my way.

“Fine, honey. There’s some new Japanese furniture I want to look at.”

“Don’t get too attached to anything.” She wandered off toward the back of the shop, favoring him with a breezy smile.

Sean’s glare swung back toward me. “I don’t hand out cash I sweated blood for without a good look-over. If we’re gonna deal you’re gonna have to cut me some slack on your overpriced dishware.”

“Tea bowl,” I said. “A Japanese Oribe tea bowl from the eighteenth century.”

Sarah had taken up the tea ceremony, and her collection of bowls grew as her infatuation with the traditional Japanese ritual increased. To date, all of her pieces were contemporary and hovered in the five- to ten-thousand-dollar range. Now she wanted to add a classic Oribe work that would leave her previous price range in the dust.

“I’ve seen the pictures,” Sean said. “It’s a soup bowl with squiggles. Dropping big coin on a bloody crock pot is pure stone mad.”

I shrugged. “The market sets the price, not me.”

“So you say. I’m a busy man, Brodie. I got big projects all over the Bay Area need attending. When you reschedule on me you cost me money. So if we stick around, I expect a concession on your end.”

“Like I told Sarah, it was something I couldn’t sidestep.”

There was an eight-year-old boy who sat out all night in the cold, keeping a deathwatch, I could have told him. And a police summons. But if I mentioned either item, Sean would feel cornered, and resent me even more.

He frowned. “Twenty grand ought to do it for baked mud, don’t you think, with some wee change left over?”

“I quoted Sarah a range, which is the closest I can get without a piece in hand. Call the auction houses if you need confirmation.”

“You’re pretty damn sure of yourself.”

“I’m sure of the art.”

The ceramic ware added another dimension to the tea ceremony. Pieces made three or four centuries ago looked as fresh today as they did at conception.

“You seriously telling me you can call a bowl smaller than a piss pot ‘art’?”

“The best Oribe abstracts can hold their own with Klee, Kandinsky, Rothko, take your pick.”

His eyes narrowed. “You playing hardball with me?”

“If money’s a problem, let’s drop the lineage requirement.”

“When you say lineage, you mean previous owners, right? Like if a house was owned by a movie star?”

“Yes, a star in the tea world.”

Suspicion touched his features. “Don’t they usually get the best pieces?”

“Only if they have a good eye. And many of them didn’t. If we focus on quality over lineage, the price will come down. Sarah would be just as happy. Truth be told, a quality piece wins out every time. With or without a star lineage. As long as we can show provenance.”

The light in Sean’s look changed. “You’re a talker, Brodie. Good Irish blarney. Let’s see if you can deliver. I’m not throwing money away on this unless it meets Sarah’s wishes and my needs. I’ve got bigger worries than a bowl of slung mud.”

“Don’t we all,” I said, thinking of Shu.

This time tomorrow, Ken Nobuki would be arriving from Japan to take care of his grandchild and mourn his son.

Meanwhile, the Napa boys were hunting for a killer.


ONE WEEK LATER

FIRST SHOT


CHAPTER 10

SAN FRANCISCO CITY HALL, 5:15 P.M.

AMID a rolling wave of camera flashes, Ken Nobuki, the mayor, and I posed and shook hands.

Events today had unfolded with perfection—a one-on-one with Mayor Gary Hurwitz, a final run-through of the details for the Kyoto–San Francisco exhibition exchange, and a photo op for the press corps of both countries under the ornate rotunda of City Hall.

Hurwitz envisioned a series of art exhibitions with Japan, Malaysia, Taiwan, Korea, and Australia. Our no-nonsense leader had even roped in China, who had initially balked because of Taiwan’s involvement until he told them to grow up. And, surprisingly, they did. With similar forthrightness, the mayor had convinced me to act as his emissary to Japan, a nod, he said, to my help with the city’s Japantown problem. In turn, I’d brought in Ken to handle the Japanese side.

Initially, I’d been leery of mixing politics and art, but this afternoon the mayor’s crew had created magic, and it appeared we would all benefit greatly. My years of struggling to raise myself up in the art world might be over.

Then the first shot blew it all apart.



Exiting City Hall, Ken and I had started down the granite steps toward a limousine waiting to whisk him away to his hotel.

He never made it.

We had no reason to suspect trouble, but after what had happened to Ken’s son in Napa the week before, I was on edge. So when the glint off the shooter’s scope revealed his position I didn’t hesitate.

I shoved my artist friend sideways.

Jostled without warning, Ken got tangled up in his own feet, which delayed the full lateral shift I’d intended. A bullet found him—and etched a line along his scalp, shearing off the top of the left ear in the process. A fine spray of blood misted the air.
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