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Chapter 1

Quinn
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Quinn Boyd stared out the window at the autumn light, the narrow alley, and the back of the opposite building. A fat tabby dozed in one of the far windows, soaking up the precious sunlight of a Portland afternoon, sunlight that would soon be a rare thing. Strung across one of the decrepit wooden balconies, a tattered string of prayer flags stirred in the breeze. Quinn’s left hand fiddled with a loose stack of papers, pushing idly at their edges. Stock images resolved and faded across his laptop screen. Piles of assorted file folders, magazines, and reference books rose in a drift across the back half of the table. The tide of paper flotsam remained on the tiny table by the slimmest of margins, pushing against the bulwark of the windowsill. 

Dropping his eyes from the window, Quinn tried to concentrate on the work at hand. He poked at the keyboard to bring up a screen. A frown worked its way across the lean face that should have freckles, but did not. Quinn ran a hand through his sandy hair, which immediately sprang back into an unruly mop. He tried to bring his focus back. His focus wasn’t having any of it. 

Hey-Zeus, Bucko, you’re making this harder than it is. Two thousand words, human interest story, no problem. This beats wrenching on old motor bikes, or chasing shitty handyman jobs, right? It’s what you’ve been working towards for years, so what’s the problem? Quinn’s laugh broke the quiet of the tiny room. There’s no problem, he said to himself. It’s just the usual battle of my overly developed writer’s ego versus my clever self-doubt. The voice of an imagined ring announcer filled Quinn’s head. 

“Lay-dieees and Gentlemen! For our next bout, we have a tough match. In the blue trunks, weighing in at 97 pounds and barely able to lift his gloves, let’s have a big Portland welcome for Quinn’s Ego!” 

A smattering of applause, some muttered comments, general crowd murmuring.

“And in the red trunks, weighing in at 225 pounds of punishment and pain, I give you our champion: Self-Doubt. Self-Doubt, Ladies and Gents!” 

The crowd goes wild with the anticipation of a sound pummeling. 

Okay, okay, I know how this is going to turn out. Quinn swirled the last of his coffee, gave it a try, and grimaced at the result. With a sigh, he forced himself to work on the outline for the assignment. Little by little, ideas began to take shape. The inner voices fell away. Time fell away. There was only the clicking of keys and the occasional pause while Quinn rifled through the nearest of the teetering stacks of paper.

Electronic bamboo chimes sounded from somewhere on the table. Quinn dug his phone out from under a folder. Cradling the phone with one hand, he thumbed the tiny electronic keys. 

Hi Baby!!  Hws the writers life?

Hi S.  Ok, slow start.  Better now.  Why arnt U in court? 

Looks like a postpone.  So Im free.  Want some company?  

Yes  OK  Absolutely  

OK, maybe an hour K?  Oops.  Gotta go.  Luv U!!

K.  Luv U2!!

He continued his work. Eventually, without noticing the passage of time, Quinn heard Sonya’s knock on the heavy wooden door of the apartment. Shave-and-a-haircut without the two bits. Then there was the sound of her key slipping into the lock. 

“Hi Honey, I’m home.” Her best chirpy sit-com wife voice.

“I’m in the cave Baby.” Quinn swung his office chair around and braced for the onslaught of Sonya.

Then she was into the small room and onto his lap, wrapping around him. The hello kisses threatened to upset the rolling chair. Quinn managed to keep the chair upright, pulling back to look at her smiling face. Her white business shirt accentuated her olive skin and almond eyes. Dark hair plunged down her shoulders. She snared his eyes with hers, mesmerizing him. It was an uncanny power she seemed to be able to deploy at will.

Sonya Matos, dark, lovely, tall. Even after almost two years together, the first shock of her caused him to reel. While my ancestors were scrabbling to grow potatoes in the poor Irish soil, your forbears were being accused by the Inquisition. The blood of Portuguese and Spanish Jews mixed with the colonial legacy of Indonesia. This terrible Eurasian beauty was the result. 

Quick as a cat, Sonya popped herself out of Quinn’s lap and folded her lithe frame onto the stool next to Quinn’s writing desk. She wrinkled her nose at the cluttered mess of random notes. Bits of scrawl spidered across assorted papers, awash in a sea of scraps torn from magazines and newspapers. The laptop occupied the only clear space on the table. 

“A masterpiece of organization, as always. So what is this piece you’re working on?”

“Human interest story. They want two thousand words on the genealogy craze that is sweeping America. People getting back to their roots, learning about their immigrant ancestors, that sort of crap.”

“And why is that crap? Isn’t that what your sister does, tracing your family ancestry with one of those online sites?’

“Yeah, exactly, and please don’t remind me of that. I’m going over to her place tomorrow to pick her brain about all of this. The great family lineage, the famous and wonderful historical folks that our poor line is somehow related to, blah, blah blah.”

“So, what’s the matter writer-boy? You’re getting paid for this gig, right? Would you rather be pulling espresso shots while some lawyer smirks into his smart phone?” She reached over to rumple Quinn’s hair, knowing how much this would discomfit him. 

“Dammit, S!” Quinn rolled his chair back from the table and swiveled away from her. He tried to push his unruly hair back into some semblance of order, then gave it up. Sonya perched on her stool, grinning her wicked grin. 

“Not that I’m unhappy to see you, but what are you doing here? I thought you were wrapped up in that big case?” Quinn reached over to hit the save button on his article, then closed the laptop. He turned back to face Sonya, catching the brunt of her grin full on. It danced on that olive skin, twinkled in her oval eyes. Exotic, that was the word that would spring to his fingers if he had to write about her. Exotic and mysterious. Too dangerous to put into words, that was sure. He couldn’t stand the thought of Sonya reading something he had written about her. He could never make the truth of her true enough. Besides, she would only laugh, just as she would laugh at any idea that she was mysterious or exotic. The sadness behind her laugh, that was buried deep, rarely visited. 

“We got a postponement. Everyone is sick of this case, so the head counsel sent us all home for the day, including his lowly paralegals. We’ll be back at it bright and early, but no more work for today. So my afternoon is free and I thought I might pry your grouchy self away from this horrible toil of yours. But not before you tell me what’s bugging you about this piece. It seems simple enough.”

“Yeah, it is, and that’s part of the problem I guess. Simple, direct, to the point. I just need to do the research, format the piece, and then write it down. I’m having trouble developing any interest in this crap, that’s the rub. I get the impression that the reason folks are doing this is to establish bragging rights on their cherished ancestors. ‘Oh, my family is related to Zachery Taylor. Oh, how nice for you dear. Did I mention that my research has linked my maternal line to Queen Victoria?’ That kind of thing. No one wants to know about the garbagemen in the family tree, or the drunks, or the horse thieves.”

“Hey, what do you know? Maybe there is a certain cachet to having a horse thief in the family lineage, especially if they were hanged for their troubles. You know, the whole Americana roots thing? I bet people love that outlaw stuff. Anyway, who cares if people are hunting for hidden gems amongst the skeletons in their closets? At least those folks are learning something in the process. It beats another inane reality show on the tube.” Sonya took a long look into Quinn’s face, searching his eyes. “What’s really bugging you about this?”

Quinn reached up to massage his face. Dropping his hands, he let out a sigh, which caused Sonya to roll her gorgeous eyes. Before he could say a word, she was on him.

“Wait, wait, is this going to be the lament about time wasted while you could be writing your novel? Oh holy cripes Q, I took my afternoon off for this? I could be out shopping for lacy underwear, or being flirted with by well-dressed lawyers. Tell me the truth before I stomp out of your lonely garret and strut my stuff down the street.”

“Okay, okay, yeah, I feel like I’m wasting my time. Is that a crime? Instead of messing around scribbling this pap. I could be working on my novel, doing something real.”

“Q, if you want to work on your novel, then by all means work on your novel. Your choice. I think it’s important for you to remember, however, that this pablum you write so well is what keeps money in your pocket, money that you can then spend on me to keep me happy. I’m not too sure how thrilled I’d be with a truly starving writer as opposed to an imagined starving writer. This stuff pays the bills, and not too badly I might add.” 

“Wait, you’d leave me if I was just a starving writer? I was a starving writer when we met!”

“No, I wouldn’t leave you because you were a starving writer, but I might leave you if you become a whiny starving writer. Besides, you were a starving motorcycle mechanic, handyman and barista when I met you, and a damn cute one at that.” Sonya could not contain the smug look that washed across her beautiful face. “Come clean with me Quinn, there’s more to this than the usual ‘I should be working on my novel’ rant. What else is going on?”

There was never an out with her, thought Quinn. Dammit. “Okay, the truth is I don’t want to talk to Susan about this, but she is probably my best resource for this article.”

“So this is about your sister? At last, maybe we can get somewhere with this and salvage a perfectly good afternoon. And why don’t you want to talk to Susan? She will be thrilled that you are including her in an article.”

“Exactly, she is going to be thrilled. Which means I will be subjected to hours of peering at her genealogy charts while being pummeled by her perkiness.”

Sonya laughed out loud, a good laugh that filled the small room. “Okay, she is a little on the overly-perky side, but she is who she is. It’s not like she’s an axe-murderer or anything. Besides, from what you’ve told me, you may learn something from her about your family. Would that be so bad?”

Quinn’s eyes grew hard. “I know enough about my family.”

Sonya softened and reached for his hand. She pulled him, rolling the chair to face her, and took his face in her hands. 

“My Love, I am going to tell you two things, one you already know and one you should know. First, you are not your father. You are a good man, not a drunken asshole. He’s dead and gone. You know how to let it go, so please, let it go. Second, you have a beautiful woman sitting in front of you who loves you very much. Don’t you think it would be a wise idea for you to find some way to entertain her since she has suddenly found some time off from work and chooses to spend it with you?”

Sinking into her dark eyes, Quinn felt the knot loosen. Sonya was right, the bastard was dead and gone, and good riddance. He would call his sponsor to check in, maybe catch a meeting and lighten this load. The old man didn’t get to call the shots from the grave. He may have called all the shots while he was alive, but not anymore. His ghost privileges needed to be revoked. Quinn felt his face breaking into a grin.

“Strong case, well made. Are we staying in or going out?” He tried his best leer, but it fell flat.

“Oh no writer boy, you are most definitely taking me out. I am feeling a strong need for some girly stuff, so I believe you are taking me shopping. And no groaning about it either. If you play nice, there may be some modeling time later on.” Sonya rose from the stool, stretching her leonine form. “I’ll give you five minutes to get presentable, otherwise I’m going out to look for stray lawyers.”

Quinn headed for the bedroom, peeling off his shirt as he went. “The condemned man ate a hearty meal...” he muttered.

“I heard that!” The reply echoed after him. He quickened his search for clean clothes. 
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Chapter 2

Ancestors
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Quinn lay sprawled across the couch with his laptop on his chest. Rain pattered against the windows in the gray morning light. His second cup of coffee was going cold on the low table in front of him. He was engrossed in an email from his sister, pondering the document she had attached. She had sent it the night before, but he had not seen it until this morning. Soon he would have to drive up into the wet suburban hills to his sister’s house.


Hey Big Brother,



I’m really looking forward to seeing you tomorrow. Here is some of the stuff I have been digging up on the family history. The attached document is from a historical society in Illinois. I hope it gives you something to chew on for your article. I’ll have lots more to show you when you get here.



Love,

Susan



Quinn clicked a button on the laptop. The attachment Susan had sent flashed up on the screen. He began to read it for a second time.

Interview:  Transcript of Witness.  William Hanks Murder.  Anna, Illinois, 1912

It was the damnedest thing I ever seen yet, I’ll tell you that. Poor old Bill Hanks a’laying there on them hotel steps damn near cut in half by that scatter gun. I never knew what two barrels of 12 gauge could do to a man but B’God, I do now, and it was a sight. Charlie never even let him get to the bottom of the stairs, just blasted him where he stood. He never said nothing to Bill Hanks, didn’t cuss him or even say good morning. Charlie, he just raises that A.H. Fox and lets go with both barrels. I never seen a man fly up stairs, but I did today. Mr. Hanks ain’t no small man, but I swear to you, he flew two steps back up them stairs when that buckshot caught him.

Where was I standing? Well Sir, I’d been leaning on the iron fence right out front of the hotel, fixing to have me a smoke. I had just rolled it and put away my makings. My shift was done at the hotel and it was a bright morning. I like to watch the folks walking by in their Sunday-go-to-meetings afore I head off to home. Yes Sir, I was right there when Charlie Boyd walked up. I was mighty surprised to see him since it weren’t his day to work at the hotel, being Sunday and all. I started to hallo him, but Charlie didn’t pay me no mind, like he didn’t even see me. Then he swings that Fox double-barrel out from under his coat and points it up them hotel stairs. I look up where Charlie’s pointing that thing and here’s Bill Hanks and two other fellas I don’t know walking down. They’re all three busy talking, or mostly Bill Hanks is busy talking and the other fellas is busy listening. They’re so busy talking and listening they don’t see Charlie or that big shotgun, not right off anyway. Then Bill Hanks, he looks straight down them big wide granite steps and sees what’s awaiting on him.

Sir, I know this is going to sound like a lie, and I don’t mean for it to, but I don’t know how else to tell what happened. For just a tick, everything froze still, like we was all in a photograph portrait. There was Charlie standing square off on the sidewalk with that A.H. Fox planted against his shoulder. He was leaning forward on one foot, leaning in like he knew how that thing was going to kick when he fired both barrels. There’s a little drop of sweat shining on his left temple and his newsboy was pushed back on his head. Seemed like a whole minute I watched that bead of sweat move down his temple, but that couldn’t have been, could it? Bill Hanks, he’s standing on one step with his left foot and his right foot ain’t reached that next step down yet, like he’s frozen in mid-air, like that shoe ain’t never going to touch that granite. As it turns out, it never did. Bill, his eyes are locked on the end of that scatter-gun. He sees it now, the last thing he’ll ever see, not talking anymore, not hearing what that other feller started to say. And right then, like I said, everything is locked still. Seems like there’s nothing else in the world ‘cept Charlie fixing to pull both them triggers and Bill looking into them barrels like tunnels and me just watching the two of them.

Well then, everything started up extra fast. Charlie pulled them triggers and everything goes from frozen in time to happening all at once. Bill’s right foot never did reach that granite step. They’s a roar like the gates of hell opening up, all noise and smoke and fire. Them two loads of buckshot caught Bill right in the center of his chest and threw him back up the stairs. Old Bill lands in a heap two stairs up from where them other fellas was. The smoke from the end of that shotgun is rolling up the stairs while the recoil is rocking Charlie back on his heel. Nobody seemed to have noticed Charlie before, nobody but me and him and Bill Hanks. Now everyone sees Charlie, all the Sunday folks on their way to services, the two fellas splattered with Bill Hanks’ blood, everyone except Bill Hanks hisself. He don’t see nothing and never will again. He’s a’laying on that granite like a big ole rag doll, blood already started to run down over them stone stairs. I never reckoned there was that much blood in a man, but there it was, sunlight shining down into it. The women on their way to church were screaming at all that blood while their menfolk stepped in front of them or tried to turn them back.

Like I said, everything is happening at once. Charlie, he starts clawing at that shotgun, breaking it down and trying to fish them two hot shells out of the breach. I believe he was trying to reload that thing, but he never got it done. While he’s scrabbling at them shells, he’s screaming at the folks round about. I killed him, says he, I killed him and I’m crazy. I’ll kill anyone who talks to me like that. I’ll kill the rest of you if you try to stop me. Charlie weren’t quiet no more, he was ranting like a lunatic, swinging around in a circle right there on the sidewalk, like he was trying to talk to each and every one of them people backpedaling away from him and all that blood. He was spinning around to face them folks, trying to yell at them and reload that shotgun at the same time. ‘Course, you know what happened then. Them two fellas on the stairs ran down on Charlie when he turned away. A couple of them churchmen, they saw that and jumped on Charlie from the front. That shotgun goes clattering to the sidewalk and some other fella grabs it up. Charlie, he’s not shouting anymore. It was like someone hit him with a sap, even though I never saw those men do nothing more than grab him. Once they laid hands on him, he just slumped like a sack of corn, like all the life was gone out of him.

No Sir, after that I didn’t see Charlie no more, not really. Those men marched him off towards the jail at the same time the officer on duty was marching down. They met right there in the middle of Main Street. There was some sort of palaver and then they all headed off back towards the jailhouse, that man toting the shotgun walking behind them. I could see Charlie’s legs stumbling along in the middle to them others as they sort of half-carried and half-dragged him off. No Sir, I hadn’t taken a single step. It was like I was rooted to that spot on the sidewalk. Never moved the whole time. Hell, I hadn’t even lit my cigarette. It was just dangling there in my hand.

After those fellas drug Charlie off, folks just started doing things. One of the clerks from the hotel came out and covered up Bill Hanks, covered him up with one of those fancy afghans what are draped over the davenports in the lobby. There he was, the shape of him, under that afghan, his blood still running out from underneath. Now some folks on the sidewalk, the menfolk, they started moving their women away from that mess. Other folks pressed in for a closer look. Me, I just stood there planted, like I said. Odd thing was, when them folks pushing forward got a good look, they started pushing back again real quick-like, bumping into other folks pressing forward. It looked like cows milling about in a pen when something’s troubling them, like when cows get all wide-eyed and scared at some new thing they don’t know. You’ve seen that, haven’t you Sir?

It was Mr. James come out and put people to doing things, taking charge of everyone. Yes Sir, Mr. James runs the hotel, him being the day manager. He set to telling people what to do. First, he tells them folks to back away onto the sidewalk and make some room. With that big black frock coat and them old fashioned side whiskers, Mr. James cuts a pretty big picture at the top of them stairs, standing over Bill Hanks’ body. He’s got a voice like a preacher and he’s used to telling folks what to do, so they generally do it. This weren’t no different, even if there was a dead man at his feet. Mr. James says you folks move on back now and they move on back. Mr. James turns to one of the hotel clerks and tells him to go telephone the county sheriff and that fella disappears back into the lobby. Then he kneels down, slow as a deacon, and lifts the corner of that afghan. He must be looking at Bill Hanks’ face, but I can’t see it from where I am. Mr. James, he gives that big head of his one shake, just one, then real slowly he lets that afghan rest back down.

The next thing I heard was that big ole voice saying did anyone see this happen and then some of them church-goers was pointing at me. There, him, that young fella saw it all. Mr. James was looking down on me like a preacher from the pulpit, standing there at the top of them granite steps. Is that true son, he says, did you see all of this happen? I just nod my head and say Yessir. You had better stay here son, says he. I believe the sheriff will want to speak to you. He should be here directly. Yessir I say again, and I’m still rooted to that same spot. Mr. James sets a couple of the bellhops to guarding the body, them standing there in their bellhop jackets in the Sunday morning light. Folks are milling about on the sidewalk, not knowing what to do. Those two bellhops are trying to look serious, but they’re just scared kids that never seen a body before, much less a bloody corpse like that. I can see the town constable making his way back towards the hotel from the jail, working at straightening his uniform jacket while he’s marching down the middle of Main Street. Them two fellas what were on the steps are walking quick behind him, all three of them making a beeline for the hotel. I guess them other fellas stayed to guard poor Charlie.

No Sir, there’s not much more to tell about that part of it. The constable looks things over and then walks up the edge of the stairs real careful, so as not to step in any of Bill’s blood. He commences to talking with Mr. James, their heads all leaned in close together so no one can hear them. The constable, he nods his head at something Mr. James says, then straightens up and turns to face the rest of us gathered in a little knot. You men take that young fellow around back and wait with him in Mr. James’ office, says he. Next thing I know, one of them fellas has me by the elbow, guiding me around to the back door of the hotel and inside. Lots of other things happened, of course, but I was inside waiting with them fellas. They never said a word, either one of them. And now here I am Sir, talking to you.

Quinn closed the laptop and slipped it into a messenger bag. He sat upright on the couch, sipping at the last of his coffee without noticing it had gone cold. What the hell was this story Susan had sent him? Was this Charlie Boyd some long lost skeleton from the family closet? Today may be a lot more interesting than you had planned, he thought. He checked his phone for the time, heaving himself upright from the couch. Okay, out into the big wet world we go.
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Chapter 3

Susan
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Susan’s driveway was wider than the street Quinn lived on. Through the rain-streaked windshield, Quinn eyed the flagstone walkway climbing through sculpted Japanese maples. Was there some law or covenant that mandated at least two Japanese maples for each West Hills home? Quinn sighed and grabbed his grubby messenger bag off the passenger seat. On the drive over, he had felt ready to tackle anything. Now the rain beat a tattoo on the roof of his car and he was seriously considering a retreat back to Portland. Quinn ran a hand over his face, pinching the bridge of his nose. No good writer retreats. You better get in there Bub, you gotta job to do. He pushed open the car door and felt the rain splatter in.

“This is just so exciting!”

Quinn looked across the table at his sister, her little-kid grin beaming back at him. He wondered if she had ever had a bad day in her life. Yeah, you know about the bad days, but they just wash right off of you don’t they Sis? The same history, the same hurts, and yet she almost glowed with light. How could anyone be that happy? It wasn’t natural. 

“Do I get a byline, or whatever it’s called? What magazine is this for? I can’t wait to show you all of the new information I’ve found. It’s pretty amazing.” If she wasn’t actually bouncing in her chair, Quinn imagined that she was.

Through the huge window, Quinn could see the fir and hemlock clinging to the west slope of the suburban hills. A steady rain washed the landscape, spilling over the split level homes sandwiched along curving lanes and cul-de-sacs. The suburbs made Quinn uneasy, especially up here in the hills. An urban being through and through, the predictable pattern of the city calmed him, the regular streets and avenues making sense of his world. Leaving the grid of Portland made him nervous, particularly any route that took him through the US 26 tunnel under the hills. The Other Side, that’s how he thought of it. Yet here he was, being assaulted by Susan’s perfect teeth and a table full of little snack plates right out of some foodie magazine.

“Easy Sis, okay? No byline because that’s what newspaper writers get and this is for a magazine. I can’t tell you what magazine it’s for until the article is accepted, but it’s a famous one that you know. And before we get into specific stuff, I want to ask you about the general process, how you started doing this, what you hope to get out of it, that sort of thing.”

“Sure Big Brother, you’re the writer. Here, try one of these figs with goat cheese, they’re to die for.” Susan pushed a small fiestaware plate towards him. Black wrinkled pods oozed whitish goo onto the purple ceramic. Quinn popped one of the things into his mouth to be polite. He was surprised at how good they were. He grabbed another one off the plate, stuffing it in his mouth. Okay, let’s focus on what we need to do here.

“Told you they were good. So what do you want to know about the genealogy work?”

“Right. Do you mind if I tape this?” Without waiting for an answer, Quinn placed a small MP3 recorder on the table and pressed a tiny button. “Genealogy interview number one. Okay, ready to go. What got you started on this research kick? And what were you hoping to get out of it?”

Susan leaned back with her coffee cup, sipping from it as the steam rose around her perfectly coiffed hair. She settled the cup on the table and a more serious look passed over her face.

“It really started with Grandpa Boyd, I guess. You remember when I got shipped off to live with them for awhile, one of the times when things got really sticky? Well, I spent most of that summer with Grandma and Grandpa out in Bend. It was fun being out there, even though I missed all of my friends. I was thirteen, so I should have spent the summer hanging out with my girlfriends, but that didn’t happen. Instead, I was puttering around that old house with Grandma and Grandpa, helping them out with stuff, working in the garden, getting lots of sun. That part was nice. And I
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