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VERTICAL THRUST

A Novel






PART ONE — ORIGIN



Chapter 1 — The Fall

The key cost fifty-four dollars and ninety-nine cents, the genuine Otis double-knuckle, plus nothing at all for shipping because Robert Lawford III had Prime — and it looked nothing like what you’d picture if somebody said the word “key” to you. Tubular, hollow-shafted, machined steel, six or seven inches of shaft not counting the business end, which was where the “double knuckle” part of the name came from: two flat, hinged flapper pieces, about an inch long each, that lay flush against the shaft going in and folded outward once you’d seated it in the drop hole and given it the quarter-turn, catching the release mechanism from the inside the way a molly bolt catches drywall. He’d ordered it on a Tuesday night, three beers into a conversation Danny Coombs had already lost, and it had arrived on a Friday, and by Saturday he was standing in the ground-floor lobby of a twenty-eight-storey building his father’s firm didn’t even have a file on, turning it over in his hand like a man who’d found a loophole in physics.

He’d practiced on YouTube. Practiced on TikTok too, if he was honest about it, which he mostly wasn’t, not with Danny — there were hundreds of the things by then, some nine minutes long and narrated like a woodworking tutorial, some fifteen seconds and set to music, all of them teaching the exact same trick to anyone with a phone and the patience to watch twice. One video, if you knew where to look, would even sell you the specialty key that took a car fully out of service instead of just cracking the door — no license required, no background check, nothing but a credit card and an address. Robert had quoted one of the ordinary ones at least twice in the last two weeks, something about how it took less time than tying your shoes once you knew what to do with it. He’d said it like a magic trick. He’d said it like something Danny should have been impressed by.

Danny hadn’t been impressed. Danny had said no.

He’d said no in September, when Robert first brought it up, half a bottle of Lagavulin into a Thursday night, asking with real sincerity — the sincerity he saved for the two or three things he actually wanted — what it was like up there, on top, whether you could feel the whole shaft breathing around you. Danny had told him it wasn’t a ride. He’d told him what a counterweight was, roughly four thousand pounds of iron blocks in a steel frame, traveling the opposite direction of the car at the same speed, past each other in a gap you could barely fit your open hand into sideways. He’d told him about a guy from the Local, a joker named Petrucci, who’d lost the tip of two fingers reaching for a dropped multimeter at the wrong second, and how Petrucci still worked, still laughed about it, because two fingers was the version of the story where you got to keep laughing.

He’d said no in October. He’d said no at Robert’s birthday, sober, holding a beer he wasn’t drinking, watching Robert’s eyes do the thing they did when he’d already decided something and was only pretending to ask. He’d said no three days before finals, when Robert showed him a two-minute clip of a kid in Moscow riding a car top with his arms out like he was flying, and Danny had said, flatly, that kid is going to die too, he just hasn’t yet.

He had never said yes. That would matter later, and it would not matter at all, in the particular way that true things sometimes stop mattering the moment somebody needs them not to.

The building was a rental tower on the edge of Kitsilano, twenty-eight storeys, a Schindler installation from the mid-nineties that Danny’s father’s crews had serviced for six years running before Coombs Elevator lost the contract to underbidding in ’09. Robert had picked it because Danny had mentioned once, offhand, that it had wide-open hoistways, good visibility, nothing fancy. Danny hadn’t meant it as an invitation. He’d meant it as a fact, the way you’d mention that a river ran fast in a particular spot. Robert had filed it away like a fact he could use.

Barry had a piece of it too, though he wouldn’t understand what he’d handed over until much later. Robert had asked him, almost in passing, whether he knew anything about that building — Barry’s cousin had lived there for a year — and Barry had mentioned, unthinking, that the hoistway had lighting every five floors, which wasn’t something most buildings bothered with at all, code or no code, but this one’s original spec had called for it decades earlier and nobody had ever gotten around to ripping it out. What Barry didn’t know, because there was no reason he would, was that the building’s owners had spent the better part of a decade cutting every maintenance corner available to them, lighting included, and that something like sixty percent of those fixtures had burned out over the years and never been replaced. Robert wouldn’t find that part out until he was already inside the shaft, discovering in real time that a building with a genuine, if accidental, lighting advantage had gone dark in more places than it hadn’t.

It was 11:40 on a Saturday night. The lobby was empty. Robert had a blood alcohol level, the coroner would determine three days later, of point one five — nearly twice the legal limit to get behind the wheel of a car — and he had done this exactly once before, four days earlier, in the middle of the afternoon, sober, with nobody’s life on the line but his own patience. Tonight there was no patience in it at all. There was only the particular confidence of a man three drinks deep, alone in a stranger’s lobby, certain he already knew how the rest of the night was going to go.

He seated the key in the release hole on the ground-floor hoistway door — not yet, not for the trick itself, just to confirm it worked, the way a man tests a lighter before he actually needs the flame. It worked. He rode the elevator itself up to the ninth floor, ordinary as anyone, and stepped out into an empty hallway to do the thing properly.

He’d learned the real method from the same corner of the internet that had sold him the key, and it was, once you knew it, almost insultingly simple. Call the car to your floor with an ordinary down hall call, same as anybody waiting for an elevator. When the doors opened, step inside, press the button for the floor directly below, and step back out before the doors closed on an empty car. The elevator, obedient and utterly indifferent to who was riding it, would drop one floor to answer its own call. The instant Robert heard the doors cycle open below him — muffled through a floor of concrete, but unmistakable if you were listening for it — the car top would be sitting almost exactly level with the floor he was already standing on. He seated the key in his own floor’s release hole, gave it the quarter-turn, and stepped straight across onto the car top the way you’d step from one curb to another.

That was the last button he ever touched. From the moment his feet landed on top of that car, Robert Lawford III wasn’t operating anything anymore. He was simply up there, at the whim of whoever else in a twenty-eight-storey building happened to want to go somewhere that night.

Ninth floor, then. That was where he did it — not the lobby at all, once he understood the method properly. The first thing he registered, standing there in the near-dark with a floor of concrete now between him and the noise of his own trick, was the dust.

Low-bidder contracts rarely kept their elevators clean. Coombs Elevator had walked away from three buildings in the last decade of the company’s life rather than shave a service call down to the bone, and every one of those buildings had gone to a shop that billed less and showed up less, and the car top in that shaft had collected a fine grey silt of brake dust and sheave grease and a decade of nobody caring, and Robert Lawford III put his hand down on it and came away with his palm coated grey and thought, absurdly, in the last hour of his life, that somebody should really do something about that.

He hadn’t planned to stay in one spot, exactly — the idea, when he’d first talked himself into this, had been closer to exploring, riding a little, feeling the shaft the way he’d once asked Danny about. But tonight, three drinks deep, a better idea took hold: sit tight, stay out of the way, and let the building do the work for him. A twenty-eight-storey rental tower on a Saturday night wasn’t going to sit idle for long. So he settled in against the crosshead beam, cross-legged in the grey silt, in no hurry at all, and waited for somebody else to push a button.

He didn’t have to wait long. Four minutes in, somebody on the ninth floor wanted to go down to the lobby, and the car dropped away beneath him with a gentle lurch, floors of shaft wall sliding past in the gaps between working lights, and he laughed out loud, alone, at nothing, because there was nobody left to keep him honest and no reason anymore to pretend he wasn’t having the time of his life.

He rode it that way a few more times — a resident on four calling up to eleven, a delivery going the other direction a few minutes later — with a boy’s patience for repeating the thing that had scared him the first time until it stopped being scary at all, and by the last of those rides he wasn’t holding onto anything. He was sitting loose-shouldered against the beam with the sway of the car, the kind of casual a person only achieves in the last few minutes before the world corrects them.

What he didn’t know — what nobody who hadn’t spent thirty years in the trade would have thought to ask — was that a building this tall ran its cars at a rated speed of six hundred feet per minute, and that the counterweight, obeying the same physics that had been quietly doing him the favor of pulling his car upward for free, was descending the opposite side of the shaft at that same six hundred feet per minute, past a car top that had, at most, about eight inches of running clearance to work with on that side — a gap already tighter than code technically allowed for an open, unguarded car top, on a building whose owners had never once gotten around to installing the barricading the same code required once that clearance ran anywhere past twelve inches. It hadn’t. Nobody had checked. It was, Danny would think much later, with a bitterness that surprised him, one more thing Robert Lawford II could probably have sued somebody over, if the person responsible for the cutting corners hadn’t turned out to be the building his own son had climbed into for fun.

Somebody on the eighteenth floor put in a call a few minutes after midnight. The car answered it the way it answered every call, without warning, without courtesy, a sudden hard pull upward that had never once bothered Robert before because he’d never once, in four previous rides, been sitting quite that close to the edge. Movement like that is sudden and unpredictable in a way that no amount of YouTube can prepare a person for. He lost his balance — pitched sideways, one arm flailing for the beam he’d just let go of — and came down wrong, into the gap between a car now accelerating upward and eight inches of unforgiving concrete wall, somewhere past the fourteenth floor of a twenty-eight-storey shaft, close enough to the halfway point that neither direction would have made any difference to him.

The counterweight, coming down the other side at that same combined speed, found him a half-second later.

The medical examiner’s report would use careful, clinical language. Danny would read it four months later, in a room with wood paneling and a court reporter typing every breath he took, and he would understand, in the reading of it, that there had been almost no time between the last thing Robert saw and the last thing that happened to him. That was meant to be a comfort. It was not.

There was enough clearance behind the car itself — the side of the shaft the counterweight never traveled — that his body didn’t stay caught in anything. He simply fell, the fourteen floors still beneath him, all the way down to the pit.

The building’s governor rope, running the length of the shaft to monitor overspeed, was struck somewhere in the descent and tripped the tension sheave switch in the pit — an automatic safety response, utterly indifferent to what had caused the sudden violence in the rope’s behavior, built to stop a runaway car, not built to register a human body. It shut the elevator down cold, mid-shaft, doors sealed, alarm silent, a small red fault light blinking on a panel nobody would check until Monday.

If it hadn’t tripped, they might not have found him for days. Nobody would come looking for a fault code. The building’s night security guard, a sixty-one-year-old man named Grewal who did two rounds a shift and hadn’t been in the basement pit access in longer than he could say, wouldn’t have had a reason to go down there until the smell gave him one.

Instead, at 6:15 the following morning, a maintenance contractor doing an unrelated callout for a stuck door on the ninth floor noticed the fault code, walked the pit access hatch as routine diligence, and found what was left of Robert Lawford III at the bottom of an elevator shaft in a building his father’s firm had never once had a file on, in a city where his father knew everyone who mattered, in a life that had, up until a few minutes after midnight, never once required him to reckon with a consequence he couldn’t buy, charm, or litigate his way out of.

He was twenty-three years old.

Danny found out four hours later, standing in his kitchen in sweatpants, a phone in his hand and Barry on the other end of it making sounds that weren’t words yet, and the first thing Danny felt — before the grief, before anything that looked like grief from the outside — was a low, sick, entirely unsurprised recognition.

He finally found someone who said yes.

It would be many years before Danny understood that the person who said yes wasn’t a person at all. It was a fifty-five-dollar key, and a hundred anonymous videos, and a species of certainty that some men are simply born believing — that the rules of gravity, like the rules of everything else, were a courtesy extended to other people.



Chapter 2 — A Hell of a Way to Park

Danny met Robert Lawford III on the second day of law school, in the parking lot behind the Allard building, because Robert had backed a 1967 Corvette Stingray — a 427, numbers-matching, the big-block one that mattered if you were the kind of person who cared about such things, which Danny was not — into the space next to Danny’s truck with the casual violence of a man who had never once considered that a parking spot might be a scarce resource.

It was black over red, the kind of car that showed up on the cover of auction house catalogues with a reserve nobody printed because printing it would have felt vulgar. Robert’s grandfather had bought it new. Robert’s father had kept it garaged for decades, changing the oil on a schedule and driving it exactly twice a year, to and from a car show in Whistler, until Robert turned eighteen and graduated high school and asked for it as a present, and Robert Lawford II — a man who did not, as a rule, say no to his son about anything that could be resolved with money — had signed the title over without argument.

“That’s a hell of a way to park,” Danny said, looking at the eleven inches of clearance between the Corvette’s flank and his own driver’s door.

“That’s a hell of a way to greet the guy who’s about to sit next to you for the next three years,” Robert said, not turning around, one hand already smoothing his hair in the reflection of the window glass. “Robert Lawford. Everybody calls me Robbie except my father, who calls me ‘the third,’ like I’m a punchline.”

“Danny Coombs.”

“Coombs.” Robert turned around properly now, gave him the up-and-down a certain kind of person gives everyone, cataloguing. “Coombs Elevator. I know that name. My dad’s building on Burrard has your trucks in the loading bay twice a month.”

“Small city.”

“Small city,” Robert agreed, delighted, like Danny had said something clever instead of something true. “So where’s yours?”

“Where’s my what?”

Robert nodded at the lot, at the Corvette, at the general concept of arrival. “Your ride. Your dad owns half the elevators in this town, and you rolled up in—” he squinted at Danny’s truck, a ten-year-old Silverado with a service company’s magnetic sign peeling off one door panel, left over from a summer Danny had spent running parts for his father’s crews “—in that.”

“He owns a union shop, not an oil field.”

“Sure, but come on. You’re gonna be somebody’s future counsel someday, Coombs. Gotta dress the part a little.” Robert grinned, and it was, Danny would come to understand over the following three years, the specific grin he used when he’d already decided you were going to be worth his time, a grin that made you feel, however briefly, like the most interesting person in the room, right up until it swung toward someone else and you understood you’d been a stop along the way rather than a destination.

That should have been the whole interaction. Danny had met a dozen guys like Robert already, in the first forty-eight hours of orientation — the ones whose fathers had endowed something, whose LSAT scores had needed less curve than everyone else’s, who wore the confidence of people who had never once had a door actually close on them. Danny had a policy about guys like that, which was to be polite and keep moving.

But three days later, in Contracts, the professor cold-called Robert on a case he clearly hadn’t read, and instead of bluffing his way through it — the standard move, the move every other unprepared first-year in that room would have made — Robert simply said, “I didn’t do the reading, professor, I was at a thing last night that ran long, and I’d rather tell you the truth than waste the class’s time pretending,” and the professor, visibly startled by the honesty, moved on to someone else, and half the room laughed, and Robert caught Danny’s eye across four rows of seats and gave him a small private eyebrow, like:

can you believe I got away with that.

Danny could not, in fact, believe he’d gotten away with that. And that, as much as anything, was the beginning of it — not admiration exactly, more a kind of fascinated dread, the way you’d watch a man juggle knives he had no business juggling, half-hoping he’d drop one just to see what happened, half-hoping he wouldn’t.

They ended up in the same study group by the second week, which Danny suspected had less to do with alphabetical assignment than with Robert simply deciding it should be so and having a way of making decisions like that come true. The group met Tuesdays and Thursdays in a library conference room that always smelled like old carpet and other people’s coffee, and Robert treated every session the way he treated most things — arriving twenty minutes late, contributing exactly one insight sharp enough to make it clear he understood the material better than his prep suggested, and then spending the remaining hour and a half talking about anything except the reading.

“You ever notice,” Robert said one Thursday, feet up on the conference table, flipping a pen end over end, “that you’re the only guy in this program who doesn’t need this program?”

“I need it exactly as much as everyone else in this room.”

“No, you don’t. You’ve got a trade. You could walk out of here right now, go run cable or whatever it is you people call it, and be making six figures in five years without ever touching a bar exam. The rest of us—” he gestured vaguely at the other three students in the room, all of whom were doing their level best not to look like they were listening “—we’ve got nothing if this doesn’t work out. You’ve got a backup plan built into your last name.”

“That backup plan is the reason I’m trying not to need it.”

Robert looked at him for a second longer than the conversation strictly required, the pen stopping mid-flip. “Yeah,” he said. “I get that, actually.” And then, because sincerity was a country Robert Lawford III visited briefly and left quickly, he grinned again and said, “Still. Nice to know somebody in this room could fix my mother’s dumbwaiter if it ever came to that.”

“Depends on the dumbwaiter. If it’s some little residential rope thing from the forties, sure, that’s an afternoon. If it’s anything commercial-grade, hotel kitchen, restaurant, anything installed after the seventies — that’s a permitted piece of equipment, same code book as a passenger car, same interlocks, same inspection cycle. Guys in my local do nothing but dumbwaiters some weeks. Least glamorous work in the trade and it still has to be done right, or somebody loses a hand pulling a tray out at the wrong second.”

“So you’re saying you could fix my mother’s dumbwaiter.”

“I’m saying I’d want to see the equipment before I made any promises to your mother.”

Robert laughed — a real laugh, not the performed one he used on professors and women in bars, the one that came out a little too loud and made two of the study group members startle — and said, “See, that’s why I like you, Coombs. You’re the only guy who talks to me like I’m not going to inherit the province.”

It became, over that first semester, a kind of shorthand between them. Robert would show up to something reckless — a party he shouldn’t have been at, a girl he shouldn’t have called, a professor he’d mouthed off to — and Danny would be the one voice in the room willing to say

that’s a bad idea out loud, flatly, without performing outrage about it, and Robert would almost always do the reckless thing anyway, but he’d do it having heard the warning, which seemed to matter to him in a way Danny didn’t fully understand until much later. Robert didn’t want permission. He wanted a witness who’d tell him the truth and then watch him do it anyway. It was, Danny would eventually realize, the closest thing to intimacy Robert Lawford III was built for.

“You’re like my conscience,” Robert told him once, deep into a Thursday night that had gone on longer than the reading required, “except you don’t actually stop me from doing anything. You just make sure I feel appropriately guilty about it afterward.”

“That’s not what a conscience is.”

“Sure it is. A conscience that actually stopped you from doing things would be exhausting. Mine just narrates.”

“I’m not narrating anything. I’m telling you not to do it.”

“Right, and then I do it, and then you tell me you told me so, and then we get beers. Very efficient system. I recommend it.”

Danny hadn’t recommended it. Danny had, in fact, spent a fair portion of that first year privately wondering what it would take for Robert to actually listen instead of simply enjoying the sound of someone else’s good sense — wondering it the way you wonder about weather, an abstract curiosity about a system too large to actually change, never once imagining that the answer, when it finally arrived, would cost him everything he’d been building toward.

But that was three years and one bad idea away. For now it was just a parking lot, and a Corvette parked too close to his truck, and a rich kid with a grin who’d decided, for reasons Danny never fully worked out, that he was worth keeping around.



Chapter 3 — The Motion to Dismiss

The courtroom smelled like carpet cleaner and old paper, and Danny had been sitting in the second row for forty minutes before he understood that the smell was the only honest thing in the room. His father sat beside him in a suit that didn’t fit right anymore — Frank had lost fifteen pounds since the lawsuit was filed, though neither of them had said so out loud — and on Danny’s other side sat Walter Pruitt, the lawyer Coombs Elevator had used for permit disputes and the odd contract dispute for eleven years, a heavyset man with reading glasses perpetually pushed up into thinning grey hair, who had never in his career argued anything more dramatic than a zoning variance and who had told Danny, in the hallway that morning, with the flat honesty of a man who didn’t believe in false comfort, “I’ve never lost a motion to dismiss this clean. I want you to know that going in, because if we somehow lose today, it won’t be because the law was against us.” Across the aisle, Robert Lawford II sat with two lawyers from Fenwick Sorenson — a firm that took up half a floor of a building on West Georgia and billed partners out at rates that would have paid a mechanic’s salary for two months in a single day — and did not look at Danny once. He looked instead at a fixed point somewhere above the judge’s bench, jaw set, hands folded on the table in front of him with the stillness of a man performing grief rather than a man simply having it, though Danny would spend years afterward wondering whether that was an unfair read, whether grief that old and that curdled just looked like performance from the outside no matter how real it was underneath. Justice Eleanor Whitfield took the bench at ten sharp, and Walter Pruitt stood. “My Lady, the plaintiff’s claim rests on a single premise, and I’d like to state it plainly, because I think once it’s stated plainly, its flaws become self-evident. The premise is this: Daniel Coombs is the son of an elevator contractor. Therefore, Daniel Coombs must possess specialized knowledge of elevator systems. Therefore, Daniel Coombs must have shared that knowledge with the deceased, Robert Lawford the Third, and that sharing of knowledge is what enabled Mr. Lawford’s death.” He let that sit for a second, hands loose at his sides, no notes yet, which Danny had learned over the past six months was Pruitt’s tell for the parts of an argument he’d rehearsed until he didn’t need them written down. “My Lady, every link in that chain is either unsupported by the evidence or directly contradicted by it. We will show the court, through sworn testimony from three witnesses who were present, that on four separate occasions over the course of eight months, Robert Lawford the Third asked my client to teach him how to access the top of an elevator car. We will show that on all four occasions, my client refused — not vaguely, not evasively, but explicitly, using language his own witnesses will testify to. We will introduce a purchase record from Amazon.com, timestamped and itemized, showing that Mr. Lawford acquired the access device in question independently, through an open commercial marketplace available to any member of the public with seventy-five dollars and an internet connection, four days prior to his death. We will show video content — publicly available, requiring no insider knowledge whatsoever — that Mr. Lawford had been consuming for weeks prior to the incident, content that walks a viewer through the entire process without any assistance from my client or anyone else.” He paused again, and this time he did glance toward the plaintiff’s table, not unkindly. “My Lady, this is a tragedy. Nobody in this room disputes that a young man is dead who should not be dead, and nobody in this room, least of all my client, takes any pleasure in standing here today. But a tragedy is not, on its own, a cause of action. The plaintiff has not produced one communication, one text message, one witness statement, one shred of documentary evidence showing that my client provided Robert Lawford the Third with any information he did not already possess through public sources. What the plaintiff has produced is a theory built entirely on the fact that my client’s father owns an elevator company — a theory that, if this court permits it to proceed, would mean that any child of any tradesperson in this province could be held liable for the reckless misuse, by a third party, of publicly available information about their parent’s industry. We ask the court to dismiss this claim. Respectfully, My Lady, this is not a case. This is a family’s grief, understandably, looking for somewhere to go, and it has landed on the wrong door.” He sat down. Danny felt his father’s hand find his own under the table, briefly, and grip it once before letting go — the only gesture of affection Frank Coombs had ever been comfortable making in public, a single squeeze, like tightening a bolt. Gerald Fenwick rose slowly, the way a man rises when he wants the room to understand that he is not in any hurry, that hurry is for people who feel they need to be. “My Lady, my friend paints a very tidy picture. Four refusals, a receipt, some YouTube videos. I would ask the court to consider what that picture leaves out.” He walked, unhurried, to a small easel Danny hadn’t noticed anyone set up, and turned over a poster board showing a photograph of Robert Lawford III, smiling, arm around a friend Danny didn’t recognize, at some function or another — the first time, Danny realized with a lurch, that anyone in the room had actually looked at a picture of the boy instead of talking around the shape of his absence. “Robert Lawford the Third did not grow up around industrial equipment. He grew up in a home where the most dangerous machine was a garbage disposal. He did not seek out this information from strangers on the internet in a vacuum — he sought it out, repeatedly, insistently, from the one person in his social circle who actually possessed hands-on, professional, thirty-year-family expertise in exactly this equipment. My friend would have the court believe that four refusals settle the matter. I would ask the court to consider what those four conversations actually established — not that Mr. Coombs was uninvolved, but that Mr. Coombs was, by his own admission, aware, specifically and repeatedly, that his close friend intended to do this exact thing, and did nothing beyond a verbal no to stop it. He did not tell a professor. He did not tell a parent. He did not tell Robert Lawford’s father, a man he had dined with on more than one occasion. He kept the knowledge of an imminent, specific danger to himself, and eight months later, that danger killed his friend.” He let the photograph sit there a moment longer than Danny could stand. “We are not asking this court to find, today, that Daniel Coombs is liable. We are asking this court to allow a jury to hear the full context of that relationship — the technical expertise available to him, the repeated warnings he alone possessed, and the choices he made with that knowledge — and to decide for themselves whether ‘I said no’ discharges a duty of care between two people that close. That is not a question this court should resolve on a motion to dismiss. That is a question for trial.” Justice Whitfield took eleven minutes to rule, which felt to Danny like eleven hours, and while she read through her notes, unhurried, Danny found himself watching not her but Robert Lawford II, three feet from his own lawyer, still staring at that fixed point above the bench — until, for just a moment, he wasn’t. His eyes moved, briefly, deliberately, to the judge, and stayed there for perhaps two seconds, and Justice Whitfield’s gaze crossed his on its way down to her papers, and something passed between them that was not a nod, was not a word, was nothing Danny could have described to another human being in a way that would have sounded like evidence of anything at all. A recognition. The kind of look two people who already know each other’s answer exchange before the answer is given, not to communicate it, but simply to confirm it had already been settled somewhere else, in some other room, before either of them ever walked into this one. Danny told himself it was nothing. Two people who traveled in the same small legal community, in a city where everyone who mattered legally seemed to already know everyone else who mattered legally, exchanging the kind of glance strangers exchanged in courtrooms every day. “On the matter of the defendant’s motion to dismiss,” Justice Whitfield said, “the court finds that while the plaintiff’s case rests substantially on circumstantial evidence, that evidence — taken as a whole, and considered in the light most favorable to the non-moving party, as this court is required to do at this stage — is sufficient to allow a trier of fact to reasonably conclude that a duty of care may have existed and may have been breached. The motion is denied. This matter will proceed to trial.” Walter Pruitt did not react. He had warned Danny, in the hallway, exactly what stillness looked like when a lawyer had already decided a ruling might go this way and had trained himself not to show it. Frank Coombs reacted less than that — he simply closed his eyes for a second, the way a man closes his eyes against a sound he has been bracing to hear. Danny looked, one more time, at Robert Lawford II, who had turned, finally, to look back at him — not with grief, not even with hatred exactly, but with something colder and steadier than either, something that looked almost like satisfaction, the particular satisfaction of a man who had gotten the thing he came for and had never, for one second, doubted that he would.

This isn’t about the law, Danny thought, and it was the first time the thought had fully formed in his head, clean and cold as a piece of stamped steel.

It never was.



Chapter 4 — Did You Have Anything To Do With Robert Lawford III’s Death

The Coombs Elevator office hadn’t changed in twenty years, which was either a point of pride or a symptom, depending on which of them you asked. Same wood-paneled reception counter Frank had built himself in 1988. Same corkboard by the dispatch phone, layered eleven deep in permit stubs and inspection tags nobody had ever bothered to throw out. Same smell — hydraulic oil and drip coffee and the particular staleness of a building that had never once, in its whole existence, had a working air conditioner in the front office, on the theory, Frank liked to say, that a business that couldn’t survive a Vancouver summer didn’t deserve to survive at all.

Danny had been coming in on Saturdays since he could reach the pedals of the forklift, filing tickets, running parts, doing the small unglamorous labor a family business always had lying around for the family. He was doing exactly that — sorting a stack of completed work orders into a filing cabinet that predated him — when his father came out of the back office, closed the door behind him with more care than


































































































































































