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About the Book

In Indianapolis, ex-cop and private investigator Frank Behr is on his way to a training session. But there he finds his teacher and friend dead, shotgunned in the face. 

The loss leaves Behr suddenly adrift, estranged from his girlfriend, and struggling to exist as he drops everything and plunges into a quest for answers and revenge. 

Before he can make much headway, a high-end private investigation firm asks Behr to help locate a pair of their well-paid operatives who have vanished on a job. 

At first Behr refuses, but when his old boss Captain Pomeroy asks him to reconsider, with the veiled promise of getting him back on the force, he accepts. 

Behr submerges into the violent underbelly of the city, forced to call upon all his street skills. For a few steps ahead of him is a formidable organized-crime family. 

The case is Frank Behr’s big second chance, but only his smarts, ability and resolve will determine whether he and the life he has known can remain intact, and whether he will survive at all . . .
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To Brian Koppelman,

a great friend


ONE

THE MORNING WAS grey, with a cool that wouldn’t last. Frank Behr steered his Toronado across East Prospect, and appreciated the empty streets at 5.45 a.m. His neck still throbbed from a guillotine choke he had barely escaped a day ago, and he was having trouble turning his head to the left, but at this hour the city was his. He had a jump on the world, and that felt good. As he drove, he tried to leave his mind distant and unfocused. Better not to dwell on the soft bed he’d just left, or on the physical challenge that loomed ahead of him. In twenty minutes’ time he’d be soaked in sweat, his heart hammering, arms and legs turned to molten lead, as he attempted to gain limb-breaking position against a virtually impossible opponent.

Pummelling, clinches, fire feet and sprawl drills, takedowns, guard escapes and technique work. Topped off by lunge walks with a 100lb ground and pound bag on his shoulder. It was enough to cause a replay of last night’s dinner, and that was just for openers, before they began to ‘roll’, which was what they called sparring at Aurelio Santos’s Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu Academy.

Behr cut right on Sherman. There wasn’t much traffic, but whatever cars were out at this hour would be along 74, so he avoided it. Behr trained alone with Aurelio himself, and because of that made damn sure he was on time for their 6 a.m. starts. It was a matter of respect. Behr had tried the normal group classes in the evenings at the Academy, but leaving the hardest thing of the day until the end was exactly the opposite of how it worked for him now. The spectre of it tended to hang over his entire day. It was a concession to his age, he figured, which was a little chunk on the wrong side of forty, but nowadays he needed to clear the physical effort first.

Aurelio charged him the regular fee of a hundred and fifty bucks a month despite the private lessons that should have cost that much per hour. For that, Behr figured, he owed Aurelio plenty. He had to consider, though, that it might not be a straight-up favour. Behr had a habit of accidentally breaking people. Six foot plenty and two-fortyish was a handful for the recreational martial arts practitioner and Behr had caused some unintentional injuries to various training partners during the decade and a half he’d studied karate, boxing and kickboxing before taking up Jiu-Jitsu. Regular-sized, civilized, often white-collar folk, plying techniques on someone of his mass and dimension, tended to lose faith in a system when the moves suddenly didn’t work. Even those of a much higher belt rank weren’t immune. It wasn’t unheard of for someone to quit outright and not come back after practising with him. Plain and simple, Frank Behr could be bad for business. Maybe Aurelio had gamed that out.

Behr hit a string of green lights along Campbell, letting the big car drift around some potholes, and then steered towards the Academy on Cumberland. He felt it before he saw it, as he rounded the corner and clicked his right-turn blinker: there was too much activity in the parking lot, which should’ve been quiet. His eyes zeroed on a pair of patrol cars, done up in graphite and black, the colour scheme for Indianapolis Metro PD since the consolidation with the Sheriff’s Department, which still wasn’t the norm in his mind after all those years of taupe and brown. There was also an ambulance in the lot. The ambulance had its flashers on, no siren. The patrol cars were split and parked in a wedge, one directly in front of the Academy, the other at the door of the neighbouring cheque-cashing establishment.

That doesn’t make much sense, Behr thought, as he pulled in and parked and saw that the metal grate over the door to the cheque-cashing place was securely closed and the lights turned off. Then his eyes found the door to the studio, which was swung wide open.

Who the hell robs a martial arts school? he wondered. That is no kind of score. Anyone who’s ever been inside one could guess the office would contain only disorganized paperwork, out-of-date liability waivers, mouldy addresses, and instead of a safe to break there’d be a petty cash envelope holding fifty dollars maximum. Not even worth the trouble.

Maybe somebody hit the studio hoping to go through the wall into the cheque-cashing place, Behr considered, shutting off his car.

If that was the case, and Aurelio had arrived to discover a thief with the bad fortune to not be finished … Well, Behr supposed, that would explain the ambulance. He opened the car door. He wore sweats over shorts and a rash-guard top, and automatically grabbed for his gear bag, which contained mouthpiece, towel and dry clothes for after, and walked towards the studio. No workout today, it occurred to him, knowing too well how long the bullshit paperwork with the cops would drag on, until the morning class started to arrive. Then his experience reminded him that burglaries didn’t happen at 6 a.m. very often. He quickened his pace.

The air inside the Academy was thick with it. It was unmistakable. Behr stepped through the door and saw it in tableau. Two paramedics sat back on their haunches, idle and staring at the walls. A pair of cops stood, arms crossed, heads down. Silence. Between them, on the ground, was Aurelio, his face and skull blown away from his neck like a snapped-off match head. Dark blood spattered the blue mat. The once supremely powerful and intelligent body lay there, simply turned off, now just a pile of bone, sinew and other dumb tissue.

Behr edged closer. What stared up at him from the ground made him go cold: death, still and final. He felt his stomach knot and threaten to turn over. He bit back on it hard and held his mud. It was the least he, the living, could do.

Then, even as he stood there, stunned, not saying a word, his eyes began to work, undirected. Aurelio’s fists were clenched, the knuckles raised and purpled, as to be expected after his fourteen-year mixed martial arts career. There were damp patches on the mat. Water or sweat? The few pieces of furniture in the studio – chairs and a table – were upturned. A chunk of drywall was caved in. On another wall were a few small, round holes, buckshot pellets lodged in them. The blood streak on the mat grew chunky with solid matter as it neared and stopped at the body.

It came together in an instinctive rush in his mind: Aurelio had been shotgunned under the palate. It had been an interrogation finished by an execution, but not before a struggle. No two men he’d ever met could’ve held Aurelio down. A gun changed any equation, to be sure, but Behr’s gut reaction was that there had to have been three, at least. The body had been dragged a distance, but then abandoned.

‘Ah, goddamn it,’ he breathed. It just slipped out. Behr cursed himself for the words. He could have used an extra few seconds to take in the details.

But now one of the cops turned to him, ‘Regan’ printed on his nameplate. ‘This is a crime scene. You can’t be here. Who are you?’ The kid in uniform was blond, maybe twenty-five, but his blue eyes were already going flat and probably lit only when his son or daughter was around. It was what happened.

‘Frank Behr. I train here.’

‘Behr. You used to be over on the Near Northside?’ the other cop, a dark-haired, dark-eyed thirty-yearold, said. His tag read ‘Dominic’. ‘My uncle Mike’s said your name.’

‘That’s right. A while back,’ Behr said, and tried to think. ‘How’d the call come in?’ They gave him the courtesy.

‘Bread truck delivery driver went by on Cumberland. He saw a flash in the window. Didn’t think much of it at first, but it stayed with him enough to call 911 further on along his route,’ Regan said.

‘Don’t suppose he saw anybody or any cars in front?’ Behr wondered.

‘Nah. Course not. Detectives are on the way to question him anyway.’

‘You know this?’ the second cop asked, gesturing to the body.

Behr bristled, but nodded. ‘Aurelio Santos.’

‘Like the name on the sign.’

‘Yeah. It’s his place.’ Behr heard the defeat in his own voice. He’d seen enough of them to know that this was one cold crime scene. It looked icy. How many dozens of prints and partials would be all over the place thanks to the student traffic? And no witnesses either. A grim, hopeless feeling looked for a place to grab hold in his belly at the waste of it, at the empty hull that was now all that remained of a man.

Then anger settled on Behr, hot and familiar. He felt his breath come in short stabs, a bellows of fury working deep within him. He tried to control it, to not be a ‘belly breather’, the way Aurelio had taught him when an opponent had knee on chest and was going for full mount and every cubic centimetre of oxygen left in the lungs meant the difference between light and blackness. His jaw set and he knew in that instant that whatever the police did or did not do, no matter how much or how little they threw at the case, no matter how quickly they might try to clear it, he would invest the minutes, the hours, the days, the months it would take to hunt down the scum, the animals, the maggot-motherfuckers who had done this.

A random killing? Behr tried it out in his head. Not the norm for Indianapolis. There’d been too many murders in the city lately, but they all had a crime-on-crime connection and Aurelio was the furthest thing from a criminal. It wasn’t right. He felt it again: someone had wanted something.

Behr’s eye fell on the office in the far corner of the main room. Information. It wasn’t a mere idea but an imperative that pulsed deep in his cortex, like a reptile’s desire for food. He figured Aurelio’s Rolodex would be on the desk, and his best hope of a lead would be found inside. But it would be only a matter of moments before the officers threw him out, regardless of whether he’d once been on the job, and went ahead and locked down the crime scene. Like the cop saying went: when you’re in you’re a guest, when you’re out you’re a pest.

Taking a chance, Behr started for the office, going wide around the body and blood trail, staying on the edge of the mat. His movement seemed to stir the others into action. As he passed the high shelves holding tall, elaborate trophies from Aurelio’s wins in the Mundial and Abu Dhabi and Tokyo, the paramedics started closing their unused medical kits and the cops looked to each other.

‘Ho, buddy. Where you headed?’ asked the dark-haired officer, Dominic. Behr felt them starting after him.

‘You guys are gonna need to notify next of kin, I’m gonna get the number,’ Behr tossed back over his shoulder.

He reached the office, nudged the door open with a toe, and in the half-light saw an address book with a worn cloth cover on the corner of the desk. Leaving the lights off, Behr dropped his gym bag on top of the book, covering it. Then he took a paperclip off a file cabinet and used it to gently click on the light switch without disturbing any possible prints.

‘He’s from Brazil. Unmarried. No family in state. Are Homicide Branch and Crime Scene on the way? No one’s touched anything, right? You guys seem like you know the dance steps. Goddamn, he was a great guy …’ Behr used the patter to distract while his eyes darted around the office looking for something he could use before they clocked his bag on the desk. The cops filled the doorway.

‘Look at that, huh?’ Behr said, of a calendar sponsored by a Brazilian beer called Brahma featuring beautiful copper-skinned girls in dental floss bikinis playing volleyball on Ipanema beach. The young cops glanced at it for a long moment and then Behr saw a sheet of notepaper tacked to the wall over the phone. It was covered with scrawled Portuguese first names and digits with the +55 prefix needed to call Brazil. Aurelio was from a large, close-knit family, and the list was his frequently dialled numbers back home.

‘There you go,’ Behr said, stepping back, letting the officers move in. ‘If there isn’t a family member on that list I’d be real surprised, and there’ll at least be a close friend.’

‘Thanks,’ Regan said. Dominic just grunted. Then the pair raised their notebooks and started copying down the names and numbers. Their backs to him, Behr took the opportunity to pick up his bag, and the address book under it, which he made disappear into the waistband of his sweatpants, pulling his shirt down over it. It didn’t look as if the office had been disturbed by whoever had killed Aurelio, and the worn fabric of the book cover wouldn’t hold a print very well. The risk had already been taken anyway. There was no going back now.

Behr stepped into the main room again. The blond cop, Regan, followed him out, on point now.

‘OK, Behr, Frank,’ he said, writing.

‘B-e-h-r.’ Behr spelled it for him.

‘Phone numbers, home, office, cell.’

Behr supplied them, and his address.

‘We train four days a week here, for an hour, hour and a half. Then the other instructors, some private students, start to arrive. There’s a morning blue-belt class at eight most weekdays,’ Behr went on. He began to feel his emotions beating at the door of the cold recitation. He didn’t know how long the barrier would hold.

‘Blue belt, what level’s that?’

‘Fairly beginner, but guys who know their way around.’

‘What belt are you?’

‘We weren’t doing it that way.’

‘So, no wife.’ Regan shrugged. ‘He got an ex-wife?’

‘No. Had a girlfriend but they broke up maybe ten months ago. No one steady since then.’

‘Uh-huh. I’ll need that name.’

‘If I can think of it. Maria something.’

‘This guy have any beefs?’

‘None that I know of. Everybody loved him.’

‘Teachers he’d fired? Pissed-off student? Creditor?’

‘I’m telling you, everybody loved the guy.’

‘Someone didn’t fucking love him. Or had a strange way of showing it,’ the dark-haired cop, Dominic, said as he joined them.

‘Why don’t you shut your mouth?’ Behr bored holes in him with his eyes. The one paramedic who remained, writing notes on a clipboard, froze.

‘Oh.’ Dominic turned. ‘What’re you, gonna cry now?’

‘Be a professional, asshole,’ Behr said.

‘You be one.’ They stood nose to nose, or there-abouts, since Behr had a good couple of inches on him. The truth was, the guy didn’t mean anything by it and Behr knew it. It was just the way cops talked to each other to get through their shift. That didn’t make Behr let off any, though.

‘Look, you’ve been helpful, but you’re gonna need to fall back for us,’ Regan said. ‘Watch commander’s coming to set.’

Behr broke off with Dominic, nodded, and took one last look at the scene, drinking it in with his eyes. Aurelio wore a green satiny warm-up suit that could’ve just as easily been his outfit from the night before as it was for that morning. He was wearing Puma track shoes, which he wouldn’t have stepped on to the mat with ordinarily, but under the circumstances that didn’t seem to mean much. The body still appeared supple. Rigidity hadn’t yet set in. The blood was wet. He couldn’t have been dead for very long. Behr was turning away when something struck him as wrong. He turned back and tried not to be blinded by the obvious, and then he saw just below where the wound started, Aurelio’s neck.

‘You didn’t remove anything from him, did you?’ Behr wondered. The paramedic looked up at him.

‘Yeah, a mole from his left butt cheek—’ Dominic started in.

‘Like what?’ Regan said, his voice sounding tired.

‘You gonna give us a lesson—’ Dominic tried again.

‘Jewellery,’ Behr said. The paramedic shook his head.

‘Nah. There was none,’ Regan said. ‘Why, you thinking robbery?’

Behr shrugged. He wasn’t in the mood to volunteer it but Aurelio wore a thick gold rope chain around his neck that held a figurine of Christ the Redeemer, like the one up on the Corcovado in Rio. He took it off only when he went out on the mat, but like the cop said, it wasn’t there. The paramedic finished and exited. The detectives would be showing up within minutes and it would be better if he wasn’t around when they did, especially with a piece of evidence tucked into his waistband.

Behr kneeled, almost in communion, near Aurelio’s feet, and the room got quiet. Even Dominic gave him the respect. Behr made a final, silent promise, then stood and headed for the door.


TWO

THE SPARE WAS out and leaning against the rear quarter-panel even though none of the tyres was flat. Bobby Brodax stood by the Gran Fury parked on the side of South White River Parkway and smoked. He had a .45 ACP in his hand and tucked under his crossed arms inside his sports jacket. If a passing motorist even slowed, it was coming out.

He looked down the slope towards the railroad tracks and the curve of the White River and beyond. Tino and Petey were taking their sweet fucking time. It seemed that way at least. Brodax checked his watch. It had been only ten minutes, he saw, and they did have a hell of a heavy load.

Brodax’s thoughts drifted to his employers. These Indy boys were not pros; they’d made a pretty decent mess a few weeks back, and that had led to him getting the call this time, but they were sitting on a real good thing and they could afford to hire pros. Which was better? Brodax had to ask himself. Being one or being able to hire one?

Brodax could still taste last night’s bourbon. It had taken a lot to finally catch those fancy black-shoed suckers speccing out their lie. But he’d done it, and that was that.

Tino and Petey humped and dragged along the riverside. They could feel their quads burning, and sweat was running down the sides of their faces, matting their hair.

‘This fucking mud’s trying to pull my shoes off,’ Tino said.

‘Don’t lose a shoe. You lose one, stop and find it,’ Pete answered.

‘I just said it was trying. I didn’t lose my fucking shoe.’ The bags were heavy, the plastic stretching and cutting against their fingers, which were already raw from the shovel handles. They tried switching hands, but the bags were fairly equal in weight. There was no respite. And the heat, even though it was the crack of dawn, was beating down thick and meaty. Sometimes the summer sucked.

‘Those guys said the reeds past where it gets marshy, right?’ Tino asked.

‘They said the marsh. Where it’s reedy.’ Pete sounded sure. The fact was, the tall grass they were slogging through stretched for a few hundred yards, and then there was some even taller grass ahead. Tino let the bags drop, straightened, and pulled up for a blow.

Pete heard the wheezing and also stopped for a breather, looking back.

‘You thinking what I’m thinking?’ Tino asked. Pete shrugged, looked around and started for some thick growth in the shadow of the berm under the train tracks.

‘Over here,’ Pete said.

‘I goddamn love working with you, Petey,’ Tino said and hoisted his load for the last time.

If we leave about now, we’ll be on I-70 over to 65 north and back in Chicago by the morning rush, Brodax thought. But at least we’ll be back, and rid of the car by noon. He flicked away a second cigarette when he saw them coming. Sweating like barnyard hogs, the two of them. Especially Tino. Their shoes, and their pants up to their calves, were smeared in red-yellow clay like they’d waded through sick baby shit.

‘Done, Bob B.!’ Tino wheezed, climbing up on to the road surface, pushing a hand down on Pete’s shoulder to get a leg over the guardrail. Pete’s lips pressing together in effort was his only protest. They reached the car. Brodax looked to Pete, who slapped his hands together like he was dusting off crumbs.

‘Good,’ Brodax said. He pulled a garbage-can liner out of his pocket, snapped it open, and in went their muddy shoes.


THREE

‘OOH-AH, OOH-AH,’ THE little blonde moaned as Kenny Schlegel rode her. The ‘ooh’ was the downstroke, which she was enjoying plenty, the ‘ah’ caused by the impact of his new necklace banging into her chin on each thrust. He wasn’t so much nailing her as trying to bounce that thing off her face like it was some kind of carnival game. Kenny would’ve won the smaller prizes and traded all the way up to the jumbo for how good he was getting at it. It had him totally distracted from how tight the little blonde’s body was, and that had made him last at least thirty or forty minutes now.

‘Ooh-ah, ooh-ah, ooh-oh.’ Though they were just taps, the repetition of it was going to leave a bruise on her face, he realized with satisfaction. But she wasn’t complaining none, the dirty little thing. What was she gonna say anyhow? Little sophomore bitch. Nice of her to wait around all night for him too. She was pretty cranked up from the day before, so what else did she have to do? Her breath smelled like beer, and her pits reeked a little from the zoot. But in a good way. He put his face into one and took a deep sniff.

‘Oh yeah, Kelly, you ready for some skeet?’ He looked to her eyes, which opened and flashed because he knew her name was Kathy. That was why he’d called her Kelly. But she didn’t hit him as he’d hoped. She just upped the tempo. Maybe it was for the best, considering the big-ass bruise he had spreading all over his own cheek. He took another deep whiff, then reared back, ripped off the jimmy hat and gave her an eight-roper across the belly. She moaned and groaned like some porn she must have seen, and as it subsided, all he could think about was last night, and breakfast.


FOUR

AURELIO SANTOS KEYS his way into his studio in the pre-dawn gloom. He wears a warm-up suit and track shoes. He’s thinking about riding his motorcycle along Copacabana beach and how glad he is that the Indiana winter is over, when they come at him. Three masked assailants appear from around the building and do a push-in. The first one shoves him from behind, but Aurelio quickly recovers his balance, gets hold of the shover’s arm and shoulder-throws him into the wall, caving in a chunk of it. Aurelio squares, swings and lands a punch to the jaw of the second attacker, who goes down to the floor, toppling table and chair on his way. Aurelio moves to foot-stomp his face, when the third man racks a shotgun. Merda! Aurelio freezes, then raises his hands. He slowly backs across the mat …

Is that what you did, Aurelio? Behr wondered. Is that the way it went down? Behr drove around, barely paying attention to where, or to the zoing and boing of morning radio playing low in the car. After a half-hour or so the streets began filling up with the morning rush around him. There wasn’t much of it. Three cars in a row seemed like traffic in Indianapolis most of the time. But it was enough to slow him down and piss him off.

First thing Behr had done after he had exited the Academy was to go around the back of the building to look for anything with meaning. The rear door was closed and locked, which, as it was a fire door, it did automatically. There were old cigarette butts and a few broken bottles among the weeds growing up through cracks in the pavement, but the pieces looked too small to hold prints and besides they seemed like they’d been there for a long time. The windows were undisturbed and there was no way to get on the roof short of bringing your own ladder. Just like inside the Academy: he had a big pile of nothing.

The sun was already climbing, a thick heat spreading itself over the city, as Behr went back around front and wrote out a note: ‘All Classes Cancelled’. Once the cops were done, they’d lock the door, affix a crime scene sticker and leave, and people who hadn’t come that morning, or hadn’t heard the news, might keep showing up. Behr stuck the note to the front window and got out of there. He’d wanted to miss the morning students and assistant instructors. He’d talk to them all soon enough – when he interviewed them – but he wasn’t in the mood for handholding and hugs at the moment. Then, since he couldn’t canvass the neighbourhood for witnesses, as the cops would be doing that and wouldn’t appreciate him stepping on their toes, he had started driving.

Behr pulled up in front of Aurelio’s house. It was a one-storey brick bungalow with a Toyota parked in front. He needed to get in there and take a long look, but now wasn’t the time for that. Police would arrive within minutes, Behr anticipated. He weighed the risk for a split second before hurrying to get a pair of latex gloves out of the kit in his trunk. He tried Aurelio’s car, which was locked. So was the house, both the front and back doors. Behr peered in through the windows but couldn’t see much past the horizontal blinds. What he did see looked undisturbed. Behr stripped off his gloves and hurried back to his car. When the detectives went knocking on doors he didn’t need any neighbours ID’ing him.

Aurelio’s place was a mile and a half from the Jiu-Jitsu school, and it wasn’t unusual for him to jog that distance to get warmed up before training. That might have been the case today, which would explain why the car was still at home. Or he might have been taken against his will, Behr considered, getting back in his own car and turning over the engine. He was making the left back on to Baker as the first detective’s unmarked unit rolled towards Aurelio’s house …

Cruising around envisioning how the thing could’ve gone was a pointless exercise, but Behr couldn’t help himself. At least for those moments, in his mind, Aurelio was still alive. And when he was done, because he’d run out of things to do for the present, the finality of it was able to surge up into his chest. It was the old vault door asking to be opened, to be filled, to be slammed shut again. All the shit he’d seen on the street as a cop, and then as a private investigator afterwards, needed some place to go. So he’d learned pretty quickly to make a spot for it. An empty box inside him where he could throw the pain, and drop the lid on it before it became intolerable. The tendency was to stop thinking of the victims as human beings altogether. Instead they became a set of facts, an equation to solve, a clue, a piece of meat to be handled. This gave the investigator objectivity. It gave him the ability to reason. It made him powerful and knowing so he was ready when he had to interdict a perpetrator. Problem was, before long, the ability to discern was lost and a lot of other things ended up getting thrown in the vault as well. Good things, like wives and kids and friends. Just about everything really, and if you weren’t careful, or even if you were, you could end up zombied out, going through the motions in your life and the work, praying that mere competence would get you by.

The evolved cop, the one who distinguished himself, the one who made it all the way, managed to push the pain down some place but not cut it off completely. He carried it and retained his connection to it, and what it meant. The victims remained human beings to the good cop, and despite the pain – or because of it – that became the cop’s salvation. Behr wasn’t sure in which group he’d spent most of his time on the job. He had his suspicions, especially at the end. But on this one, he swore, he would do it right. So he let the pain come. He let it come.

A loud, angry honk sounded behind him. Behr looked up and saw he was sitting at a green light. He glanced into his rearview mirror at the pick-up truck behind him and raised a hand. ‘I’m going. I’m going,’ he said, and turned for home.


FIVE

SUSAN DURANT WAS in the bathroom peeing on the little plastic tab when she heard a car pull up and Frank’s heavy step sounded on the stairs. It was supposed to take only a minute for the results, but she didn’t have time. Besides, she had her suspicions about the answer and didn’t know how to handle her reaction. She finished up, flushed the toilet, dumped the contents of the small trashcan, which contained the box and directions, into the drugstore bag and dropped the plastic tab in on top of it. She was in the living room smoothing her skirt over her hips when he entered. She turned from the mirror and smiled as the door closed behind him.

‘Hey,’ she said.

Frank didn’t answer.

‘Is this skirt riding up? I put on three pounds the past month. You’re gonna have me fat and happy, Behr,’ she said, hoping she sounded breezy.

He didn’t respond, and instead entered the kitchen. She heard his hand clattering among glass bottles as he fished around the makeshift bar on the counter. She reached the doorway in time to see him find a small bottle covered by a white paper wrapper. He emptied brown liquid into a glass, tried to add club soda from a bottle that was empty, then splashed tonic in the glass and drank. Susan stepped further into the kitchen, still holding the plastic bag.

‘You’re drinking, what’s wrong?’ she asked.

Behr grimaced, finished, held up the bottle for her to see. Angostura. ‘Just bitters.’ He launched the bottle into the sink, where it broke.

‘Why are you back so early?’

‘Aurelio’s dead,’ he said. She absorbed the news, a dozen questions raised and checked in her mind.

‘How?’ she finally asked.

‘Murdered. Shot. At the school,’ Behr said, watching her try to understand. Then he looked at her more closely. ‘What’s up with you?’

‘Nothing.’

‘No?’

‘No. God, Frank, that’s horrible. I’m so sorry. How could this happen?’

Behr shook his head.

‘Are you OK?’

He just stared at her. She went to him, put her arms around him. He didn’t return the gesture. He was a log. She stepped back and looked at him. His face was taut, heavy dark brows knit. His black eyes were distant, but focused, as if fixed on something departing far away on the horizon. He wasn’t even there in the kitchen with her, not really. She hadn’t seen him like this since the beginning between them, when he’d been fifty feet deep on a case.

‘Was it a robbery?’ she asked.

‘No.’

‘Was it a random thing? Could it have been an accident?’

Behr shook his head again.

‘I mean … could he have been … what was he into?’ she wondered aloud.

Behr stopped shaking his head and looked at her. ‘What the hell’s that supposed to mean?’

‘Nothing. Just that if it’s not a fluke thing, then …’

‘Then what? He was into some shit and had it coming?’

‘Frank, no, that’s not what I … Not how it was supposed to sound.’

‘Just lay off the theories then, all right? They’re not gonna help here.’

She looked at him. The tension was immediate, thick and unfamiliar between them. They’d been getting along well this past year and change. Too well, maybe, like a couple of frigging songbirds. But now, with all the thorny Scots, German, Irish, Midwestern and Pacific Northwestern blood in the room, an apology was a long way off. She stepped back. ‘I’m here for you if you want, but it’s pretty clear you don’t,’ she finally said. ‘I’m going to work.’

‘Fine,’ he said, and nothing more.

After another moment she picked up her purse, kept the plastic drugstore bag she was carrying and headed for the door.

‘See you,’ she said.

‘Yeah—’ he answered, as the closing door clipped off the word.


SIX

VICKY SCHLEGEL PUT a plate of egg whites and wholegrain toast down on the kitchen table, and turned back to a pan sizzling on the stove behind her. The Smiley Morning Show played on the counter-top radio. Outside, the dogs, smelling the food, were stirring in their run.

‘Hold on, I’ve got your bacon about ready, hon.’ She drew on her cigarette and appraised her youngest boy Kenny’s shirtless back as he salted his eggs. He was getting big from all the lifting, just like his brothers. He was already bigger than his father, Terry, but not bigger than Terry had been at that age. They’d met when he was a few years older, but she’d seen pictures.

‘You know I can’t eat that fatty shit, Ma.’

‘I know, I know. It’s turkey bacon,’ Vicky said, shovelling the strips out of the pan with a spatula and moving away from the stove.

‘Awesome.’

‘You asked me once, that’s all it takes, dear,’ she said, and put the strips on his plate. He looked up and she saw the bruise purpling on his cheek.

‘Kenny-bear, what happened to your face?’

‘Training, Ma.’ He shrugged. ‘It’s nothing. Gimme some character, right?’

She smiled, and then her eye fell on the nasty black tattoo on the left side of Kenny’s chest. ‘RTD’, in Gothic lettering. It was some rapper’s slogan – ‘Ready to Die’. The thought of it made her shudder. All three of her boys wore ink. It was the style now. Damn disgrace, she thought. ‘Spray paint on a Rembrandt’ was what she’d said when Kenny had come home with the lettering on his seventeenth birthday last year.

‘You think I could get some OJ, Mrs Schlegel?’ the little blonde asked. Vicky turned towards the girl – Karen, was it? – and picked up her cigarettes. Three handsome boys like hers, all with the ladies’ man gene courtesy of their father, and it was a constant stream of chippies in the house for Vicky to deal with. She should’ve held the line when Charlie, her oldest, started asking if it’d ‘be cool if his girlfriend crashed on Friday nights’. She should’ve told him it certainly was not cool. And she would’ve if she had foreseen that the Fridays would turn into weekend-long ‘hangs’. By the time her middle boy, Dean, started dating, they had ‘guests’ on weeknights too. Then, when Kenny made it to high school three years ago, it became a regular flow of horny little things parading through the house. She couldn’t keep the names straight and didn’t even try any more.

At one point a few years back Vicky had gone to her husband to put an end to it. ‘What should they do, go fuck in a car like the tar babies?’ Terry had said. ‘Besides, you’re the one who says you’re too young to be a grandma.’

‘C’mon, Terry,’ she pleaded.

‘Rubbers and a room, it’s the least we can do for ’em. Boys’ll be boys,’ he said, and laughed. She had a suspicion he liked having the string of ripe little bouncies around. Now it seemed the house was perpetually running out of toilet paper and frozen pizzas, and the little wenches would’ve drummed her out of shampoo and make-up altogether if she didn’t put her foot down on that.

Now Vicky turned to the latest skank du jour at her kitchen table and gave her standard reply: ‘Oh, honey, listen, I’ll serve my boys till I die, but not their little twists. It’s just a rule I have. So get it yourself.’ Vicky jutted her thumb towards the refrigerator and lit her cigarette. A short snort of laughter was the only evidence that Kenny had heard it.

The blonde’s nose wrinkled in hurt. ‘Jeez. Kenny, can we just do the picture now?’

‘In a minute,’ he said, taking a bite of his food. Then he piled the egg whites and turkey bacon on the wholegrain toast.

The girl made a huffing noise and crossed her arms. Mrs Schlegel just leaned against the counter and drank her coffee.

‘All right,’ Kenny said, folding the toast into a sandwich, ‘let’s go, ya little hoodrat.’

He got up and led her out of the kitchen. ‘C’mon, Kenny-bear,’ she said and snapped the waistband of his boxer shorts as they went.

‘Get off,’ he said, swatting at her, causing her to giggle.

Vicky Schlegel reached for the coffee pot and seethed.


SEVEN

AURELIO SANTOS JOGS up Cumberland and slows to walk the last block. He crosses the parking area and be-bops towards his studio, quietly singing ‘Chuva, Suor e Cerveja’. His keys click and rattle as he spins the keyring around his finger, ready to let himself in. When he reaches the door and inserts the key, the bolt doesn’t turn, it is already open. Estranho, he thinks, sure he’d locked it the night before. He walks inside and is hit across the back of his head, a solid blow. The pain comes in a hot rush that makes him see white. He tries to keep his balance, reaching for the chair, but falls through it, crashing into the table next to it and knocking it over as he hits the ground. Knees to armpits. In a rush of instinct, he rolls to his back and curls into a tight ball, finding the position that’s second nature to him. He spins on his back to face his attacker. In the dim morning light he makes out a few others coming from behind the first one. One holds a large black shotgun. That’s what I was hit with, Aurelio registers, and then launches out a low sideways kick that lands on his attacker’s patella. The man goes down. Aurelio seizes the opportunity to kip up to his feet. But the blow to the back of his head has done damage and he doesn’t land solidly. He totters to the side, getting hold of the second man, but not for a clean throw. Instead he lurches forward, knocking the man into the wall, caving it in. Then more white flashes through his eyes, as he is gun-butted in the back of the head for a second time. He feels himself falling, falling through darkness …

Behr’s feet pounded the pavement, rage shooting up through the soles of his shoes as he hoofed it up Saddle Hill. He wore a weighted vest that added thirty pounds to the effort. The vest was a gift from Susan, who noticed the abrasions on his shoulders from the loaded backpack he used to wear when doing roadwork. It does sit better, Behr had to admit of the vest, though it wasn’t heavy enough for him to really get into the red zone. Nothing, he’d found, was as tough as extended Jiu-Jitsu sparring. The sets could go on for ten, twenty, thirty minutes without a break and demanded strength, cardio and lactic acid recovery, especially when he rolled with Aurelio. Though Aurelio weighed south of two hundred pounds, the man had had a special relationship with gravity. He knew how to make himself heavy. When Aurelio established side control, Behr felt as if a car was parked on top of him.

He thought back to the beginning of his training almost a year and a half ago. Back then he’d felt as weak as a newborn kitten when on the mat with Aurelio. The strength disparity between them seemed like ten to one. It was disturbing. Especially since he knew he could easily out-lift his teacher when it came to weights. It was leverage that made the difference. As he learned the techniques, though, Behr felt the disparity in strength start to level out.

You try to stay up on your feet, but fights end up on the ground. It was a truth, and one he’d known for a long time, but it took him a long time to finally accept it. Between his hand-to-hand training at police academy, his work on patrol and his time going hard at boxing, Muay Thai and the like, Behr was aware that despite trying for precision with punches, kicks and restraining holds, almost all real-world physical confrontations ended up on the floor. They weren’t tidy and organized like in the movies, but messy and savage and full of awkward moves, strange noises and even odours.

In the scuffles he’d had while on the force, and since, Behr had relied on his size, strength and rusty high-school wrestling chops to sort things out when they went to the deck. He tried not to give it too much thought, just like he tried not to think about how much harder he had to work in the gym just to maintain as the years ticked by. He didn’t want to dwell on a future where he kept getting older and smaller and weaker, while the guys he came up against kept getting younger and bigger and stronger. Then, one night, he’d found himself in a bar watching an Ultimate Fighting Championship match on pay-per-view and saw a formidable striker square off against an experienced grappler. The striker danced around the ring snapping dangerous punches into the air for a moment before the grappler ducked one, shot the striker’s legs, took him down, got the man’s back and choked him out in under a minute. The striker had been completely defenceless. Countless hours of intense punch and kick training had been neutralized in one second, and Behr couldn’t deny it any longer. As the bar crowd grumbled over how lame the main event had turned out, the winning fighter did his post-fight interview and thanked his training partners and teachers in Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu. The next day Behr found the Academy in the phone book and dropped by to watch a class.

He’d walked in to see a medium-sized but fit teacher with a wide smile, thick, curly black hair, and an almost unreal energy on the mat taking a small group of students through break-falls that day. The man noticed Behr near the door and beckoned him out on to the mat.

‘You want to join, huh?’ he asked, a lilting Brazilian slur under his English.

Behr shrugged. ‘Maybe.’

‘You look like you in shape. You take me down, eh?’ he offered Behr. ‘Off my feet and we done, maybe you don’t need the Jiu-Jitsu.’ The man stood there barefoot, in surfing shorts and a tight nylon T-shirt. He smiled, bright white teeth shining.

Behr had earned his way through college pushing like-sized and bigger men than himself – men as strong as draught horses – around football fields, so he didn’t hesitate for long before nodding and removing his watch, jacket, shoes and socks. But this average-sized man proved immobile on first grasp. They locked up in a collar and elbow clinch and struggled around in a circle. Behr was immediately impressed with the man’s balance, which was better than his own, and the smile that didn’t leave his face as he yelled merry encouragement to Behr all the while.

Finally, deciding extended duration wasn’t to his advantage, Behr managed to wrap his arms around the instructor in a body lock, lifted him in the air, and slammed him to the mat. Behr expected a wheezing bag of cracked ribs to be writhing at his feet as the result, but instead found that the man wasn’t hurt or even stunned. He hadn’t really hit the ground at all, but instead had held on to Behr’s arm. He had also gotten his legs around Behr’s arm and shoulder, locked his feet against Behr’s neck, and bridged his hips in a way that hyper-extended the elbow and caused Behr to drop to his knees and submit with repeated taps to
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