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WHEN I was growing up, I innocently believed that grandmothers were mostly round-faced, cheery women who supplied you with cookies and a bit of money when your parents werent looking. Sadly, despite having reached manhood with most of my delusions shattered by reality, I seemed to have clung to that naïve myth of grandmothers and cookies.

Which was probably why I was now running down the length of an overly landscaped backyard with shotgun blasts going off behind me.

It was supposed to be an easy job. When Mr. Brinkerhoff, a pleasant-looking elderly man, came into my office to ask if I would take a case, I agreed to it, thinking it would be a piece of cake. Hell, I even cut my rates down because I thought it would be a simple matter of trailing his grandmotherly, churchgoing wife as she ran around town one evening. He suspected that she was cheating on him, but in his heart of hearts, he didnt believe it. Not his Adele. 

Love makes a man do stupid things. I certainly wasnt doing this for love. And the money definitely wasnt enough to risk my life for. Mr. Brinkerhoff and I were going to have a serious talk when I got back to the office. Provided, of course, I even made it back to the office.

Branches tore at my sleeve as I pounded past a topiary. A leafy-green elephant reached up to the stars with its elegant trunk. Or at least it did before the blast of shot tore its head right off. Debris flew, and the scent of evergreen overpowered me when the trees resin struck my face. My cheek stung where the bushs remains struck me, and I almost slipped before I made it to the relative safety of a large Grecian-style vase. The grass was wet from the rain, a passing deluge that had left the ground too soft to run on, and Id gained far less distance than I wanted. 

Despite what they say, it does rain in Southern California, usually when Im trying to run away from someone shooting at me. 

An ache developed in my chest, more from the twinges of panic than overexertion. Taking what cover I could from the maze of evergreens and hedges scattered about the tiered garden, I plotted my way through seemingly random brick paths, hoping I could find where Id left my Range Rover. The scenery turned familiar as I scanned my surroundings. An overgrown morning glory nearly choked the rim of a fountain. Id spotted that first when Id come through the back gate to spy on Mrs. Brinkerhoffs evening pleasures. The back gate would be nearby, and unlike when Id arrived, I wouldnt have to pick the lock to get in.

The high, wooden-slat fence separated me from my car. Standing nearly eight feet tall, the fence was a residential requirement to hide pools away from roaming packs of hot children looking for a watering hole to play in during the summer. Id parked in one of the many back alleys that cut through Los Angeless streets. Here in the more upper-class neighborhoods, they served as a way to hide servants and gardeners cars from the street. Perfect place to park my old Rover. 

Lights were starting to come on in the enormous houses around the one Id found Mrs. Brinkerhoff in. In a few minutes, I would be enjoying the company of LAs finest unless I got my ass in gear. Hearing the distinct click of a shotgun being reloaded gave me my incentive to scale the fence. Damn the gate, I needed to get out of there as quickly as possible before the cops were standing over my cooling body, making off-color jokes about how I got my kicks. 

The wood dug splinters into my hands as I grabbed the top of the fence. My sneakers found a little purchase on the rough surface, and I pulled myself up, hooking a foot over the top. The fence edge slid against the inside of my thigh, and a shock hit me when my sac met the unforgiving wooden slats. I wanted to take a moment to breathe and get myself under some sort of control, but Mrs. Brinkerhoff had other ideas. 

From my higher vantage point on the fence, it was easy to spot her white, coiffed helmet, a frosty cap of fine hair artfully arranged around her rosy cheeks and pert bow mouth. Shed been cute when she was younger. The kind of girl that men flirted with casually and dreamed about taking home to Mother. Her body was rounded into a pleasant, huggable shape that children would find a comfortable lap to sit on. It just wasnt a body made for the leather bra and panties set, glinting with diamond studs, she wore as she hunted me across the mansions landscaped back lawn. 

I was going to have to splash a bucket of bleach into my eyes to get rid of the sight of Mrs. Brinkerhoff and her lover frolicking around a red-velvet-curtained bed. I didnt find women sexually attractive, so unlike most men, two women getting it on means that theres twice as much stuff going on that Im not interested in, but there was just something wrong about seeing mounds of infirm, pillowy flesh undulating over crimson sheets, or the sight of Mrs. Brinkerhoffs mouth on another womans privates. The leather getups were an added bonus, and after taking pictures of what happened on that bed, I wasnt going to switch to women anytime soon. 

The woman moved carefully around the topiary corpse, silent on her bare feet. If I hadnt been the one she was stalking, Id have to give it to the old lady. She was definitely not someone to mess with. The shotgun barrel was kept pointed down, her hands gripped expertly on the stock and at the ready to pull it up if she spotted me. Any other time, Id have applauded her hunting skills, but right now, I just wanted out of there before she filled me full of holes. 

Great, I mumbled, watching Mrs. Brinkerhoffs head bob up and down among the sculpted trees. Shes on fricking safari and Im the goddamned antelope. 

The ground seemed to be a lot farther away on the other side, built on a gentle slope that would take excess runoff and channel it toward grates set in the middle of the tight alley. Calculating the distance down, I wondered if I would break my leg when I dropped on the mold-slick cement below. 

Mrs. Brinkerhoffs head jerked up when I slid to get a better angle to fall from, and I couldnt stop a small moan escaping between my clenched teeth as the fence dug deeper into the crux of my thighs. Her hair gleamed, a white poof of silvery cotton that made my spine tingle when I saw it. In the dim light from the floods along the side of the house, I saw her eyes squint and the pinprick of a murderous gleam form when she spotted me straddling the fence. Shadows winked away when the shotgun turned to fix on me, the watery orange of the streetlights catching on its dull metal surface. 

I did what any sane man would do when a pixie-faced grandmother lined him up in her sights: I jumped.

Hitting cement is never pleasant, especially after an eight-foot drop. The top of the fence exploded, going the way of Mr. Elephants head. It was raining wood on my head, and off in the distance, amid the echo of the shotgun blast reverberating in my ears, I heard sirens approaching. Definitely time to get into my car and speed away.

Patting at my chest, I heaved a sigh of relief. I still had the slim camera in my jacket pocket, captured evidence of Mrs. Brinkerhoffs indiscretions and probably the source of my therapy bills for years to come. No sense nearly getting my head blown off if I wasnt going to get paid for it. My keys were there too, even better luck since breaking into my own car wasnt on my things-to-do-tonight list. 

The Rover started up with a roar, matching the bark of Mrs. Brinkerhoffs weapon. I gunned the engine and barreled down the alley just in time to see her pale, plump shape poke out of a gate near the end of the fence. She brought the shotgun up, nestling the barrel against her soft shoulder, and aimed. I caught sight of her in my rearview mirror, standing bare to the cold wind coming down the alley. 

Take away the leather bikini get-up and shotgun, replace it with a flowered housecoat and some potholders, and Id have that warm, sweet grandmother Id imagined she was. Or at least that was what I was thinking when the shotgun went off again, shattering the Rovers back window. Pebbled glass flew forward, hitting my shoulders and the back of my head. 

Shit. The blast tore at my hearing, leaving me with a throbbing headache and a ringing that resembled the church bells from my old Catholic school. The Rover hit the street hard, its back tire jumping off the curb. Squealing to the right side of the street, I pressed the pedal down and peeled away, leaving Mrs. Brinkerhoff and her equally doughy lover behind me.





I PULLED the Rover up to the old building Id bought when Id first decided to become a private investigator. It was in what was once a rundown part of Los Angeles, one of those neighborhoods that showed its belly to people looking for someplace cheap and hip to live. There were now at least five coffee shops within walking distance of my front door and more sushi bars than I could even count. If I liked sushi, it would be great. I was consoled by the presence of an Irish pub a block down. The quasi-ghetto turned into a thriving community while I slaved away to restore a building that most people thought was a lost cause. It was a nice place to live, an even nicer place to work.

Seeing the building still gave me a sense of pride when I drove up to it, its weathered gold brick exterior lit up from the outside with small floodlights hidden amid the bushes. Its restoration took me two years, each day spent with cursing, sweat, and more than a few drops of my blood. The building had no intention of making it easy for me, and Id earned every damned inch of its resurrection.

When the building was new, it was a law office or someplace where tiger oak paneling and high, arched windows were a requirement for doing business. Id given the place the once-over, sizing up how long it would take me to strip off the paint from the wood and repair the abuse to the interior walls, and fallen in love. Id seen the potential in its abandoned squalor, and I certainly had the time and money to spend on turning the rooms into someplace I could live and work.

Besides, the hard labor of stripping varnish and sanding down endless yards of wood kept my mind off of Rick. At that time, that was what I needed the most. Im not sure Ive stopped needing it, but Ive run out of wood to sand down.

Id divided up the building into two spaces, the front part of the first floor serving as an office for my investigation work. A separate entrance off of the front porch gleamed with a brass plaque announcing to a client that theyd found Cole McGinnis, Private Investigator. A covered side porch protected the entrance to my home, a living room and a kitchen downstairs and a pair of rooms above it. Id knocked down walls to create a large bedroom away from the street, leaving the shotgun-style room in the front as a library of sorts. The space was large enough for a family, if Id had one, but I didnt. It echoed around me. Living there suited me. I felt about as empty as the house, most of the time. 

I backed the Rover into the carport. There was nothing in the car to steal, but with its rear window missing, I wasnt going to borrow trouble. There was a light on in the back half of the first floor. The last thing I wanted right now was company, but thered be no avoiding him. Id spotted my brothers car when Id driven up, and Mike wasnt someone I could dodge for long, especially when he was stalking me in my own living room.

Slouched on one of the red couches, Mike didnt look dangerous. I knew better. Id grown up with him. The bump on my nose was testament to the hardness of his fists. The only thing that saved me was hed stopped growing at five-nine while Id kept going for a few more inches. It didnt make me more intimidating. My height just meant I had longer legs to run away with.

Mike took after our Japanese mother. His face was broad, and his thick black hair was cut into a bristled hedgehog he ran his hand over when he was thinking something out. I got more of our fathers Irish coloring and build, light brown eyes and hair, but we definitely shared our mothers face. She existed for me in flat paper squares, photographs taken when my father first met her in Tokyo up until when she died. I had a picture of her holding a baby, her eyes nearly closed with her smile. The baby was Mike. She hadnt lived long enough to hold me.

Youre coming home very late, little brother, Mike said, glancing up from a stack of papers. Even while stalking, his mind was on his security business. There was a half-empty beer bottle on the coffee table, a coaster advertising a brand of tequila Id never bought soaking up the condensation. And youve got branches in your hair. Another jealous-husband case?

I handed him the camera as a response, telling him to go through the pictures while I got myself a beer. His lurching snorts were audible from the kitchen, and by the time I returned to the living room, his face had turned a bright, beet red. I wasnt certain if there was an actual chortle, but he came close to choking on his own laughter as he ran through the images.

This is disgusting, he said, waving the camera at me. Someone paid you to take these?

Her husband, I replied, leaning over my brothers shoulders and tapping a close-up of Mrs. Brinkerhoffs cherubic face. Apparently he suspected that she was cheating on him. He could have told me she can shoot the balls off a fly. Her girlfriend saw me in the window and screamed. Next thing I know, theres a shotgun pointed at my face and bits of a tree elephant in my hair.

You should come work for me. No one shoots at us, and you definitely dont have to deal with this kind of emotional scarring. Mike leaned over, picking the last of the leaves out of my hair. Tugging at the long strands near my jaw, he shook his head. Youll have to cut this first. No one wants their bodyguard looking like he dropped off a romance cover.

Cute, I said, poking him with my bare foot. And thanks, but no. I suffered enough growing up with you. I sure as hell aint going to work for you.

Youre just jealous because teachers knew you lacked my brilliance. Mike shot me a sly grin, poking at a long-healed-over scab. Older than me by three years, he spent high school being the smart, intelligent McGinnis. It made life hell for me following him, always being compared to what hed done before. Struggling with being gay at the time didnt help either. 

Any reason youre here? The beer was cold, soothing in my throat. Its late, and somehow I dont think Mad Dog sent you over here with leftover casserole to pawn off on your younger brother.

Dont call her that. Her names Madeline.

You married her. She should be committed just for that, I replied, shrugging. 

Wait till you get a new boyfriend, he threatened. Theres going to be hell to pay on that.

Dont hold your breath. Look how my last relationship turned out.

Rick hung between us, a crucified sacrifice to my choices in life. Mikes eyes fell, his wide-open smile fading as the memories of what had happened flooded both of us. I didnt want to revisit those events. I certainly never wanted to relive that night, but it came back to me when I slept, sometimes even creeping up on me during the day when I least expected it. I knew Mike had his own guilt he carried around. Neither of us was going to rake that night open and spread its entrails out in front of us to look for good fortune. Nothing good ever came of talking about it, and we werent about to start now.

And youre wrong. Mike broke the silence. I did bring some casserole. Tamale pie, even. You dont eat well, Cole. How many times a week can you eat steak?

Seven, I answered with a shaky grin. Sometimes I even go out and get someone to cook it for me. But thanks for the food. I promise Ill eat it.

I came over because Ive got a job for you.

If it includes taking pictures of septuagenarian lesbians, Im going to have to pass.

Nice use of a big word there, little brother. And if it did, then I wouldnt tell you, just so I could see your face when you found out, Mike snorted. One of my clients son committed suicide. They swear he wouldnt do that to the family and want someone to take a look at what happened.

People do that kind of thing to their families all the time. Shrugging, I took another sip of my beer, leaning back into the softness of the couch. Its kind of what suicide does.

His father insists his son never would have done it. Shaking his head, my brother sighed. Look, I think he killed himself, but the fathers a big client. They use our security details all the time, and I cant just tell him hes full of shit because he doesnt want to believe his son did himself.

So what do you want me to do? 

Just look into it. Mike slid a thick manila envelope out of his pile of papers and passed it over to me. Flicking open the tab, I saw the number of zeros on the check fastened to the top of a paper-clipped report. Take some time, maybe a couple of weeks, and poke around what he was doing. Theres probably nothing there, but I want the family to feel like at least someone took a second look.

But the kid definitely killed himself? The package held photos of a smiling young Korean, some by himself while others showed him with groups of people or with a thin-faced Caucasian woman. This is his girlfriend?

Wife. Mike dug through the photos and pulled out one of the young man holding a bowlegged toddler. Not a kid, really. Late twenties, married, and already with a son. Good Korean boy by all accounts. Pride of the family and all that.

Kim Hyun-Shik? Am I pronouncing that right? Kims the last name, yes? It was hard to roll the syllables off my tongue. I studied the young mans face. He was good-looking, a pretty mouth set into a strong face. His black hair was shaped into a conservative brush much like my brothers, and his eyes were dark and sparkling. There was love in those eyes for the young boy he held up for the camera, pride beaming out from his face. 

I was jealous of that pride and love. It had been a long time since Id seen that look in my fathers eyes. 

When did he die? There were reports in the envelope: an autopsy report and lists of places that Hyun-Shik frequented. I recognized a few restaurants, and then a familiar name jumped out at me. I know this place, Dirty Kiss. Its… a guest bar.

Just a couple of weeks ago. And a guest bar, my ass. Its a gay whorehouse, Mike interjected. Call it what it is, Cole.

Whorehouse just seemed a bit rough. I shuffled the reports, looking for cause of death. Most customers dont even make it to the sex rooms. Female impersonators perform shows on the main floor. You have to be a member to get into the upper area.

Yeah, well, our boy made it to the upper rooms. The label on Mikes beer was taking a beating from his fingernails, its edge peeled back into strips. He was trying to act nonchalant, skirting around a question he wanted to ask but couldnt. You go there? For company, I mean? Not that its bad. You should get some, once in a while.

Mike, it was one of the places I ended up looking into when I was a cop. The thought of paying someone to dance naked in front of me would have seemed like a good time a few years ago. Times definitely had changed. I worked Vice, remember? Theres a lot of vice in places like that. The family knows he was a member?

I dont know. He was found there, overdosed on a handful of pills. They didnt get much when they pumped out his stomach. He drained the rest of his beer, wincing at its warmth. His father insists that Hyun-Shik wouldnt kill himself but wont talk about his son being gay.

A lot of fathers refuse to believe their sons are gay. Look at ours. Mike shifted uncomfortably, and his face took on a very familiar twisted look. 

Yeah, about Dad, he said, rubbing at the back of his neck. He and Mom are coming for a visit in a couple of weeks. Maddy wants to know if youd like to come to dinner. Maybe bring a guest.

Come on, Mike, dont pull that kind of shit on me. The beer was tasteless in my mouth, but I drank it anyway, anything to wash out the sawdust clogging my throat. The old man doesnt want to see me.

Its been, what… twelve years, Cole? His eyes were dark, almost moist in the lamplight. When are the two of you going to stop being stubborn and at least meet halfway?

Mike hated the schism in our family, hated being the bridge between me and my father. Our Irish Catholic upbringing was good at feeding the guilt that plagued both of us. Mike blamed himself for not being there that night when I told my dad about loving men, and I blamed myself for not being what my family wanted. Id gotten over mine, but Mike was still working on his. 

Halfway to what? 

I could still hear the slam of the door behind me. The last face Id seen before it shut was Barbaras, my fathers second wife and the woman Id called Mom all of my life. She still wore the look of horror shed had on since Id told them my biggest secret, hoping that no matter what, they loved me enough to still call me son. Id been wrong. You want me to hide who I am because Dads got a problem with it?

This isnt about Dad. This is about you, Mike said softly. Tashas coming with them. Shes a sophomore now. She wants to see you.

Our youngest sister had been three when Id left the family. Other than pictures, Id not seen her or our other two sisters in years. Mike was a master at playing me. No one else could coax me into doing things I didnt want to do like he could. 

Ill think about it. I eyed my brother, looking for any sign of triumph in his face. You smile and Ill punch you.

Im not smiling, he said, fighting a shit-eating grin. Id bring her here if I thought Dad would go for it. Just come over for dinner and be pleasant. Maddy was serious about bringing someone. She thinks its about time you date.

Tell Mad Dog McGinnis that Im fine being single. Mikes wife meant well, but shed been on the outskirts of my spiral downward. Mike knew better. Other than not-so-subtle hints that I should get laid, he wasnt going to push me into anything. Besides, you think Id want to inflict Dad on anyone I was interested in? Look how much shit he gave Maddy, and youre the favorite son.

Ive got to get going. Glancing at his watch, he winced at the late hour. Do yourself a favor and take a shower before you go to bed. You smell like one of those pine tree air fresheners you hang in the car.

Yeah, right. I was tired all of a sudden, too many ghosts and relationships flying through my head. Ill lock the door behind you.

You going to take the job? Mike gathered up his paperwork, shuffling the pages into their proper order. I like the guy, Cole. He doesnt expect you to find anything, really, but hes got to do something. The kid was his only son.

Yeah, Ill take a look around. I kind of knew one of the performers at the club there. She might be able to give me something. I snagged the bottles and stood, stretching my body up until I felt my spine crack. A throb started along my ribcage, working outward in a steady, numbing circle. Dropping the glass into the recycling bin, I leaned against the archway and rubbed at the spot. 

Does it hurt? Mike spotted me working at the spot with the tips of my fingers, worry creasing his heavy eyebrows. When was the last time you saw the doctor?

Its scar tissue, dude. The keloid eased its grip on my tangled nerve bundles, and the muscles around the scar slowly began to relax. Nothing to do about it. I just have to deal with it.

He didnt look convinced. Mike was a worrier. Hed been my de facto mother for years. I didnt see that changing. It got worse after Dad turned his back on me. If anything else happened to me, I was pretty sure he would move me into a spare bedroom of his house so he could keep a closer eye on me. 

Go home to your wife, Mike, I said, pushing him toward the door. He might be stockier than me, but I had longer arms, and his halfhearted swing at me swished by my shoulder. 

Stop in on the Kim family before you go to that club. He stopped on the stoop, holding the security screen open. The fathers up in San Francisco, but his mothers down here with the rest of the family. Mr. Kim said his wifes taking it hard since the cops called to tell them about Hyun-Shik.

She knows someones looking into her sons death? The last thing I wanted was to show up on a grieving mothers doorstep asking questions she wasnt ready to answer. 

Yeah, I got the feeling Mr. Kims doing this for her. He didnt say it, but thats what I got when I spoke with him. Mike was almost down the steps when I called out to him to stop. The porch light cast shadows over my brothers face, his prominent cheekbones stark under the glare. 

What if I find something? I asked. What then?

Then, little brother. He cracked a smile, back to being the superior sibling Id known and loved all my life. I expect you to chase it down and find out the truth. Put that pigheadedness of yours to good use. I dont expect you to do anything less.





THE water felt good on my body. What felt even better was washing out the last of the bark from my hair. I leaned against the tile, one hand holding my weight as I watched the dirty water swirl down the drain. The shower spray beat against my neck, and I worked the fingers of my other hand over my scalp, making sure there were no remnants of the nights activities left. A minute leaf, newly formed and spring green, fell and bobbed on the current. I worked it down the drain with the edge of my toe. The color reminded me too much of Ricks eyes. They were never that green, but hed often worn contacts to pop their intensity, liking the startling effect against his tanned skin.

Hed been wearing them that night. Bright greens mocked me at times. The leaf was no exception. 

Turning off the water, I grabbed a towel and scrubbed the water from my legs. A bruise was forming along the inside of my thigh, a long line of purple from the thick edge of the wooden fence. The mark ended at the edge of the gunshot scar on my leg, the smallest of my wounds. The bullet had torn through the muscle, passing straight through and embedding into the brick wall behind us. 

It was the last shot taken, and I didnt remember getting hit there. 

I passed the towel over my chest and down over my stomach. If I woke up early enough, I could head down to the gym and get a few rounds in before I started work. Working out helped keep the scar tissue on my ribs limber, or so I kept telling myself. At the very least, it helped keep me in shape so I could outrun rabid old women with shotguns. 

The nodule of tissue on my ribs was still florid, darker than the one on my chest, and prominent. Rubbing the reducing salve over the circular scars, I let my mind wander, thinking about the young man and his suicide. 

Thered been a note of sorts amid the papers, a copy of a paper scrap scrawled with a few bits of Korean. The hand was masculine and strong, confidently marching the letters across the page. If Hyun-Shik was doubting himself, it certainly hadnt shown in his handwriting. 

I recognized the language with the circles and dashes from seeing restaurant signs more than from any knowledge on my part. I could speak English and passable Spanish, but Korean was far outside of my comfort zone. I might have had a Japanese mother, but other than knowing the difference between noodles and rice, I was about as Asian as a bowl of cornflakes. 

Need someone to translate that, I mumbled to the empty bedroom as I hunted for a pair of boxers. My dresser was sadly lacking in clean clothes. I added laundry to my list of things to do in the morning. Something didnt seem right about the note. It nagged at me as I turned off the light and lay back on the bed. Whats there that made them sure it was a suicide? And why would you write your suicide note on a torn piece of paper? But then that made as much sense as swallowing a bunch of pills at a karaoke sex club in Garden Grove. 

Sighing, I closed my eyes, letting my fatigue finally take me. The last image I had in my mind as I fell asleep was of Hyun-Shiks face as he held his son. The happiness there was at odds with the desperation of a man driven to suicide. But then, I told myself, everyone has demons they keep hidden. Its when those demons fight free that we find out the truth of things.


Chapter 2
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I COULDNT blink away the clouds in my eyes. No matter how hard I tried, they wouldnt clear. I tried to turn my head, but I was much too tired. The sheets were rough under my cheek, starched hard and fixed tight against the mattress. The room was fuzzy, but I knew where I was. The smell of antiseptic and bleach overwhelmed me. Despite the acrid stench, I could still smell vomit and urine under it. 

There was another odor, metallic and bitter. I knew that smell too. It was blood. And there was a lot of it.

Machines beeped around me, a steady burp of noises and burbles, marking each of my breaths and heartbeats. There was a rhythm to it, my life counted off as each second passed. There were shapes around me, dark and light blobs that grew more solid as I blinked. 

It hurt to breathe. Something was catching on my lungs, and there was a hard cylinder in my throat. I almost laughed at the irony of finally being able to swallow something that deep. I had a gag reflex that couldnt stop once it started. It kicked in now, and I choked against the tube that kept my lungs clear of fluids. My body fought the foreign intrusions, but there was no hope for it. I was paralyzed, trapped in the cocoon of my immoveable body.

The room came into view, slowly becoming solid around me. A powder-blue paint covered the walls, and flickering lights reflected back at me from the chrome of the hospital bed next to mine. The faint, steady sound I heard under the blips grew louder, and I watched in horror as the linens on the next bed slowly turned crimson, the excess blood splattering to the floor as it dripped. Something lay on the bed, a familiar something, and I tried to speak, but no words could come out around the white plastic in my throat. 

I knew those eyes because their brilliance haunted me. I watched, helpless and immobile, as Rick reached for me, his hand gnarled and shaking when he tried to span the distance between us. 

An echoing boom took off Ricks face, leaving only one of those spring green eyes staring back at me. His body twitched, trying to come to grips with its own death, and I screamed silently as his brains splattered into my mouth and onto my face. Blood spurted over me, tasting of Ricks life as it drained away from him. Then the pain hit me, and everything went black.

The sentient part of my mindthe part that knew I was in a dreamscreamed to get out. It knew Rick never made it to the hospital. Id never seen him on a bed or hooked up to monitors. None of those things ever happened, but my subconscious didnt care. 

The chirrup of the machines continued, cold and uncaring, as Rick died all over again in my nightmares. Again. Always dying, and Im always helpless to stop it.





THE ringing of my house phone was what woke me, an incessant tug of sound on my ears. I stank of sweat, and for a moment, the foul, cloying scent of blood filled my nose, but it dissipated as I struggled to clear the dream from my head. 

Reaching for the receiver, I blearily looked at my alarm clock, wondering where the night had gone. It seemed like seconds since Id lain down, but here it was, nine in the morning, and more than likely, Claudia was calling me from downstairs.

Hello? I know I sounded rough. My throat was raw, as if the tube had been real. Phantom memories, left over from the days after they took me off the hospital machines. The scar on my ribs hurt, twisting nerves sending little shockwaves through my belly. And if that wasnt bad enough, I had to pee very badly.

Honey, are you coming in to work today? Claudias accent was a thick molasses in my ears. She swore shed never lived anywhere but California, but there was more than a hint of Southern in her voice. Because if youre not, then Im going to bust your head open for making me come in.

Ah yes, dear, sweet Claudia, who could probably bench press me with one hand behind her back. I hired her because she was friendly and wouldnt scare off any fidgety clients that might walk through the door. Shed raised eight sons in the depths of Long Beach and gotten each one into college. There was steel under that soft exterior. I had no doubt in my mind that she could crack my head open with a flick of her fingers.

I just need to wake up. Must have slept through the alarm. I mumbled an apology to my sole employee. Ill be down in a bit.

I wasnt an idiot. Claudia kept me on the straight and narrow, as it were. Shed finally stopped trying to fix me up with her son, Marcus, having decided I probably wasnt good enough for him, but she still treated me like I was one of her boys. Id tried growing a mustache once, and it lasted all of half an hour. Shed come in, taken one look at me, and sniffed that I looked like trash. I went upstairs and took it off without even arguing. I would damn my father to hell with my last breath, but Id be damned if I disappointed Claudia.

Take your time. Ive got coffee on and some apple pie down here, she replied. Im going to be watching some of the morning shows. Theyve got some dancing dog on right now. Tell me, who the hell needs a dancing dog? You want to impress me? Get the damned thing to do dishes.

I hung up after mumbling a goodbye. Its best to cut Claudia off before she gets on a tear, especially when there was coffee and pie waiting for me. She might be bossy, but she kept my books in order and was as dependable as the sun. The morning she walked into my office to answer the ad Id placed in the paper was the best day of my life. 

There were some reservations on my part when a large woman, wearing her Sunday best, arrived on my doorstep. I couldnt guess her age, but there was a steady wisdom about her, and there was no denying she was a force of nature. Our interview was short and sweet: I told her I was gay and had some issues, she told me she was black and had high blood pressure. 

At the time, she knew next to nothing about computers, and I let her spend the day either knitting or watching her stories on the television Id bought her, but she kept my schedule tight, my bills paid, and if I needed feeding, she took care of that too. Claudia worked because she didnt want her brain to get rusty after retiring from the school district. I worked because I didnt want to turn into a couch slug, no matter how much money Id gotten from the department. It was a winning scenario all around.

Except that she and Mike often conspired against me. God help me if they both decided at the same time that I needed to date. Thered be no saving me. 

I did a quick shower to get the night sweats off of me. I debated dressing with a bit more care than I usually did. A visit to the Kim household probably would require more professionalism than I normally sported. Most of my clients were more interested in seeing what their spouses were doing or digging up dirt on employees who were claiming debilitating injuries. A pair of jeans wasnt going to cut it. 

Dark khakis won out. My closet was limited in choices. It was either the khakis or black denim. I must have skipped fashion sense when I stood in line for my gay genes, because Mike was of the opinion that I couldnt dress myself. A cream polo was about as risky as I was going to get with the pants. 

And apparently Id guessed wrong when I went downstairs to the office and greeted Claudia with a cheery hello.

She took one look at me and held up her index finger, turning it around in the air and pointing up, silently telling me to go back and try again. There was a pinch to her brows when she did it, her face screwed up into either pain or displeasure.

What? These go together! I stared down at the pants and shirt. They both were kind of brownish. 

It is no wonder why you cant get a date. She went back to her crossword puzzle, reaching for her cup and taking a sip. Your pants are green, and your shirt is the color of my coffee. Go change something before you blind someone.

I came back down after changing into the black jeans, my only other choice for the day. I got a grunt of semi-approval from my office manager. Grabbing at the paper plate with a slice of apple pie on it, I shoved a large bite in my mouth, drifting off into a cinnamon-laced fruit heaven. As I chewed, Claudia stood, shuffling over to the coffee machine, and filled a travel mug, handing it to me as she went back to her desk. 

Shut up, I got you coffee because I felt sorry for your ass. Dont think its going to happen that often. She cut me off before I could protest. Your brother called. He said that he spoke to some girl named Kim and that you can go see her any time today. Heres the address. Is this a case? Should I be making a new file?

Yeah, its a new case, I said, handing her the check and the rest of the contents of the envelope. I copied the suicide note using the small all-in-one machine Id gotten from an office supply store, satisfied that the resolution held up despite being a second generation image, and passed that over to Claudia as well. She pursed her lips when she saw the amount on the check, raising her painted-on eyebrows in surprise. 

And Kims the familys last name. Its not a girl.

What kind of name is that? An expanding red-rope folder appeared from the cavernous depths of her wide desk, and she pasted a white label on the front flap, carefully lettering a string of numbers underneath the familys name. There was no censure in her tone, merely curiosity. 

Its Korean. I knew better than to say anything other than that. I loved Claudia, but there were times when she was going to have an opinion about something, and that was it. 

I like that hot cabbage stuff they make. Thats good. She nodded emphatically. Marcels got an Asian girl. You cant show up at their doorstep without taking something. Its bad manners. Be sure to stop at the store and get something.

What kind of something? 

Cookies, usually, she said, touching at the corner of her mouth with the tip of her finger, wiping away a dot of bright red lipstick. Just something nice. Maybe flowers?

Ill see what I can grab down the street. If you could deposit that, thatll be great. Other than Marcus, I couldnt keep any details of Claudias huge family in my head, so I wasnt going to comment on Marcels girlfriend or her ethnicity. Its one of Mikes jobs, so at least we know the checks good.

You doing okay? There was a mother hen look on her face, a searching pierce for information. 

Yeah, Im fine. Just a hard night, I reassured her. Bending over to kiss her cheek, I couldnt dodge the stinging swat she gave my butt when I stepped back. If you want to leave early, go ahead. Its a Friday. No sense in keeping the place open past one.

Ill call Martin and have him swing by then. She nodded. The suspicion in her face hadnt subsided, and I smiled to alleviate her worries. Eat something, Cole. And I saw your back window when I came in this morning. You and I are going to have a little talk sometime about what youre doing at night.

Yeah, thanks for reminding me. I have to give you the camera to get images off of it. Mr. Brinkerhoffs wife was doing nasty things with a friend of hers. Ill have to give him a call later and tell him the bad news. I thought about it for a moment, then shrugged. Or good news, depending on how he wants to take it.

You just keep that kind of stuff to yourself. Waving a pen at me, Claudia tsked her disapproval. And I had a man come to fix that car window, since you slept in so late. I took money out of petty cash to pay him. He even vacuumed up the broken glass. I gave him a good tip, seeing as hell probably be out here again.





THE Rover and I werent much on technology, so I used my trusty book of maps to locate the Kims residence. I could have mapped it out on the computer before I left, but that would have meant taking a bit more of Claudias abuse, and I was still too wrung out by the nightmare Id had. Smiling and faking it could only last so long. Eventually, I caved in and showed how I truly felt. Claudia would have been on me in a moment, pulling at every last bit of emotion she could press out. 

Los Angeles traffic was problematic at best and chaos at its worst. The only way to really escape the brunt of it was to head out to the 405 and hug the coast. On a map, it looked like a roundabout way of doing things, but the reality of life was, it was really the only way to get from point A to point B in under five hours. 

I headed south after stopping off at a florist and grabbing a blooming orchid from the display. After shoving the receipt into a plastic folder Claudia gave me to keep track of my business expenses, I worked the Rover through the streams of midday traffic. 

The Kim house was tucked into the cleft of a canyon, surrounded by a perimeter of ice plant and high stone walls. I parked the Rover behind a battered white Explorer. Both vehicles stood out among the low-slung sports cars and high-priced imports cluttering the neighborhoods driveways. I didnt even want to imagine what cars were deemed good enough to actually sit in the garage.

It was a long walk to the front door. I realized when my feet hit the pavement that I really didnt have any idea what to say to a woman who had lost her son to suicide. When I was a cop, I never dealt with informing families about a loved one being murdered, and after making detective, I worked Vice, so any death I came across immediately went over to the guys in Homicide. 

I summoned up some of the rote empathy words Id learned and knocked on the door, hoping I could go in, ask a few questions, and head on out. 

Unfortunately for me, as soon as the door opened, I lost all control of my brain.

Id never been into Asian men, maybe because they reminded me of Mike, but the young man answering the door took my breath away. 

If there was any evidence of a God, it was standing right in front of me, I was sure of it. His large, almond-shaped eyes were tawny, a bronze, golden-brown surrounded by long, black lashes. Black hair swept down onto his pale skin, falling artfully over his face and his neck, and his high cheekbones were slightly flushed from the warmth outside. But it was his mouth that drew me in, full and tinged pink, a faint ring of teeth marks dimpling his lower lip. 

It took me a moment to realize he was staring at me nearly eye to eye, standing just an inch or two under my six-two. I chanced a glance down his lean, tight body, drinking in the sight of long legs in beat-up jeans and the fit of a worn T-shirt hugging his torso. Swallowing, I tried to find something intelligent to say but he spoke first.

Can I help you? There was a fluidity to his speech, accented with an Eastern tint. 

Uh, yeah. Juggling the orchid plant, I dug a business card out from the leather portfolio I took with me on interviews, using the notebook inside to jot down information. Im Cole McGinnis. My brother Mike said he called ahead. Its about Kim Hyun-Shik. Are you a relative?

Im… his cousin. He obviously struggled with what to say. The death was too new to shove Hyun-Shik into the past tense. Please. Come in. Grace spoke to Mr. McGinnis this morning. I dont know if shes told Auntie that you were coming.

This is for the family. Im really sorry for your loss. Unsure of what to do with the plant, I solved my problem by handing it to Hyuns cousin. I flicked open the portfolio, starting to outline the family dynamics. At the very least, it would help me diagram who I spoke to. Grace is…?

Henrys older sister. He placed the bobbing purple-bloomed stalk on an ornate wood credenza in the hall entrance, motioning for me to enter. Sorry, Hyun-Shik is Henrys Korean name. He used Henry for school and work.

I entered the house and brushed past him. Damn, he even smelled good, a citrus, masculine scent with tea under notes. Does Grace have a Korean name too?

We all do. His smile was tight, a tinge of bitter or sadness to it, but I couldnt determine which. Grace doesnt use it. Shes just Grace Kim. 

The house was quiet, the solemn quiet of a home mourning a loved one. I followed him down the hall to an elegant living room, trying to keep my eyes up off the seat of his jeans. Fixing my gaze onto the center of his back didnt help much, but it was better than letting my mind wander. 

Four well-dressed Korean women were in the room, one of them sitting in a loveseat while a younger woman patted her thigh, murmuring something I couldnt understand. The woman at the center of their attention glanced up at the young man with me, and her face changed from sorrow to anger, her swollen eyes bulging as she started to scream.

I didnt know Korean, but whatever was said made his face tighten, and his mouth twisted as he struggled not to respond to the vitriol being flung at him. There was ugliness in those words, and she used them like knives, plunging them over and over into his heart until he bled out in front of her.

The younger woman stood, grabbing at Hyun-Shiks cousin, but he eluded her, twisting away and walking out of the room. She turned to me, glancing back at the now subdued older woman, the others surrounding her and calming her down. Im sorry, but this is a bad time for my mother. I didnt tell her that you were coming. Id hoped to have more time, but then Jae-Min showed up, and Ive had to deal with that too.

Hes Jae-Min? Your cousin? The one who let me in? 

Cousin is a loose term. Our grandfathers were first cousins, she said. Fatigue made her face a bit puffy, but there was a porcelain prettiness to her features, and I could see a resemblance to the man whod let me in. Ummas having a hard time dealing with Henry being gone. Seeing Jae-Min here instead of my brother makes her mad. Im sorry you came out here for nothing, but I dont think my mother can speak to you right now.

No problem. There was something not being said to me, and I wanted to dig it out. It didnt make sense for Mrs. Kim to be pissed off about Hyun-Shiks cousin, but then I wasnt that up on Korean culture. Maybe Ill just talk to your cousin. Did he know Henry well? He might have something to add.

Talk to Jae all you want. Hes probably in the kitchen. Her smile held a smirk, lurking beyond the pleasantness. I was now sure there was something else going on. Its down that hall and to the right. Tell him Ill be in to refill the tea in a bit, if he can have it ready. 

It was easy to find the kitchen. It was larger than my office and gleaming with yards of stainless steel and granite. There was also no sign of Jae-Min and then I spotted him standing outside of a set of French doors, smoking a kretek on the veranda. His back was to me, his shoulder blades jutting out to poke his T-shirt up as he leaned on the railing, exhaling blue-grey smoke into spirals around his head. It looked like a familiar position for him to be in, as if hed stood there many times before. 

I found a chrome teapot on the stove and filled it with water from the filtered dispenser on the sink. Id leave the tea selection to Grace if she came back in, but I turned the gas stove on until bright blue flames licked at the bottom of the pot. Hed glanced back when hed heard the water turn on, catching me staring at his shoulders. Jae-Mins face was closed, his emotions shuttered behind a pretty mask.

The teapot had started to babble over the flame by the time he finished his clove cigarette. I watched him stamp out the end in a pot of sand, picking up the stub and throwing it into a trash can outside. The door squeaked when Jae-Min opened it and stepped into the kitchen. He moved around the kitchen with a practiced ease, pulling out an ornamental service set from a sideboard. A bag of loose-leaf tea emerged from another cabinet, and he measured out a portion into a strainer, setting it into the silver server. 

Did you need something else? His voice was soft, edged with a trembling pain.

I just wanted to ask you a few questions about Hyun-Shik, I replied, resting against the counter where he arranged sugar cubes in the services bowl. Were you close?

He looked up at me, measuring me with a long stare. A keen intelligence gleamed in his golden-brown eyes, but something wilder lurked there as well. With that look, I realized what he reminded me of.

Growing up as a Marine Corp brat, I moved around a lot until my father retired when I was thirteen. One of the places we lived was a small town in Hawaii where a feral cat colony lived next to the base. The cats and people seemed to come to a détente of sorts: the cats kept the rat population down, and every once in a while, the people would poach a particularly cute kitten from the roaming prides that scattered when a human approached. Id spent a month coaxing a young cat out, hoping to convince my parents into letting me keep it if I could tame it. The cat would come close enough to get his ears scratched and take the food I offered, but any move to go past his shoulders sent him back into the tall grasses.

Jae-Min reminded me of that cat.

There was a feral quality to him. Someone had coaxed him into the house and fed him, but he probably would flee or scratch if held too tightly. He seemed out of place with the tightly wound perfection of the home we were in, but he definitely knew where everything was and was even willing to help make tea for a woman who seemed to hate him.

Life had all sorts of surprises for me. This one was something I wanted to figure out.

He must have decided it was okay to talk to me, because he gave me a half nod. The sugar cubes also were extremely interesting, because he took his time stacking them after turning the stove off, letting the boiling water settle. 

Uncle, Hyun-Shiks father, arranged for me to go to high school down here. I stayed silent, waiting for more. My family lives in Sacramento. My mother thought it would be better if I was here. Hyun-Shik is… was four years older than me.

So he was like a brother?

His expression barely changed, but the mask cracked, a bit of irony seeping out. No, I never thought of hyung as my brother. 

How many nicknames did this guy have? I was trying to play catch-up on my notes when Grace scurried into the kitchen, her bare feet nearly sliding out from under her as she hit the slick wood floor. Shit. Looking down, I winced, finding my shoes were still firmly on my own feet.

Good. She grabbed at the sugar bowl, placing it on the tray. Theres some sliced lemon in the fridge. Jae, grab some for me and put it on that dish. Umma has other guests coming. Are you staying?

If you need me to, he replied. The coldness was back, placid as a glacier moving through still waters. 

Yes. Grace stopped arranging dainty teacups on the tray, taking the plate of lemons from his hand. Just stay out of sight. Ill come in here when I need something. Can you see if we have something to serve people? Maybe nine or so?

Ill look around. Jae-Min stood as she bustled around him. She left the kitchen in a whirl of skirt and chatter, a wave of fragrant tea marking her exit. He caught the look on my face, quirking his mouth at me. What?

Im guessing that what Mrs. Kim said to you wasnt all that pleasant, but youre offering to make tea and finger sandwiches for her and her friends. Why?

Is this a part of your investigation in Hyun-Shiks death?

Itll help give me some idea of how this family works. Lets just say that some things arent adding up for me. Im being paid a lot of money to poke around, so Im going to poke.

My family owes a lot to Uncles family. Im here because…. He bit his lower lip with his teeth. It was obviously a habit he had when thinking. As habits go, it was better than my brothers hedgehog hair brushing. Its an obligation. It would be… wrong to leave when Uncles family needed help.

A family thing, I said, stepping in to take vegetables from his hands as he unloaded the refrigerator. 

Yes, a family thing. A Korean thing. He risked another look at me, looking more than ever like the feral cat Id tried to get to come home with me. You dont need to help. I can do this.

The most help I can give you is chopping things up and putting on water to boil. After that, youre on your own. And I can probably open a can or two. Itll give me something to do while we talk.

Theres not much to talk about. Hyun-ah lived with his wife. I didnt socialize with him unless it was for a holiday or a funeral.

His wife, Victoria. I had to look in my papers to find her name. How does she get along with the family?

Shes hyungs wife. He said it like those three words explained everything. A small shrug when he turned, but other than that, nothing more. 

Was she supportive of him? Did he have problems with her? Trying another angle, I dug a little deeper. Was he unhappy with his marriage, or was he cheating on her with someone else?

Hyun-ah wasnt seeing anyone else. 

You say that like you know, but you said the two of you didnt socialize.

We talked, sometimes. There was a tiny verbal step toward me, just enough to reach for something else. Jae placed a large pot in the sink, filling it halfway with water before putting it on the stove. The gas ignited under it, and he began to chop up stalky green vegetables that I couldnt identify if my life depended on it. There was only Victoria and their son, Will.

Will? That seemed out of place with the rest of the familys traditions, despite Graces dismissal of her given name. Odd choice.

He has a Korean middle name. Chang-shik. He had to brush past me to get to a cabinet, and my body sang from the casual, warm contact. If I stayed around Jae-Min much longer, I was going to have to take a very cold shower when I got home. Or pray for a thunderstorm to hit me when I got outside. My notes were lying open, and he stopped, looking at my block lettering. Taking the pen from my hand, he crossed out something Id written, correcting it underneath. Its Jae-Min Kim, or just Jae. With an E. Not a Y.

I promise I would have clarified spelling before I wrote my report.

Youre writing a report? He frowned, returning to nibble on his lip. Who for? Vicki?

No, Mr. Kim. Technically Im working for my brother, Mike, but its at your uncles request. I file a report for every case. Sometimes even two or three, depending on how extensive of an investigation it is.

This should be short then, right? The greens waited while he added some brown flakes to the water and a fishy aroma filled the kitchen. It wasnt unpleasant, a whiff of sea and meat around the stove. How much more is there to find out?

I dont know. Leaning my elbows against the counter, I watched his face, wondering why his eyes were dull and shut down as he stirred the broth. What did Mrs. Kim say to you? It was bold to ask, and I knew it. What did she say that hurt you?

She said that I should be the one who died in that place. That Hyun-Shik should be here instead of me. The flatness in his voice never wavered. It was as if he were discussing something mildly unpleasant, like someone crossing the street against the light or finding a dead bug on his windshield. Auntie thinks that I deserved that kind of death, not her son.

Why would she say something like that? I wanted to reach out to touch his stiff shoulders, but Id been scratched before, by more feral things than a pretty-faced, young Korean man. Yeah, Hyun-Shik made a choice, however fucked-up it might be. You had nothing to do with it. Did you?

No. His black hair gleamed under the soft lights in the kitchen, and he turned to grab handfuls of the chopped leaves, adding them slowly to the simmering liquid. I had nothing to do with Hyun-Shiks death.

Then why say something that hateful? Or is that a Korean thing too?

No, shell either apologize or well pretend as if nothing was said. Thats how we deal with uncomfortable things that happen. More vegetables were pulled from paper bags, and an onion lay in line for execution under his sharp knife. She said that because Hyun-Shik shouldnt have died in a gay club. Its one thing to kill himself, but to shame the family that way is too much.

And she thinks it would be okay for you to die there? My opinion of Mrs. Kim was falling lower and lower as Jae minced a clove of garlic on the chopping board.

Yes, because in her mind, my family has little to lose. The bits of garlic joined the vegetables in the pot. Shes one of the few family members that knows I like men. If someone in the family had to die there, it would have been better if it were me and not Hyun-Shik. 
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