
[image: cover]


Praise for Barry Lancet’s

JAPANTOWN

One of Suspense Magazine ’s Best of 2013 Thrillers Shortlisted for the Barry Award for Best First Novel

“[A] sophisticated international thriller . . . Having lived and worked in Japan for more than 25 years, Lancet brings an impressive breadth of knowledge to the historical aspects of the mystery and a sharp sense of immediacy to its action.”

—The New York Times Book Review

“The first book in what will likely be a long and successful series.”

—San Francisco magazine

“One of the hottest debut authors of 2013 . . . [a] taut international thriller that races from San Francisco to Lancet’s adopted hometown of Tokyo. . . . J. J. Abrams of Lost fame recently bought the TV rights to the book.”

—Suspense Magazine

“Engrossing . . . Japantown is full of action and surprises . . . an extremely impressive debut that is almost sure to be short-listed for any number of awards next year. Pick it up now to see what all the excitement will be about.”

—Bookreporter.com

“Is the 21st century ready for multinational ninja MBAs who hack computer networks instead of flinging poisoned darts, and who surgically take out business rivals instead of whacking feudal lords? More important, does Jim Brodie have the brains and fortitude to save his young daughter and himself from these cold-blooded modern-day predators? Read Japantown and you’ll find out.”

—Mark Schreiber, The Japan Times

“Lancet, an American who has lived and worked in Japan for decades . . . commands a much stronger knowledge of the culture than his predecessors and . . . provide[s] a deep and easy familiarity with the dilemmas that his protagonist faces trying to bridge the gap between two vastly different cultures. . . . Strong writing and deep passion for the material carry the story and characters far enough to hold the interest of any reader who enjoys this sort of story.”

—Pittsburgh Post-Gazette

“The debut novel by a 25-year resident of Japan is a zippy page-turner set in San Francisco’s Japantown, Tokyo and a remote Japanese village.”

—SFExaminer.com

“A fine thriller filled with satisfying mystery, solid characterization and high drama.”

—California Bookwatch

“Lancet’s fluency in the Japanese language, extensive knowledge of, and empathy with, the culture from which it is inseparable, and gift for creating likable (as well as despicable) characters add depth and authenticity to this captivating thriller that other non-Japanese authors rarely attain. . . . Far from a mere mouthpiece for multiculturalism, [Lancet’s hero, Brodie,] comes across as a complex figure with a genuine personal history, at once blessed with extensive expertise in his chosen fields and dogged by the kind of emotional conflicts common to the human experience. . . . I was kept guessing until the very end.”

—Washington Independent Review of Books

“Lancet successfully places a PI in an international thriller plot in his highly entertaining debut. . . . Readers will want to see more of the talented Jim Brodie, with his expertise in Japanese culture, history, and martial arts.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

“Engrossing debut thriller. . . . Lancet has a gift for pacing and keeps the reader engaged and guessing ’til the very end.”

—Library Journal

“[Lancet] draws upon his familiarity with the terrain, local history and Japanese culture to create an East-West adventure that informs as it thrills. . . . [T]he intricate plot is skillfully developed, the action never flags and the climax is gripping. A fresh voice in crime fiction.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“An elegantly brutal thriller, Japantown is reminiscent of classic Daniel Silva and Barry Eisler. Lancet’s unique background bleeds authenticity into the story. This is a bold and exciting debut. Don’t miss it.”

—J.T. Ellison, New York Times bestselling author of Edge of Black

“From gritty San Francisco to exotic Tokyo, Japantown is a whip-smart, razor-fast ride, and entertaining from cover to cover.”

—Taylor Stevens, New York Times bestselling author of The Informationist

“This is a terrific debut from a talented and very promising writer. Nimbly written and atmospheric, Lancet brings San Francisco to life in all its layers, focusing on the mysteries of the Japanese/American people. He depicts a rich mixture of art and violence, the past and the present, East and West.”

—T. Jefferson Parker, New York Times bestselling author of The Famous and the Dead, and The Jaguar
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To my parents, Bob and Lenny, for their unflagging support, and to those of my Japanese friends who have always felt “hemmed in”


A wise man hears what makes no sound and sees what has no shape.

—ZEN PROVERB



DAY 1


NOT A TRACE OF THE THIEF




CHAPTER 1


SAN FRANCISCO

TWO shades of red darkened the Japantown concourse by the time I arrived. One belonged to a little girl’s scarlet party dress. The other was liquid and far too human. City officials would evince a third shade once reports of the carnage hit the airwaves.

But long before the news jockeys began grappling with the Japantown slaughter, the problem landed on my doorstep.

Minutes after receiving an urgent summons, I was charging down Fillmore in a classic maroon Cutlass convertible. Before the midnight call had interrupted my evening’s work, I’d been repairing an eighteenth-century Japanese tea bowl, a skill I’d picked up in the pottery town of Shigaraki, an hour outside of Kyoto. Now, even with the top down on the Cutlass, I could still smell the stringent lacquer used to fix the thumbnail-size chip on the bowl’s rim. Once the lacquer dried I’d apply the final flourish—a trail of liquid gold powder. A repair was still a repair, but if done right, it restored a piece’s dignity.

I swung left on Post hard enough to leave rubber and cut off two gangbangers tooling uphill in a flame-red Mazda Miata. A crisp night breeze swirled around my face and hair and wiped away every last trace of drowsiness. The gangbangers had their top down, too, apparently the better to scope out a clear shot.

They slithered in behind me, swearing in booming voices I could hear over the screech of their tires, and in my rearview mirror, angry fists shot into the air as the sleek sports car crept up on my bumper.

A pistol appeared next, followed by a man’s torso, both etched in ominous shadow against the night sky. Then the driver caught sight of a police blockade up ahead, slammed on his brakes, and snaked into a U-turn. The drastic change in direction flung the shooter against the side of the car, and nearly into the street. Arms flailing, he just managed to grab the frame of the windshield and drop back into the Miata’s cushioned bucket seat as the car peeled away with a throttled roar of frustration.

I knew the feeling. If I hadn’t received a personal invitation, I’d have done the same. But I had no choice. A marker had been called in.

—

When the phone rang, I’d peeled off the rubber gloves, careful not to let remnants of the poisonous lacquer touch my skin. With my days filled to overflowing at the shop, I tackled repairs in the darker hours, after putting my daughter to bed. Tonight it was the tea bowl.

Lieutenant Frank Renna of the San Francisco Police Department wasted no time on pleasantries. “I need a favor. A big one this time.”

I glanced at the pale green digits of the clock. 12:24 a.m. “And a fine time it is.”

On the other end of the line, Renna gave a grunt of apology. “You’ll get your usual consultant fee. Might not be enough, though.”

“I’ll survive.”

“Keep thinking that way. I need you to come look at something. You got a baseball cap?”

“Yeah.”

“Wear it low over your eyes. Cap, sneakers, jeans. Then get down here asap.”

“Down where?”

“Japantown. The outdoor mall.”

I was silent, knowing that except for a couple of bars and the Denny’s coffee shop, J-town was bottled up for the night.

Renna said, “How soon can you get here?”

“Fifteen minutes if I break a few laws.”

“Make it ten.”

Nine minutes on, I found myself speeding toward the blockade, an impromptu cluster of rolling police steel parked haphazardly across the road where the pedestrian shopping mall on Buchanan came to an abrupt end at Post. Beyond the barricade I spotted a coroner’s wagon and three ambulances, doors flung open, interiors dark and cavernous.

A hundred yards short of the barrier, I eased over in front of the Japan Center and cut the engine. I slid off tucked black leather seats and walked toward the commotion. Grim and unshaven, Frank Renna separated himself from a crowd of local badges and intercepted me halfway. Behind his approaching bulk, the rotating red and blue lights of the prowl cars silhouetted him against the night.

“The whole force out here tonight?”

He scowled. “Could be.”

—

I was the go-to guy for the SFPD on anything Japanese—even though my name is Jim Brodie, I’m six-one, a hundred-ninety pounds, and have black hair and blue eyes. And I’m Caucasian.

The connection? I’d spent the first seventeen years of my life in Tokyo, where I was born to a rugged Irish-American father, who lived and breathed law enforcement, and a more delicate American mother, who loved art. Money was tight, so I attended local schools instead of one of the exorbitant American international facilities and absorbed the language and culture like a sponge.

Along the way, I picked up karate and judo from two of the top masters in the Japanese capital, and thanks to my mother got my first peek at the fascinating world of Japanese art.

What drew my parents to the far side of the Pacific was the U.S. Army. Jake, my father, headed up a squad of MPs in charge of security for Western Tokyo, then worked for the LAPD. But he took orders badly so he eventually returned to Tokyo, where he set up the city’s first American-style PI/security firm.

He began grooming me for a position at Brodie Security a week after my twelfth birthday. I accompanied him and other detectives on interviews, stakeouts, and research trips as an observer. In the office I pored over old files when I wasn’t listening to the staff speculate about cases involving blackmail, adultery, kidnapping, and more. Their conversations were gritty and real and a thousand times better than a night out at a Roppongi disco or an ultracheap Harajuku izakaya, though I managed to work those in too, four years later, with a fake ID.

Three weeks after my seventeenth birthday, Shig Narazaki—Jake’s partner and “Uncle Shig” when he visited our home for dinner—took me on a “watch-and-see.” It was a simple information-gathering stakeout for an extortion case involving the vice president of a major electronics firm and a local gang of yakuza wannabes. Japanese mafia. Just a recon trip. No action, no approach. I’d been on dozens like it.

We sat for an hour in a car tucked up an alley watching a neighborhood yakitori shop long closed for the night.

“I don’t know,” Shig said. “I may have the wrong place.” And he left to take a look.

He did one circuit around the restaurant and was heading back when a street thug sprang from a side door and clubbed him with a Japanese fighting stick while the rest of the gang escaped out another exit.

Shig collapsed and I leapt from the car and yelled. The attacker zeroed in on me, glaring and cocking the stick like a baseball bat, which told me he had no training in the art of bojutsu. Then he charged. Luckily, the stick was the short version, so the instant his front foot shifted, I rammed my shoe into his kneecap. He went down with a howl—enough time for Shig to recover, snag the guy, and take me home with a story that made my father proud.

Unhappily, the incident demolished what was left of my parents’ rocky marriage. While Jake loved his adopted country, my mother never really took to it. She felt like the perpetual outsider, a pale-faced Caucasian in a size fourteen dress surrounded by a sea of eternal size sixes. “Putting me at risk” was the last straw in a precariously high haystack. We flew to Los Angeles, and Jake stayed in Tokyo. The arrangement became permanent.

But that was fifteen years ago. A lot had happened in between: my mother passed away, I moved to San Francisco, and I got a handle on the art trade—soft work, according to Jake, but a world I found as fascinating as my mom had, though it was filled with its own brand of shark.

Then nine months ago, not a word between us in years, Jake died suddenly, and when I flew to Japan to attend the funeral, I landed in the path of real yakuza this time, not Uncle Shig’s cheeseball yaki hopefuls. I managed to hold my own against them—barely—in the process tracking down a long-lost tea bowl that belonged to the legendary tea master Sen no Rikyu. The events made the headlines and I became something of a local hero.

Which was another reason I’d been invited to Japantown. That, and the fact that I had resources the SFPD did not: Jake had left me half of his agency, despite our estrangement.

Both my parents were gone, and I was being sucked into the life that had driven them apart. Which is how, at the age of thirty-two, I found myself juggling an art store and a detective agency. Refined on the one hand, brutish on the other.

In short, I was the bull in the china shop—except I owned the shop.

And tonight I had a very bad feeling about where that might lead.



CHAPTER 2


SHIELDING me from the curious looks of his colleagues, Renna clipped a police ID to the lip of my shirt pocket, then pulled the pocket flap over the photograph. With his barnlike mass, the lieutenant could have blocked out a whole squadron. Even my tallish frame and broad shoulders were smothered in the shadow of his looming six-four brawn with an upper trunk wider than that of most NFL defensive linemen. When he pointed a gun and yelled halt, sensible people did.

“There,” he said, inspecting his work. “No one will look twice.”

“Reassuring.”

Renna took in my jeans and lightweight flannel shirt, then squinted at the lettering on my baseball cap. “What’s the HT stand for?”

“Hanshin Tigers.”

“Who the hell are they?”

“Japanese ball club out of Osaka.”

“I tell you wear a cap, you give me exotic? Why can’t you do anything like normal people?”

“Part of my charm.”

“Someone somewhere probably thinks so.” Renna jerked his head at the badge. “Says you’re undercover. Means you’re here but you’re not. Means no one expects you to talk much.” Renna’s steady gray eyes looked weary. This was going to be bad.

“Got it.”

Dropping back a step, the lieutenant favored me with another thoughtful inspection.

“There a problem?” I said.

“This is . . . different from your usual stuff. It’s not, uh, stolen goods.”

Behind his words I heard doubt: he was wondering if I could make the leap from things people created to things they destroyed. Lately, I’d been wondering the same thing.

I’d met Renna years ago when he and his wife had walked into Bristol’s Antiques in the Outer Richmond, near the end of Geary. They’d come for the English walnut lowboy in the show window. As soon as Miriam Renna pointed to the piece, her husband had grown unnaturally still and glanced my way. The sparkle in Mrs. Renna’s eye told me the piece had caught her. She’d probably dreamed about it. Lost sleep over it. Begged and wheedled until her husband had caved, helpless to curb her compulsion. When a good piece of art grabs you, that’s how it works. And it was a good piece.

I could have closed the sale with a few choice comments about the quality of the inlay and the elegance of the cross-banding. I knew it and Renna knew it. But his expression and her modest jewelry told me the purchase would be a painful one, so I guided her toward an equally elegant nineteenth-century Pembroke table a century newer and a quarter of the price. With time, I told her, the piece would appreciate.

On that day, a bond of trust was born between the Rennas and myself that has deepened over the years, not unlike the patina of their Pembroke. Back then I was winding up my apprenticeship as an art dealer with old Jonathan Bristol, who specialized in European antiques. These days I had my own place out on Lombard, with a strong focus on Japanese artifacts and a scattering of Chinese, Korean, and European. After our first meeting, Renna had taken to swinging by on occasion to ask my opinion about some Asian aspect of one of his cases, usually in the evenings over a pint of Anchor Steam or a good single malt. But this was the first time he’d invited me to a crime scene.

Renna said, “This is going to get grisly. You want, tomorrow I could bring snapshots. You wouldn’t have to look at the rest. None of the guys you know are around, so you can still walk.”

“I’m here. Might as well do it.”

“You sure? This is leagues away from inlay and filigree.”

“I’m sure.”

“Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

“Fair enough,” I said, squinting into the glare of the flashing police lights.

“Nothing fair about it,” Renna muttered under his breath, and I understood he was referring to whatever lay beyond the barricade.

Far above our heads, a chilly gale bullied a dense fog bank past, smothering the city’s loftier peaks in brooding billows but leaving the flatlands, where we stood, bare and exposed to capricious wildcat winds.

“Awful big turnout this late at night,” I said, speculating about the crowd of uniformed and plainclothes cops milling about the mall entrance. “Any particular reason?”

“Everyone wants a look-see.”

This is going to be real bad, I thought as Renna led me toward the kill zone.

—

On a rooftop two hundred yards away, a man who used the name Dermott Summers when he traveled lay flat on his stomach and watched Lieutenant Frank Renna walk toward ground zero with a recent arrival.

Summers sharpened the focus of his night-vision binoculars and frowned. Jeans, flannel shirt, hat, an obscured badge. No city official would show up dressed like that.

Undercover cop? Maybe. But then why did the lieutenant go over to greet him?

Summers zoomed in on the newcomer. There was something in his stride, but no, he wasn’t law enforcement. Summers set down the binoculars and picked up his camera. He adjusted the range of the telephoto lens and captured several shots of the new guy.

This time he noticed the HT, and the hairs on the back of his neck rose. Japanese ball cap? Bad news. But just the kind of news he was charged with discovering—and defusing. That was the beauty of Soga. With deep-cover surveillance on site after the kill, no one could trip them up.

Summers trained his camera on the new man’s car and snapped a close-up of the license plate, several of the Cutlass, then called in the number. He’d have name and vitals inside thirty minutes.

At the thought, Summers’s trigger finger twitched. The takedown had been perfect. He’d brooded over being sidelined during the kill, but here was a bonus straight from heaven. He might see some action yet.



CHAPTER 3


THE kill zone fell midway between the rest areas.

The one-block stretch on Buchanan between Post and Sutter had been converted to a pedestrian mall long ago. Soft red brick replaced cold black pavement, and a sushi shop, shiatsu parlor, and a few dozen other shops sprang up along the concourse. Two rest areas provided benches and sculpture and were originally designed to allow shoppers a place to pause and refresh body and mind. Now they framed a scene I would never forget.

As we approached, portable klieg lights brought the victims into focus: three adults and two children.

Children?

My abdominals tensed and something in my stomach began to curdle. Inside a circle of yellow crime-scene tape was a parent’s worst nightmare. I could make out the small neat bodies of a boy and a girl. Someone’s daughter—and the same age as my Jenny, give or take. Nearby lay two men and a woman. A family. And a Japanese one at that. Tourists. This wasn’t a murder scene. This was sacrilege.

“Hell, Frank.”

“I know. You gonna be okay with this?”

Why did there have to be children?

Renna said, “You can still opt out. Last chance.”

I waved the suggestion away. Someone had decimated what had once been a vital, functioning household, leaving in the wake of their attack with high-powered weaponry a tossed salad of shredded flesh, frayed garments, and clotted blood.

The sourness stirred in the pit of my stomach. “This has got to be the work of a psycho. No sane person would do this.”

“You been around any gang action lately?”

“Good point.”

When my parents’ divorce flung me back to Los Angeles, I’d spent five years on the cusp of South Central in a gang-infested neighborhood, then put in two more here in the Mission District grunge before I could afford decent quarters in the Sunset and, after marriage, in my present cupboard apartment in East Pacific Heights. I’d seen my share of corpses, but this outdid nearly any scenario gangland could summon up. Slick purple-red pools of blood had collected in the spaces between the bodies, and viscous streams threaded their way through the brickwork.

I took a deep breath to settle my nerves.

Then I saw the mother’s death mask. A tortured face. Despairing. Aware, in the last seconds of life, of the horror playing out around her.

The sight left me breathless and depleted. Maybe I wasn’t up to this. My limbs grew leaden. Ramming my fists into the pockets of my jeans, I gritted my teeth to restrain my fury.

One minute the family was strolling through Japantown, the next they faced darkness and death in a foreign land.

Not a trace of the thief

but he left behind

the peaceful stillness

of the Okazaki Hills

Years ago, long before we married, Mieko had whispered those words in my ear to ease the pain of my own mother’s passing, my second encounter with the poem. Unbidden, it came to mind a third time when Mieko was killed, leaving Jenny and me to struggle on without her. Now the verse made its presence felt once more and I knew why. Embedded in those four lines was the balm of a larger truth, a comforting kernel of wisdom stretching back generations.

“You still with me?”

I dragged myself away from personal demons. “Yeah.”

Renna rolled a couple of imaginary marbles around in his mouth as he considered my answer. A full head of black hair capped deadpan cop eyes and rugged features. He had a hard face with deep lines, but the lines had soft edges. If his face were a catcher’s mitt, you’d say it was broken in just right.

Renna stepped up to the crime scene tape and said, “How’s it going, Todd?”

Inside the tape, a forensic tech scraped up a blood sample. His hair was clipped short and his ears were large and pink. “Some good, mostly bad. This was late night in a commercial district, so we have an uncontaminated site. That’s the good news. Other side is, Henderson was grumbling louder than usual. He’s saying nothing we got is gonna tell us squat even though he’s fast-tracking it. He gathered debris, fibers, and prints and rushed back to the lab but did a lot of frowning. Fiber’s old. Doesn’t think it’s from the shooter.”

“What kind of prints?” Renna asked.

Todd glanced my way, then with a look queried Renna, who said, “Todd Wheeler, Jim Brodie. Brodie’s consulting on this one but keep it to yourself for now.”

We exchanged nods.

Todd angled his head at an alley. “Hasn’t rained for a while so we got footprints in the passageway alongside the restaurant. Soft and padded and probably silent. A treadless loafer or moccasin-type shoe. Probably the shooter waiting.”

Renna and I looked at the alley. An unlit walkway ran between a Japanese restaurant and a kimono shop to public parking in the rear. With a balcony extension overhead, the lane was steeped in shade. I scanned the shops to the left and the right. On the other side of the mall was a second alley, but it offered less cover.

My stomach muscles twitched and I returned my attention to the victims. They lay in a close-knit cluster, arms and legs crisscrossing in places like some grotesque game of pickup sticks. In the brittle white glare of the kliegs, eye ridges cast dark shadows over sinking sockets and highlighted round cheekbones, chic haircuts, stylish clothing. A look I saw three times a year when I flew across the Pacific.

These Japanese were from Tokyo.

In fact, if this were old Japan, the scene might have found its way into a woodblock print when the genre veered away from the “floating world” and other lighter subjects. I had clients who snapped up the more grotesque ukiyo-e prints with ghosts and goblins and gore. The pictures weren’t as graphic as the spectacle before me, but some came close, for in the old days before photography ukiyo-e, and variations of the art, served a secondary purpose of reporting the events of the day. They functioned more as a premodern data stream than art, which is why they made their way west to Europe as disposable wrapping material for breakables, much as newspaper is used today.

Renna spoke in a low growl. “The kill went down fast. Automatic at close range. Maybe four-five rounds a second. Ejected casings scattered like peanut shells. Bastard didn’t care too much about leaving them.”

“Awfully arrogant,” I said. “Add high-level firepower, what’s that say? Psycho or gang?”

“Could be either. Come take a look at this.”

Shoving his hands in his pockets, Renna ambled around to the far side of the scene. I trailed after him until we stood at the point closest to the mother, which also gave us a different angle on the children. The boy’s mouth was slack, his lips ice blue and parted. The girl’s long black hair fanned across the brickwork. She wore a glistening red dress under a pink coat. The dress looked new and very much like the kind of thing my daughter might dream of wearing.

I raised my hand to block the glare. The girl’s fingers were plump with baby fat and curled around a furry lump matted with blood. I thought I recognized the lump. “That a Pooh bear?”

“Yeah.”

I was suddenly aware of the frigid night air coursing through my lungs. Aware that tonight only a thin yellow band of tape separated the living from the dead. That the frail girl on the cobblestones, clutching a favorite toy, resembled my Jenny to an uncomfortable degree.

Renna thrust his chin at the mother. “That look familiar?”

My eyes swept over the scene from our new position. About six feet from where we stood, a scrap of paper floated in a pool of blood near the mother. On it was a kanji character, which crawled over the note’s fiber-rich white surface with the jagged, free-form sprawl of a giant spider.

Kanji were the basic building blocks of the Japanese writing system—complex, multistroke ideographs borrowed from the Chinese hundreds of years ago. Blood had seeped into the paper and dried to the brownish purple of old liver, obscuring the lower portion of the character.

“Does it?” Renna prodded.

I shifted to the left to cut the glare of the kliegs—and froze.

Illuminated in the unforgiving white light was what looked to be the same kanji I’d found the morning after my wife died.



CHAPTER 4


MOSTLY, I remember the bones.

The inspector and his team had spread black plastic tarp across my in-laws’ front lawn and were laying ash-covered debris out in a grid as they reclaimed items from the rubble. Shapeless blocks of melted metal. Scorched slabs of cement. And, in a discreet corner behind a freestanding screen, a mounting collection of charred bones.

Over the next two months I spent all my time attempting to track down the kanji spray-painted on the sidewalk. It had given me purpose, a way to attack my grief. If there was a message to be had about Mieko’s death, I wanted to find it.

Calling in a pile of markers, I received introductions to experts all over the United States and Japan. But no one could read the kanji. No one had ever seen it. The damn thing didn’t exist. Not in the multi-volume kanji dictionaries. Not in linguistic databases. Not in regional records dating back centuries.

But I’d laid eyes on it myself, so I dug deeper. I applied the same techniques I used to trace an elusive piece of art, and eventually I unearthed a lead. In a musty corner of a mildew-laden university library in Kagoshima, a wizened old man approached me. He had heard of my inquiries and asked to see the kanji, then insisted on anonymity before he would speak. I consented. Three years ago, he told me, he had seen the same kanji next to a body in a suburban park in Hiroshima, and it had also been found at another murder site in Fukuoka fifteen years earlier. But my only witness was clearly terrified of something and vanished before I could drag any further details out of him.

Renna knew about my hunt for the kanji—he and Miriam had watched Jenny during my crazed string of trips to Japan, comforting her while her father communed more with the dead than with the living.

I said to the lieutenant, “Is a closer look possible?”

He shook his head. “Can’t move it yet. Can’t allow you inside the tape. But from here, you think it’s the same?”

“Ninety percent chance.”

“What’ll close the deal?”

“Need to see it without the blood.”

Before Renna could reply, someone near the patrol cars shouted for him. Muttering under his breath, Renna stalked off and dove into a huddle with a plainclothes detective. They exchanged some words I couldn’t hear, after which Renna signaled to a female detective with cinnamon-brown hair, good muscle tone, and no makeup. She separated from the crowd.

“Sir?”

“Corelli,” Renna said, “have you done this before?”

“Twice, sir.”

“Okay. Listen up. I want teams of two knocking on any door with lights. As soon as it’s decent, say six, hit the rest. Get warm bodies up Buchanan checking the apartment complexes on both sides of the mall for witnesses. Hit anyplace on the hill that overlooks the crime scene. Send two teams to rip apart the Miyako Inn, where the vics were staying. Find out if anyone saw or heard anything and if any members of the family had contact with the staff. Talk to all shifts. Drag them out of bed if you have to. Got that?”

“Yes, sir.”

I wondered if the police footwork would ferret out any useful information. Should the killer prove to be even half as elusive as the kanji, Renna’s efforts would lead nowhere.

“Good. Next, bring me the hotel bill, luggage, and a computer printout of any calls in or out. Order a full workup on the rooms for prints and fiber and get onto the Japanese consulate for a list of any friends the vics might have in town, the state, the country. In that order.”

“Okay.”

“You find any walk-by witness yet?”

“No, sir.”

“Anyone in the coffee shop?”

“No, but that’s where the deceased last ate. Tea and cake for the adults, sundaes for the kids. Third night running. They were on their way back to their rooms when they got hit.” She pointed to the Miyako Inn’s blue sign beyond the far end of the pedestrian mall, glowing benignly behind the towering twin pillars of a red torii gateway designating the northern edge of the concourse.

Torii were most often composed of two red, inward-leaning columns surging up into the sky and topped by a pair of horizontal rails. They were symbolic structures from Shinto, Japan’s indigenous religion, and usually mark the approach to a shrine, where sacred ground begins. This one was decorative and marked the north face of the Japantown mall, its placement at the boundary of a commercial district faintly sacrilegious.

Renna pursed his lips. “But no witnesses?”

“No.”

“Who heard it?”

“Most of the people in Denny’s, for starters. But this close to the projects, they either thought it was gangs or firecrackers.”

In other words, no one was willing to venture into the night to confirm the source of the noise.

“Okay, close off the area. Don’t let anyone out until our boys have their vitals and don’t let anyone in unless they have a note from God. Got it?”

“Yes, sir.”

“And Corelli?”

“Sir?”

“Did you call Bryant HQ for the rest of my people?”

“That’s next on my list but—”

Renna’s eyes narrowed. “What?”

“It’s a lot of manpower. Are you expecting heat on this one, sir?”

“I’m expecting it to rain large political turds—why?”

“Never mind.”

Corelli bolted with newfound motivation and Renna stomped back to my bench. “We got computer-confirmed IDs off the family’s passports. Hiroshi and Eiko Nakamura, kids Miki and Ken. Mean anything?”

“No. But there’s probably a million Nakamuras in Japan.”

“Smith and Jones?”

“Yeah. You have a Tokyo address for them, right?”

“Not yet.”

“It’ll be Tokyo.”

“You sure?”

“Yeah. Grooming, clothing, they’re from the capital.”

“Good to know. How about Kozo Yoshida? The second male.”

I shrugged.

Renna’s eyes roamed the mall. “Not unexpected. Now, refresh my memory. Tell me everything about the kanji and why you still can’t read the goddamned thing. And make it simple.”

—

Two miles off the California coast, a man in his early thirties sat at the stern of a thirty-six-foot Sports Fisherman with twin Volvo engines piloted by Captain Joseph Frey. The boat chugged doggedly through rolling Pacific swells, navigating a course for Humboldt Bay, two hundred fifty miles north of San Francisco. The passenger and his three companions posed as affluent Asian businessmen wanting to fish the Northern Californian seaboard. Tackle was hooked and oiled. Live bait swarmed at the bottom of a steel tank, blue slivers darting in the moonlight.

This was their third excursion in the last two weeks with Captain Frey, who hoped they would become regular customers. The previous weekend, they’d trolled south of San Francisco, laying line at three lively locations between the city and Santa Cruz, where the four men had deboarded for an IT convention due to start the following day. The weekend before, they’d headed three miles straight out for some serious deep-sea fishing. On this trip, the captain’s prized customers wanted to drop line at a string of favored sites on the way north, then disembark at Humboldt and catch an evening plane to Portland for a regional company conference.

What Captain Frey didn’t know was that this would be their final trip together. In fact, it would be the last time his passengers would set foot in the Bay Area for at least five years.

The rules of Soga forbade it.

At the front of the craft, one of the men engaged Frey in conversation, asking about the best place to lay for lingcod. While holding a steady northerly course, the captain described the sweet spots he would hit on the seaboard, gesturing with enthusiasm to unseen fishing grounds beyond the bow. Unobserved by Captain Frey, the man in the stern unzipped a black sports bag at his feet, extracted the Uzi submachine gun used for Japantown, and dropped it overboard into the frothy chop, where the weapon began a journey to the murky floor forty-five hundred feet below.



CHAPTER 5


MY nightmare was beginning again.

I looked over at a clutch of uniformed cops huddled at the barricade. To fight off the sea-chill, many of the patrol boys wore black leather jackets over their summer blues while the detectives hunkered down in trench coats or heavy-duty parkas. Some talked, some listened, and more than a few fired quick glances down the corridor of shops toward us.

No, that wasn’t right.

Toward the bodies.

Uncertainty was the prevailing emotion. It spoke of violation and despair in a way you rarely saw in officers of the law, but this was the unhealthy mix I’d lived with every day since my wife’s death four years ago, when she flew to L.A. to help her parents with some immigration papers.

—

The call woke me at 6:49 a.m., the police having gotten my number from a neighbor. I grabbed the next commuter flight to LAX and pulled up in a rental car while the fire inspector was still working the site.

When I introduced myself, he gave me a sympathetic look. “These cases, what can you do? With your older homes, you get slippage. Say you have substandard electrical, or it stresses during a strong quake or punchy aftershock. A conduit tube might pop from its power box, taking the wires with it. If they connect to an unused outlet, it goes unnoticed. Then your years of hot L.A. weather parch the two-by-fours, and when the exposed wire eventually droops and comes in contact with a beam—up she goes. Unless any of the victims were a smoker, that’ll probably be our culprit.”

“None of them smoked.”

“Well, there you go, then.”

I stood on the sidewalk in a daze, watching absently as the excavation continued. My wife, her parents, and a visiting uncle had slept in the house the night before.

It was while waiting for the fact-finding exercise to wind down that I noticed the kanji. Mieko’s parents lived five blocks from my old place, so I knew the neighborhood well. The area was integrated and gang infested, with the typical graffiti eyesores. Much to my surprise, embedded in the territorial markings of the local Salvadoran gang was a Japanese character. It was sprayed on the sidewalk in the same black, red, and green, intentionally mimicking the gang’s highly abstract hieroglyphics. To the uninitiated it blended in, just another gratuitous defacement. However, if you could read Japanese, it sprang out at you with the aggressiveness of a 3-D graphic. And the paint looked newer.

Asian gangs cruised the area, so the kanji’s presence was not unusual. But because I found it outside the house where my wife had just died, and because old friends in the neighborhood told me they hadn’t seen the marking before, I became suspicious.

Once I confirmed that the kanji hadn’t shown up elsewhere in the area and wasn’t listed in any dictionary, I headed to Japan, where the old man cornered me in the library and divulged his secret. Seemingly fearful for his life, he disappeared the second I turned my back. But the fact that someone else had actually seen the kanji—and, shockingly, only at murder scenes—was a godsend.

But only to me.

Those who should care didn’t.

When I approached the Japanese police in Hiroshima, I received a sympathetic but condescending reception. No one could recall such an incident or had heard of an unreadable kanji. Besides, they told me, hundreds of parks dotted the suburban landscape. Reluctantly, they allowed me to fill out the appropriate paperwork, then quietly ushered me to the exit with endless bows and an assurance that they would be in touch if something turned up. Nothing turned up. The LAPD didn’t bother with paperwork; they just laughed me out the door. Two weeks later the fire inspector’s office declared the blaze accidental and the police closed the case.

—

“Simple,” Renna reminded me.

I raked my fingers through my hair. “After the fire, I talked to everyone, Frank. I went everywhere, even Taiwan, Singapore, and Shanghai, on the chance the kanji was a Chinese offshoot. I got nothing. No one’s ever seen it. If it weren’t for that old man in Kagoshima, I’d have lost my mind.”

Renna rolled his marbles as he listened. “But you did have something. And if this turns out to be the same, we’ve got another shot at it.”

“I can’t imagine it being different.”

“All right. You know the M&N Tavern on Fifth?”

“Sure.”

“Early dinner around four? I’ll bring you the kanji after the labbies run it under the scope.”

“Works for me.”

“Think it’ll clean up?”

I nodded. “If standard calligraphy ink was used, it’ll come through undamaged. Once the ink dries, it resists most liquids. That’s why so many old scroll paintings have come down intact.”

Renna’s eyes sparkled at what I imagined was the first encouraging news of the night. “Good to hear,” he said.

“Good and bad. If we get a match, we get big trouble.”

He nodded unhappily. “You’re talking about the multiple vics in both places, right?”

“Yeah.”

“Not promising, I know. But I signed on for the full tour. The old guy let slip about a body count at either of the Japan sites?”

“No. But he did have his suspicions.”

“Which were?”

“A very methodical serial killer.”



CHAPTER 6


6:38 A.M.

WHEN the knock came, I was whipping up some scrambled eggs and toast while listening to Zen II, an early album by Katsuya Yokoyama, one of Japan’s bamboo flute virtuosos. In this piece he played soulful tunes with a knowing calm. In others he stretched his notes to the throaty hoarseness of a mountain wind. He could make the shakuhachi wail or mourn, his inflection teetering on the edge, straining for a hard truth. All things I knew something about.

I unlocked the door and Jennifer Yumiko Brodie, my six-year-old daughter, skipped into the room with a “Morning, Daddy,” and reached out toward me expectantly. She was returning from a sleepover with Lisa Meyers, a classmate who lived upstairs.

I scooped her up in a swift hug, then raced back to the kitchen, cradling her in the crook of one arm while I attended the eggs with my free hand. Jenny kissed my cheek. As her long black pigtails swung across her face, she yawned and gave me a sleepy grin. Looking longingly at the gap where her central incisors would emerge and fill out the smile, I wished she could stay six forever. If not for her sake, then for mine.

Wrinkling her nose Jenny said, “What’s that smell?”

“Lacquer from a tea bowl I’m repairing.”

The lacquer build on the bowl needed two more days to dry before I applied the gold finish, so I left it on the mantel under an impromptu tent of plastic wrap to keep dust off.

Jenny was looking at me strangely. “Daddy, are you okay?”

My daughter didn’t miss much. After Japantown, I’d worked my way through the remaining bottles of Anchor Steam in the fridge, then topped them off with a good measure of a Niigata saké brewed with some of the best rice in Japan. I drank long and hard to my utter failure to decipher the kanji that most likely put my wife in the ground—and now an entire Japanese family in the city morgue. Japantown should have scared the hell out of me, but instead it fueled a dormant rage that uncoiled from the darker regions of my mind like a snake unwinding itself after an overlong hibernation.

I set my daughter down. “Sorry, Jen. I didn’t sleep much.”

She pointed at the kitchen wall. “What’s that hole?”

Somewhere between the third or fourth shot of saké, I’d cursed the kanji and slammed my fist through solid plaster. Only my martial arts training prevented me from pulverizing a dozen bones in my hand with the stunt. But none of my defensive skills equipped me to deal with the sharp mind of my daughter.

I colored slightly. “My anger got away from me last night.”

“Why?”

“It’s hard to explain.”

“I’m six, Daddy. I can understand.”

“I know you can, Jen, but later, okay?”

“Okay, but I won’t forget,” she said, and gave me her I’m-not-a-little-kid-anymore look, then ceremoniously handed over the Chronicle before flopping down on her pink- and yellow-striped monstrosity of a beanbag, webbing her hands behind her head, shutting her eyes, and sighing in pleasure. Bliss in my daughter’s universe.

I scanned the front page for news of the killings. Nothing. To give the SFPD time to work the case without the pressure of public scrutiny, city officials had clamped the lid down tight. Amazingly, they’d managed to dodge the newshounds. The reprieve wouldn’t last long, but even a few hours without the dogs snapping was a blessing.

Behind closed eyes, Jenny said, “I wish I could see Mommy like I can see the China guy.”

I stopped reading. “What China guy?”

“The funny man in the hallway with the twitchy eye. I think he was gonna steal our paper but I surprised him.”

After one of the residents complained about Jenny’s constant pounding up and down the stairs between our place and Lisa’s, my daughter had perfected the art of navigating the route in silence. Obviously, her sudden appearance had startled someone. While I didn’t think anyone was out to spirit away our newspaper, the “funny” part raised my parental antennae.

“Did he say anything?”

“He asked my name.”

A coldness surged through me. “Did you tell him?”

“Sure.”

My whole body turned to ice. “And?”

“He said my name was pretty and asked if I knew whatever floor Ms. Colton lived on.”

Mental alarms blared. No one by the name of Colton lived in our building.

“When did this happen?”

“Right before I knocked.”

I ran to the window. The building’s single elevator was notoriously slow, and our view not only gave us a grand sweep of the Golden Gate Bridge but also overlooked the street from four floors up. Jenny joined me, and not five seconds later an athletic Asian male wearing baggy pants, an oversize T-shirt, and a baseball cap with the bill riding the back of his neck hit the sidewalk and headed north. Narrow airfoil sunglasses obscured his eyes.

“Is that him?”

“Uh-huh.”

My jaw clenched. “Stay here and lock the door. I’ll be right back.”

Jenny’s eyes pooled with worry. “Where are you going?”

“To have a chat with the China guy.”

“Can I come?”

“No.” I headed for the door.

Jenny grabbed my arm. “Don’t leave me, Daddy.”

She meant, Don’t go out there, with a subtext of Don’t leave me alone.

“I can’t let this pass, Jen. That man shouldn’t have been in our building talking to you.”

“That’s Mr. Kimbel’s job, not yours.”

“Once the China guy asked your name, it became my job, not the super’s. Do you want to wait at Lisa’s?”

“No, I’ll wait here. But come back soon, okay?”

“Don’t worry. I’m only going to talk to him.”

I hugged my daughter, then hustled out the door, feeling guilty for leaving her but knowing I’d feel a hell of a lot worse if Homeboy reappeared later because I neglected to scare him off now.

I hoped the confrontation would end with a verbal warning, but if it turned physical I was ready. My martial arts training stood me in good stead. After seventeen years in crime-free Japan, my life on the edge of South Central had been anything but restful. While my mother worked as a freelance art curator, supplementing her spotty income with cashier jobs at Rite Aid and the like, I sparred at a pair of local dojos to keep up my karate and judo.

When the riffraff started sniffing around, I flattened a few noses with the heel of my foot and they scurried away. But I knew I’d need more to handle the big hitters, should they ever appear. Help came in the form of our next-door neighbor, a former special-ops soldier with the South Korean army. He took me under his wing to train with his teenage son, and I added tae kwon do to my skill set. Under his tutelage my awareness redoubled and my instincts grew sharper.

I trotted down the street, considering the angles, all of them bad. Double doors and quality deadbolts secured our building and kept lowlifes out. However, if you were adept, the place wasn’t impregnable. Homeboy dressed like lazy street but moved like a man on a mission. When he exited our building, he’d kept his head down. His was the experienced stealth of a burglar, or maybe a pedophile.

I caught up with Homeboy two blocks later. A set of car keys dangling from his index finger told me he’d parked nearby. I grabbed his shoulder. The instant I touched him, powerful muscles shifted under my grasp and my prey slipped loose with fluid ease, whirling to face me.

“Can I help you?”

Not exactly the lingo of his look. He spread his weight in a balanced stance, his hands relaxed but ready at his side. The keys had disappeared into a side pocket.

I said, “What were you doing outside my door?”

“Wasn’t at no one’s door. Just passing by.”

Homeboy had walnut-brown skin and shoulder-length hair. A large gold chain with a miniature Arabian dagger hung around his plowman’s neck. The chain was a part of his street costume, and the stout neck went with beefy shoulders and well-toned biceps. A solid two hundred ten pounds on a six-foot frame gave me an inch in height but handed him a twenty-pound weight advantage. His face was flat, sun-darkened, and Asian. I couldn’t place the country.

“Who were you visiting?”

His right eye twitched. “None of your business.”

Homeboy’s cap wasn’t set at a cocky angle or even the subtle in-the-know tilt that broadcast attitude. His shirt and pants still bore their original shop newness. Not the clean and cool look street punks often sported but an hour-off-the-store-shelf look most sought to erase as soon as they walked out the door with their purchase. If he was street, I was the Little Mermaid.

“Nice guy that I am, I want to believe you, but if you can’t give me a name, we’re going to have a hard time.”

“One last time—it’s none of your business.”

“But it is. You were talking to my daughter.”

“Fuck you,” he said, and turned away.

Bottom line was he was lurking in our hallway, near my door, near my daughter. For that alone I wanted him whipped and cowed. I wanted to give him plenty to think about before he set foot in our apartment block again.

“Not so fast.”

When I reached for him a second time, he pivoted on his left foot with the same elegant fluidity, then his right hand shot out at my throat. A martial arts move. Inches away from crushing my larynx, I batted the hand away with an arm sweep.

I followed with a punch to his chin. Once he committed to blocking it, I clubbed him on his blind side, a brutal street move he wouldn’t expect. Martial arts without street works on the mats, but in the real world it can get you killed. Combine the two, however, and you owned a forceful edge if your instincts were good. Something my dad clued me in to when I began lessons in Tokyo.

The blow staggered him but his recovery was alarmingly swift. He countered with a foot-and-hand maneuver that wasn’t karate or judo and nearly lost me an eye.

I backed off. “Stay away from my house, scumbag.”

“You’re in over your head, asshole. Walk away now and I’ll let you live.”

My ears perked up. A faint foreign intonation edged his last remark. Not Chinese or Malay or the choppier Korean. Japanese.

Which meant he was neither thief nor pedophile. He was in my building for me. My Japan connections ran deep—right up to last night’s crime scene.

“What do you want?” I said.

“I want you gone. Or mangled.”

“That’s not going to happen.”

I heard the rip of Velcro. The next moment metal glittered in his right hand.

A knife.

Alarm tripped down my spine and adrenaline flooded my system. I hate steel. It’s the favored weapon of sleaze. Homeboy’s blade was double-edged and serrated on one side, with custom-molded finger grooves on the handle that spoke of special fighting skills. A serrated edge does more than slice—it chews you up without mercy.

I dropped into a semicrouch, my limbs loose, my shoulders hunched, my eyes locked on the cutter. Homeboy circled to his right and feigned a stab. Fear brushed the back of my neck. Master the fear, you might live. Discount it, you die fast. I’d seen it on the streets a dozen times.

I glided away from his feint, looping around in the opposite direction, watching the weapon and his feet.

My assailant’s lips twisted in a grin. “What’s the matter? Not so talkative now?”

Eyes glued to the metal, I ignored the taunt. Didn’t return the sneer. Didn’t toss back my own barb.

And that one act of single-minded concentration saved my life.

He was counting on an answer. Had I given into the temptation, I’d be dead.

Jenny’s China guy snapped his wrist as I circled away and the weapon flew from his right palm to his left and ended up far too close to where I was headed. I’d never seen the move before. Or anything like it. It was as if the knife itself were tracking me.

Homeboy’s execution was perfect. In one step, he was on me, the blade closer than it had any right to be. I twisted my upper body back and away from the sweep of the weapon, feeling the faint whisper of disturbed air under my chin, the steel tip millimeters from my throat.

His next thrust was an extension of the first, the glistening steel never slowing, the move brilliantly conceived. Flicking the weapon to his other hand had forced me to stop with a suddenness that threw me off balance and exposed my throat area, which could only be protected by whipping the upper half of my body away at the last second, as I’d done. But this left my lower limbs in an unprotected forward position, a target a blind man couldn’t miss.

Even as I recognized the cunning of the maneuver, I was powerless to stop it. The knife swung harmlessly past my throat and carved an arc in the air between us, then dropped down and swept across my right thigh, chewing a long gash through my Levi’s and the flesh underneath. I grunted in pain and my leg buckled. I hobbled away, putting vital space between us as swiftly as I could. Blood oozed from the wound.

Sheer genius. The secondary strike was assured if the first missed, and designed to cripple. The next pass would be the death blow.

I edged back as my assailant charged in low for a finishing gut shot. I stepped left, then feigned a half-kick with my weakened leg, an aggressive move he wouldn’t expect. He hesitated and I slapped the knife hand aside, connecting with a solid jab to the jaw, managing to put some weight behind the blow. He winced and stepped away. A fortuitous strike on my part. And pure luck that I connected at all. Hamstrung, I was overmatched. I could slow his advance but not stop him.

Homeboy paused, disdain in his eyes. “You’re fast, asshole, but not fast enough.”

“Stay away from my place.”

Indecision played across his features as he considered how much more pain I’d be able to inflict before he could penetrate my defenses. We both knew he could advance on me, given enough time and no witnesses. But he held off, restrained by an unseen force.

He waved the knife. “Cute daughter you have. Maybe I should try slicing her up.”

“Leave her out of this. I see you again, you’re going to pay.”

“She’s in it. Way in it. And so are you. More than you know.”

He dropped back, the weapon covering his retreat, then disappeared around the nearest corner.

Enraged, I wanted to race after him, but blood flowed too freely from the gash in my leg. Unthreading my belt, I strapped it around my upper thigh to stem the bleeding. Had Homeboy connected with the first swipe, blood flow would have been the least of my worries. His fighting skills were unlike anything I’d ever encountered and it was a minor miracle I was still standing.

By all rights I should be dead, and in a less public place, Homeboy would have succeeded. Although my unexpected resistance had deterred him today, his threat suggested his retreat might have been tactical rather than permanent: She’s in it. Way in it. And so are you.



CHAPTER 7


A HIGH-PITCHED scream greeted my return.

Jenny rushed forward and threw her arms around me. My blood-soaked jeans had triggered her panic, the makeshift tourniquet and limp sending her over the edge. She buried her face in my stomach and sobbed. Her body shook. I wrapped my arms around her. Each cry tore at my heart.

“I’ll be all right, Jen.” When I tried to pry her arms from my waist, she pressed her face deeper into my belly.

She raised bloodshot eyes to my face. “Are you going to die?”

“Of course not.”

“Does it hurt?”

“No. It just looks bad.”

I led her to the couch, and we sat down together. Her cheeks glistened. I took her hand.

“It’s my fault, Daddy.”

“Why would you think that?”

“Because I told you about him.”

“He’s a stranger. You should tell me about him.”

“But—”

“Listen to me. You didn’t put him outside our door. You didn’t cause him to attack me. You did nothing wrong.”

“But what if—”

I squeezed her hand. “We’ve talked about this before. Sometimes things we don’t like happen. We can’t hide from them, especially the ones that scare us.”

Jenny’s tear-filled eyes clung to my every word. What I left unsaid was Homeboy’s unexplained threat.

I said, “Good or bad, the world keeps on spinning, right?” I paused, waiting until Jenny acknowledged our private refrain with a nod. “Sometimes the world gives us bad, like Billy’s broken arm or Mrs. Kelter’s asthma. But we also get the good, like Lisa’s birthday party last week or our trip to the aquarium.”

Jenny nodded, pushing out her bottom lip in reluctant agreement. “And sometimes we get good and bad, like Mommy leaving?”

“Yes, exactly. The fire took her, but Mommy still loves us and watches over us. When the good hits us, we soak it up. When the bad strikes, we learn from it and move on.”

Jenny chewed her bottom lip. “I don’t want you to leave, Daddy.”

“I plan to stick around for a long time, Jen,” I said, addressing the hidden concern behind her plea. “Believe me.”

She raised her eyes to mine. “Why do you always do scary things? Like Grandpa’s work?”

I took a deep breath. Brodie Security was my father’s parting gift to me, and mainly because of the wrongheaded estrangement that was partly my doing, I chose to carry on what he’d started. As a posthumous tribute to what he had created. It didn’t make much money, but I liked the idea of continuing what Jake had begun. But if my work was going to brand Jenny with psychological scars, I’d have to reconsider. I already had one strike against me: nine months ago I’d been pummeled pretty badly by the yaki boys and come home with souvenir injuries that had sent Jenny into a tailspin of worry about losing her one remaining parent.

I said, “If it ever gets really bad, I can quit, okay?”

“Really?” Silence. Then: “Is your leg going to be okay?”

“Yes. Your dad’s tough. Are you going to be okay?”

“Well, if you are, then I am too.”

Jenny smiled through her tears, then flung her arms around me once more. I embraced her, soaking up the warmth of her tiny body, amazed all over again at how big a part she played in my life. I’d do anything for her. I wanted to shield her from the world’s harshness, from the brutal fact that a stranger could step in and alter our lives. But I could hardly deny the limp or the blood. The world kept spinning.

“Let’s get you ready for school,” I said. “It’s nearly time.”

“Okay.”

We talked as she dressed. She chatted excitedly about her upcoming field trip to Mount Tamalpais. I helped her on with a fresh pair of jeans and her favorite T-shirt with Day-Glo butterflies fluttering over Day-Glo flowers, then nudged her out the door to summer school, where I hoped playground activities would remove any last strain of the morning’s trauma.

But behind Jenny’s breathless buoyancy I saw hints of a lingering anxiety just under the surface. With her mother gone, she fretted about me, and this morning’s incident gave new credence to her fears.

Even leaving aside Japantown and Renna, I wondered if Brodie Security and what it stood for was driving a wedge between us as it had between my parents. Wedded to his growing enterprise, Jake often neglected his duties at home, something I told myself I’d never do to Jenny or Mieko with any undertaking. Yet in the wake of my father’s death, I felt a strong desire to keep his namesake firm alive. The people at Brodie Security had mattered to my father, and they mattered to me.

But Jenny mattered more.

Which only complicated things. I had my promise to Renna to consider as well, not to mention the lingering mystery of the kanji—and where it might lead.



CHAPTER 8


DRIED blood had caked around my wound, the textured denim of my Levi’s acting as a natural compress to stem the bleeding. Gingerly, I stripped off the pants, washed the gash, and assessed the damage. Homeboy had barely made contact, but even so, the blade had sliced through cloth and skin with ease. Had I been wearing a lighter weave, the knife would have met with less resistance and penetrated deeper and that would have mandated a hospital visit. As it was, I escaped with an eighth-inch-deep cut running across the meaty part of my quads for a good two inches. I’d be limping for a few days.

A trip to the doctor would cost me a dozen stitches and a fee I couldn’t afford, so I swabbed the wound with disinfectant, dressed it with a gauze pad, and taped the leg. Next, I rang the building superintendent and alerted him to Homeboy’s intrusion. He said he would canvass the residents for further information and get back to me.

I’d already asked Lisa’s mother to drive the kids to school. As soon as Jenny walked out the door, I’d followed up with a personal call to the principal, giving her Homeboy’s description and requesting that she keep Jenny in the classroom after school until Mrs. Meyers, myself, or my shop assistant, Bill Abers, came to collect her. Once Jenny’s safety was covered from all angles, I limped in to Brodie Antiques at nine a.m., bandaged, unfed, preoccupied, and toting the tea bowl.

Bill Abers said, “Ach, early today.”

“Couldn’t sleep.”

“You do look snookered.”

“Snookered hardly covers it.”

“How about the wrong end of an elephant stampede?”

Abers was born, raised, and chased out of South Africa.

“That bad?”

“Bumps and bruises, laddie. Something’s knocked you cross-eyed and I’m not talking about the limp.”

“There’s no hiding from you trained observers.”

Bill and Louisa Abers had been liberal-minded Caucasian journalists in Pretoria, South Africa, in the days of apartheid before the wet ops began. They were passionate about ending the regime’s racial suppression, which made them as rare as an elephant with three tusks. Then trouble blew into town. Agents for the ruling party bombed their small press, so they went to work for a competing rag with connections and assurances of a safe berth. One day when his wife was on her way into town to buy a summer blouse, her sky-blue Chevy Jeep exploded. Most of the pieces were never recovered. The event still haunted him. Now in his late sixties, Abers had a weathered face, troubled brown eyes, and a vigorous crown of snow-white hair.

“What’s with the leg anyway?”

“A minor run-in.”

Abers scratched the morning stubble he often neglected to shave. “Just so you know, I shuffled the ukiyo-e prints. They’ve been stagnant the whole summer.”

“Good thinking.”

We carried a wide range of Japanese antiques: woodblock prints, scrolls, ceramics, and furniture for starters. Most of the stock was affordable and spoke of far-off lands and long-lost times in a way few items could. In a way that brought richness to my life and, ideally, to my clients’.

The ukiyo-e were a case in point. Even though the genre did not occupy one of the higher tiers in the Japanese art world, the prints were a great entry point. People loved them. To a new client, I’d mention some of the provocative highlights of the Japanese woodblock’s colorful past: its dalliance with legendary sumo wrestlers, larger-than-life Kabuki actors, and graceful courtesans of the old pleasure quarters; the oppressive shogunate government it mocked with sly innuendo and veiled farce; the subtle influence the genre cast over Gauguin, Degas, Toulouse-Lautrec, and van Gogh, among others. Along with their new possession, I wanted people to walk out the door with some knowledge, and their lives somehow fuller.

Abers said, “I framed the new Hiroshige print too. Take a look when you have a chance.”

“Will do.”

I made a move toward my office at the back of the shop.

“Now’s a good time,” he offered.

Abers had instincts I encouraged. He had a head for the business and it was only when he was absorbed in the art that the gloom that clung to him lifted. Without Louisa, he had lost interest in nearly everything. He left journalism, traveled the world looking to make sense of the anguish that continually churned his insides, and eventually settled in San Francisco, because she was a city with a “sparkle in her eye.” One day he showed up on my doorstep, and before I knew it, he had taken over in the way a very determined stray cat might. He charmed clients old and new and brought in fresh ones. He knew art and he knew people.
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