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      CHAPTER 1

      
      ANA HAD TO GET THE BABY OUT OF THE HOUSE. Things were about to get ugly.
      

      
      She called Ralph’s sister, told her one of them would drop off Lucia in ten minutes.

      
      She packed a bag of diapers, bottles, extra clothes, Lucia’s favorite blanket and stuffed beagle.

      
      In the kitchen high chair, Lucia was finger-painting her tray with yams, her meaty little hands coated with orange goo. She’d
         managed to get some in the black tufts of her hair.
      

      
      Ana stared at the mess on her daughter’s bib and realized she was thinking about blood-splatter patterns.

      
      Looking at her own daughter, and thinking about the homicide case.

      
      Ana had to end this. Tonight, before she lost her nerve.

      
      She zipped the travel bag, unlocked the high chair tray and immediately got yams on the sleeve of her blazer.
      

      
      “Damn it,” she muttered.

      
      She hadn’t bothered changing from work. She’d only taken time to empty her shoulder holster and lock the service-issue Glock
         in the hallway closet where it always went the moment she got home.
      

      
      She was trying to figure out how to get the baby cleaned up without ruining her clothes when Ralph stormed into the kitchen.

      
      He’d showered and put on his old traveling outfit—black jeans, steel-tipped boots, crisp white linen guayabera, black leather
         jacket. His newly braided ponytail curled over one shoulder.
      

      
      He clunked a Magnum clip next to the baby’s sippy-cup and started loading his .357.

      
      “What are you doing?” Ana demanded.

      
      He gave her that high-voltage look which had been bothering her for weeks.

      
      Since laser surgery, Ralph had set aside his thick round glasses for contact lenses. There was no longer any shield between
         his ferocity and the rest of the world. His stare reminded her too much of the people she worked with—cops and killers.
      

      
      She wasn’t afraid of him. She’d never been afraid of him. But tension from their earlier argument hung in the air like the
         smell of burnt fuses.
      

      
      He finished loading the gun, hooked it inside his pants—a makeshift holster rigged from a coat hanger. “Johnny Shoes has a
         lead for me. I’ll drop Lucia on the way.”
      

      
      Johnny Zapata.
      

      
      
      That’s how desperate they’d become: begging for help from a drug lord who literally cut his enemies to pieces.

      
      “Ralph, the last time you saw Zapata—”

      
      “I’ll be fine.”

      
      “He tried to kill you.”

      
      “You want to give me a better lead?”

      
      He must’ve known she was holding back. She’d asked for time alone tonight. She only did that when she needed to make an important
         decision. And this time, their lives hung in the balance.
      

      
      “I can’t,” Ana told him.

      
      “You know who killed Frankie, don’t you?”

      
      “I’ve already told you more than I should.”

      
      He considered that, his eyes boring into her. “Yeah. Maybe you did.”

      
      “Ah-ba.” Lucia held up her gooey hands to her father. “Ah-ba.”

      
      Ralph unfastened the seat strap and lifted the baby out of the yam disaster area. Her fingers made streaks of orange on his
         white guayabera, but Ralph didn’t seem to care. He kissed the baby’s messy cheek, put her over his shoulder. Lucia made a
         high-pitched squeal of delight and kicked her bunny feet against Daddy’s belly.
      

      
      Ana’s heart felt sore.

      
      Lucia never acted so happy when Ana picked her up.

      
      Career necessity. Lieutenant Hernandez hadn’t put his butt on the line recommending her for sergeant so she could take six
         months off to change diapers. Still, the first year of Lucia’s life, mother and daughter had spent most of their time telling each other goodbye.
      

      
      “Hey, Sergeant.” Ralph held out his hand, his tone so fierce he might’ve been issuing a challenge. “It’ll be okay. Tú eres mi amor por vida.”
      

      
      She wanted to cry, she loved him so much.

      
      Two years ago at their wedding, her police friends had given her horrible looks. Hernandez had pulled her aside, eyes flooded
         with concern, fingers like talons on her forearm: Ana, how can you love this guy? He’s a goddamn killer.
      

      
      But they didn’t know Ralph. He loved her the way he did everything else—with absolute intensity. Since the day he’d decided
         he wanted Ana, she never stood a chance. He had boiled over her like a wildfire.
      

      
      She laced her fingers with his.

      
      She couldn’t let anything happen to him. She should never have opened that cold case file.

      
      “Zapata will have proof,” Ralph promised. “Anybody does, it’s him. And he’s going to give it to me. Believe that, okay?”

      
      She knew what Ralph was capable of. Which was exactly why she didn’t dare tell him everything she knew.

      
      He gave her hand a squeeze, kissed her lightly. His whiskers were rough. He smelled of patchouli.

      
      Ralph cradled the baby against one shoulder and slung the travel bag over the other. He stuffed an extra clip of ammunition
         in his pocket.
      

      
      The kitchen door swung shut behind him, winter air gusting into the room.

      
      Ana listened to his footsteps crunch down the gravel walkway. He was calling Lucia his little niña, singing her a Spanish carol, “Los Animales,” as he strapped her into the car seat.
      

      
      His headlights swept across the kitchen, illuminating the Christmas ristra and the empty high chair, then disappeared down Ruiz Street.
      

      
      • • •

      
      ANA SAT IN THE LIVING ROOM, trying to formulate a plan.
      

      
      He would be here in fifteen minutes.

      
      There had to be a way—something to make him come clean. Their earlier conversation gave her little hope he would listen to
         reason, but she had to try. She owed him that much.
      

      
      On the coffee table, a photograph of her mother stared back at her—Lucia DeLeon Sr., twenty-nine years old, in dress uniform,
         1975, the day she received the Medal of Valor.
      

      
      Her mother’s face was a patchwork of yellow bruises, her arm in a sling, but her posture radiated quiet confidence, black
         eyebrows knit as if she didn’t quite understand all the fuss. She’d saved three officers’ lives, become the first female cop
         in SAPD history to use deadly force. What was the big deal?
      

      
      Ana liked to remember her mother that way—self-assured, indomitable, always firm and fair. But over the years, the photograph
         had lost some of its magic. It could no longer quite exorcise that other memory—her mother fifteen years older, slumped in
         bed with the drapes drawn, a glass of wine at her lips, skin sickly blue in the light of an afternoon soap opera.
      

      
      
      Come back when you don’t feel like preaching, mijita.
      

      
      Ana put her face in her hands. A sob was building in her chest, but she couldn’t give in to that. She had to think.

      
      If her mother—the Lucia DeLeon of 1975—had been handed Ana’s problem, what would she have done?

      
      Ana pulled her laptop out of her briefcase. She booted it up, typed in her password. She reviewed her case notes, the crime
         scene photos. Poor-quality scans of pre-digital black-and-whites, but Ana could still get the feel. She’d been to the scene
         many times.
      

      
      Ana imagined herself as the killer.

      
      It was a little before 10:00 P.M., midsummer, on the rural South Side. She was standing on the shoulder of Mission Road, arguing with the young man she was
         about to murder.
      

      
      A warm rain had just pushed through, leaving the air like steam engine smoke, scented with wild garlic. In the woods, cicadas
         chirred.
      

      
      Ana and the young man had both pulled over their cars—possibly a prearranged rendezvous, though why the young man would’ve
         agreed to it, Ana didn’t know. There was nothing for miles except barbed wire fence, railroad tracks and old mission lands
         overgrown with cactus and chinaberry.
      

      
      The road was an ancient trail connecting the five Spanish missions of San Antonio. It was also a popular dumping ground for
         corpses—isolated and dark, yet easy to get to. Homicide department trivia: The first recorded murder along Mission Road had
         been in 1732. According to the diary of a Franciscan friar, a Coahuiltecan Indian girl was found strangled in the fields of
         maize. Not much had changed over the centuries.
      

      
      On the night Ana was thinking about, the victim was a young Anglo, six-one, thickset, dressed in khakis and a white linen
         shirt. He wore a platinum Rolex that would still be on his wrist when the police found his body. He had shoulder-length blond
         hair, parted in the middle, feathered in that unfortunate Eighties style. He was handsome enough, the way a young bull groomed
         for auction is handsome, but his expression was arrogant—a natural disdain that came from being born rich, well-connected,
         absolutely untouchable.
      

      
      She and the victim argued. There was probably name-calling. Some pushing. At some point—and this was critical—he grabbed her
         arm. When she yanked away, his fingernails drew blood. He turned away, probably thinking the fight was over. He started back
         to his car—a silver Mercedes convertible just a few yards away.
      

      
      But the fight was not over for her. She grasped the murder weapon—a blunt object, shorter than a baseball bat. She imagined
         herself striking from behind, cracking the side of the young man’s skull. He went down, crumpling before her, but she wasn’t
         satisfied. Rage took over.
      

      
      Afterward, she left him there—she made no attempt to hide his body or move his car. She would’ve known damn well who the victim’s
         father was, what kind of hell would break loose when the body was found. She knew what would happen to her if she was ever discovered. She simply drove away, and her secret had stayed hidden
         for eighteen years.
      

      
      Ana could slip into the killer’s skin so easily it frightened her. But then, she knew him well. His size, his strength, his
         motive, the way he would’ve lost control. Everything fit.
      

      
      But how could she make an arrest?

      
      Light flooded the living room windows.

      
      A car pulled into the drive—familiar headlights, ten minutes early.

      
      Ana wasn’t ready. She glanced at the hallway closet, where her gun was locked, but he was already coming up the front steps.

      
      Don’t panic, she told herself. It won’t come to that.
      

      
      The doorbell rang.

      
      Ana had a sudden desire to bolt out the back, run to the neighbors.

      
      But no. She was in control. She’d asked for this meeting. She had faced down desperate men before.

      
      She walked to the front door to greet him.

      
      • • •

      
      HE HAD BEEN IDLING A FEW blocks away in a taquería parking lot, getting up his nerve, replaying the argument with Ana over and over.
      

      
      She was so goddamn stubborn. He’d put the obvious answer right in front of her, given her overwhelming evidence, and still
         she refused to believe.
      

      
      He tried to think of an alternative to what he was about to do.

      
      There wasn’t one.

      
      
      He loaded the .357 Magnum, put the car into drive.

      
      He wasn’t worried about neighbors. Ana DeLeon’s house fronted Rosedale Park. On either side were vacant lease properties—not
         unusual for the West Side. The only neighbors were the ones in back, an elderly couple across the alley.
      

      
      If things went right, it wouldn’t matter if he was seen. Her husband, Ralph Arguello, was a reliably volatile son-of-a-bitch.
         Ralph would start the fight. If things went wrong … no. He wouldn’t let things go wrong.
      

      
      He pulled into the driveway. He could see Ana through the living room window.

      
      He walked toward the porch, the cold air stinging his eyes. The butt of the unfamiliar gun chafed against his hipbone.

      
      She met him at the door.

      
      As always, the sight of her stirred an unpleasant mix of feelings—resentment, longing, grief. She was the closest thing he
         had to family. She was also his deepest war wound—a scar that wouldn’t heal.
      

      
      Her short black hair was disheveled; there was a long smear of baby food on her sleeve. The top button of her blouse was undone.
         Her collarbone made a smooth shadow against her skin. A beautiful woman, but she had interrogator’s eyes—dark as magnets.
      

      
      “Well?” she asked.

      
      “I have an answer for you.” His voice sounded strangely dry, even to him. “May I come in?”

      
      • • •

      
      
      ONCE HE WAS INSIDE, SHE DID a good job of acting calm, but he knew her too well. Her shoulders were tense. Her fingertips tapped against her thumbs.
      

      
      “Make yourself comfortable,” she called from the kitchen. “You want a soda?”

      
      He stared at the photograph of Lucia on the living room table. He was always amazed how strongly Ana resembled her mother.

      
      Next to the photo was Ana’s laptop—crime scene images frozen on the screen.

      
      “Where’s Ralph?” he asked.

      
      “Out. Was that a no on the soda?”

      
      “Out?” He tried to keep his voice level. “You were supposed to keep him here. This is a conversation about him.”

      
      “We got Sprite, Diet Coke—”

      
      “Ana, goddamn it. You’re out of time.”

      
      She popped a can of Sprite. “This conversation isn’t about Ralph. It’s about you.”

      
      “Me?”

      
      She leaned against the kitchen doorway. “I can’t let you skate.”

      
      He could feel the situation unraveling. This was not the way it was supposed to happen. Ralph was the enemy. Ana had to realize
         that. Ralph was supposed to be here, to be provoked into showing how violent he was, how capable of murder.
      

      
      Carefully, he said, “You’re not serious.”

      
      “You left a trail.” Ana’s voice was heavy with anger, as if he had let her down. “You were sloppy. How could you think I wouldn’t
         find you?”
      

      
      
      Her expression stirred bad memories—memories he couldn’t tolerate.

      
      “You have any idea what you’re saying?” he asked. “Me, for Christ’s sake?”
      

      
      She nodded to the computer. “Read my notes.”

      
      He glanced at the morgue photo on the screen. He touched the keyboard, brought up a minimized document—Ana’s draft report
         on the investigation.
      

      
      It didn’t take long to see that she’d done her homework. Every mistake he’d made, then and now—neatly documented.

      
      He felt claustrophobic, dizzy, like he was waking up inside a coffin.

      
      The irony was horrible. Yet she’d done good detective work, maybe even enough to convict.

      
      “Ralph Arguello is poison,” he managed. “You don’t know who your friends are anymore.”

      
      “I’m telling you first because a confession would be easier. We can get you some kind of deal. Protection. Otherwise, once
         word gets out, you’re a dead man.”
      

      
      His jaw tightened. She wasn’t going to change her mind. She would risk a confrontation, her career, everything, rather than
         see something happen to that goddamn criminal she’d married.
      

      
      He put his hand at his waist, felt the butt of the .357 under his coat. “You’re right.”

      
      “Give me a statement, then.”

      
      “I’m a dead man.” He brought out the gun. “If word gets out.”

      
      Her face paled. “You won’t shoot me. I’m going to call now. We’ll get you a lawyer.”

      
      
      She walked to the hallway phone—tension still in her shoulders, but damn, she was keeping it together well.

      
      The thing was: She might be right. He wasn’t sure he could hurt her. Her, of all people.

      
      She picked up the receiver.

      
      “Put it down,” he ordered.

      
      “I’m calling dispatch.”

      
      Eighteen years of fear, shame and anger boiled to the surface—eighteen years of living with that worthless kid’s blood on
         his conscience.
      

      
      Ana would never understand what had happened that night. He had sworn to die rather than let the truth come out.

      
      “Put the phone down,” he pleaded.

      
      “No choice.” She started to dial.

      
      The first shot surprised him almost as much as it did her. The bullet tore through her pants leg. She dropped her Sprite and
         stood there, stunned, as a line of blood trickled down her ankle. Sprite gurgled from the overturned can on the hardwood floor.
      

      
      She stared at him, silently saying his name.

      
      “I’m sorry,” he told her. And he meant it. Goddamn it, he had never wanted this.

      
      Ana reached for her own weapon, but of course her shoulder holster was empty.

      
      She did not believe in guns around the baby. This house was a sanctuary.

      
      Which may have been why his second shot, leveled at her chest, rang out so alarmingly loud.

   



      
      
      CHAPTER 2

      
      MONDAY MORNING I GOT a paying client.
      

      
      Wednesday afternoon I killed him.

      
      Friday evening I buried him.

      
      The Tres Navarre Detective Agency is a full-service operation. Did I mention that?

      
      My girlfriend, Maia Lee, drove me home from the funeral. We cruised down Commerce in her BMW, discussing the likelihood of
         my PI license being revoked. Maia thought the odds were high. Being a lawyer, she probably knew what she was talking about.
      

      
      “The criminal charges don’t worry me,” she said. “The DA didn’t sound serious about filing.”

      
      “That’s because he wanted your phone number.”

      
      “But the licensing board … I mean, killing clients—”

      
      “Generally frowned upon.”

      
      “Tres Navarre: impeccable judge of character.”

      
      
      “Oh, shut up.”

      
      The guy I’d killed, Dr. Allen Vale, had asked me to find his estranged wife. He said he needed to work out an inheritance
         problem with her. He hadn’t seen her in five years. They’d never gotten an official divorce. No hard feelings. The relationship
         was old history. He just needed to sort out a few legalities.
      

      
      He wore a tailored suit. He laughed at my jokes. He paid cash in advance.

      
      I took the job.

      
      Two days later I located his wife, living in San Antonio under an assumed name. I met Dr. Vale at my office and gave him her
         new identity and address. He thanked me, calmly walked out to his car, loaded a shotgun and drove away. That’s when I realized
         I’d made a mistake.
      

      
      I called the police, sure. But I also grabbed my father’s old .38 and followed Vale straight to his estranged wife’s house.

      
      She was standing in her front yard watering her Mexican marigolds. She dropped the hose when she saw Vale trudging toward
         her with the shotgun.
      

      
      No police in sight.

      
      I had the choice of either stopping Vale or watching him murder his wife. I yelled at him to drop the gun. He turned on me
         and fired.
      

      
      Three minutes later the police surrounded the house.

      
      They found me standing next to Allen Vale’s Infiniti, a dinner-plate-size shotgun hole in the driver’s side door, two feet
         to my left. The good doctor was sprawled on the lawn with an entrance wound through the middle of his silk tie, his estranged wife on her knees, her face chalky with terror, her forgotten garden hose
         spraying blood and marigold petals down the sidewalk.
      

      
      Maia had asked me why I wanted to go to the memorial service and face Vale’s family. I told her closure. That was a lie. The
         truth was probably closer to Catholic guilt. I was raised to believe repentance is not enough. One must emotionally flagellate
         oneself as much as possible.
      

      
      Maia reached across the car seat and squeezed my hand. “You did what you had to.”

      
      “Would you have shot him?”
      

      
      She drove another block before answering. “I would’ve talked to the wife before giving her away. I think I would’ve seen through
         the client’s bullshit at the first meeting.”
      

      
      “Thanks. I feel better.”

      
      “You’re a guy. What’s obvious to me isn’t to you.”

      
      “A woman who collects assault rifles is lecturing me on sensitivity.”

      
      Maia called me a few endearing pet names in Mandarin. In the years we’d been together, I’d learned all kinds of helpful Chinese
         phrases like Idiot white boy and My father told me not to date barbarians.
      

      
      We drove over the Market Street Bridge. Below, the Riverwalk’s fifty-foot cypress trees blazed with Christmas lights like
         frozen fireworks.
      

      
      In the multicolored glow, Maia looked unusually pensive.

      
      
      She was beautiful in funeral black. Her dark ponytail almost disappeared against the linen dress. Her caramel skin was smooth,
         radiating such obvious health that she might’ve been mistaken for twenty-five rather than forty-five.
      

      
      There was something timeless about her—a kind of fierce resilience that might’ve been carved from jade. Before losing everything
         to the Communists, her ancestors had been warlords of Guangzhou Province. I had no doubt Maia would’ve made them proud.
      

      
      She didn’t seem to notice the holiday lights or the traffic. Her eyes stayed fixed on some point a thousand miles away.

      
      “What’re you thinking?” I asked.

      
      “Nothing,” she said, a little too quickly.

      
      She turned on South Alamo, headed into Southtown.

      
      First Friday. The usual hordes were out in force for the monthly gallery openings. Cars circled for parking. Drunk socialites
         and Nuevo Bohemians wandered the streets. It was as if God had upended all the chic restaurants and coffeehouses in town, mixed the
         patrons thoroughly in alcohol sauce, and dumped them into my neighborhood to find their way home.
      

      
      Maia parked at the hydrant on the corner of Pecan, in front of my two-story Victorian.

      
      A lady in a mink coat was throwing up in my front yard. She’d set her wineglass on top of my business sign:

      
      
      TRES NAVARRE DETECTIVE AGENCY

      
      Professional Investigations

      
      (This is not an art gallery)

      
      As our headlights illuminated her fur jacket, the lady turned and scowled at us. She staggered off like a sick bear, leaving
         her wineglass and a steaming puddle.
      

      
      “Ah, the romance of San Antonio,” said Maia.

      
      “Stay the night,” I said. “It gets better.”

      
      “I have to get back to Austin.”

      
      I took her hand, felt the tension in her fingers. “Tomorrow’s Saturday. Live dangerous. Sam would love to see you.”

      
      She gave me a look I couldn’t quite read. “I have to catch up with work. I’ve been busy bailing out my no-good boyfriend.”

      
      “Men,” I said.

      
      She leaned in closer. “Some of them, anyway.”

      
      We kissed.

      
      I tried my best to convince her that one night together really wouldn’t hurt.

      
      She pulled away. “Tres …”

      
      “What is it?”

      
      She dabbed her lipstick. “Nothing.”

      
      “Something’s wrong.”

      
      “I have to go—”

      
      “Maia?”

      
      “—if I want to get home before midnight.”

      
      We sat there with the car idling. A group of drunk art gallery patrons parted around us.

      
      
      “Multiple choice,” I offered. “Work or personal?”

      
      Maia’s eyes betrayed a glint of desperation—like a cage door was closing on her. “I’ll call you, okay?”

      
      It wasn’t okay. Even I was sensitive enough to see that. But I also knew better than to press her.
      

      
      I kissed her one last time. We said an uneasy good night.

      
      Maia’s BMW pulled away down South Alamo. I fought an urge to follow her—an instinct almost as strong as when I’d grabbed my
         father’s gun and tailed Dr. Vale.
      

      
      “Hey,” a passerby called to me. “Gotta restroom in there?”

      
      He was an art gallery cowboy—grizzled ponytail and black denim, too much New Mexican jewelry. Judging from his slurred words,
         he was about three beers shy of a keg.
      

      
      “I got a restroom,” I admitted. “Last visitor who used it, I just got back from his funeral.”

      
      The cowboy laughed.

      
      I stared at him.

      
      He muttered something about not needing to pee that bad and stumbled off down the street.

      
      I glanced at my business sign, wondering how much longer it would be there if my license got revoked. The art patrons might
         have the last laugh. By the next First Friday, this place might be a gallery.
      

      
      I headed up the sidewalk, feeling like I was still walking behind somebody’s coffin.

      
      • • •

      
      
      SAM BARRERA AND OUR HOUSEKEEPER, Mrs. Loomis, were playing Hearts in the living room.
      

      
      When I’d moved in last summer, I promised my accountant the whole first floor of the house would be used for business. The
         residential space would be confined to upstairs. Unfortunately, Sam and Mrs. Loomis did a lot more residing here than I did
         business.
      

      
      Slowly but surely, my waiting room had reverted to living room. Mrs. Loomis’ crystal knickknacks multiplied like Jesus’ loaves.
         My carefully placed stack of Detective Industry Today got shoved aside for Sam’s medication tray. Framed photos of the Barrera family proliferated on the walls, with sticky note
         names and arrows next to all the faces so Sam could remember who was who. A crochet basket lived on my desk, right next to
         the skip-trace files.
      

      
      All I needed now were lace doilies on the sofa and I’d be trapped in my grandmother’s house forever.

      
      Sam and Mrs. Loomis had taken over the coffee table for their card game.

      
      Sam wore pleated slacks, a dress shirt and a blue tie. His FBI standard-issue shoulder holster was fitted with a black plastic
         water gun.
      

      
      The gun was a compromise.

      
      I’d learned the hard way that when Sam got up in the morning, he wouldn’t rest until he found a firearm. I could take them
         away, lock them up, whatever. He would tear the house apart looking. If he didn’t find one, he would wander around irritated
         all day. He’d try to sneak out and drive to the gun shop.
      

      
      
      Finally Mrs. Loomis suggested the water gun, which was a dead ringer for Sam’s old service pistol except for the bright orange
         plastic muzzle.
      

      
      Sam was happy. Mrs. Loomis was happy. Sam could now shoot my cat as much as he wanted and Robert Johnson got nothing worse
         than a wet butt. Domestic harmony reigned.
      

      
      “Who’s winning?” I asked.

      
      “Special Agent Barrera,” Mrs. Loomis grumbled. “Five dollars and counting.”

      
      “Go easy on her, Sam,” I said.

      
      Sam looked at me innocently. He stuffed a roll of quarters into his pants pocket. “Hell, Fred. I never play for cash.”

      
      My name isn’t Fred, but that never bothered Sam much.

      
      In the last six months, he’d put on weight. He looked more robust and relaxed than he’d ever looked during his prime. Living
         at the Southtown office obviously agreed with him.
      

      
      Of course, it should. He’d grown up in this house.

      
      Through an odd series of circumstances, I’d become Sam’s caretaker and tenant when his memory started going. He didn’t want
         to give up the family home. He couldn’t maintain it by himself. I needed a cheap place to live and work.
      

      
      Sam being a legendary former FBI agent and my biggest rival in the local PI market, I figured I was doing myself a favor by
         helping him retire. Every so often, I trotted him out to meet clients for “high-level consultations.” Sam loved it. So did
         the clients, as long as I didn’t mention Sam’s mental condition.
      

      
      
      “How was the funeral?” Mrs. Loomis asked.

      
      “The sermon was short.” I sank into an armchair. “Good appetizers. Closed casket. Nobody assaulted me.”

      
      She nodded approvingly.

      
      Sam laid his cards on the table. “I win.”

      
      “Agent Barrera,” Mrs. Loomis chided. “I haven’t even bid yet.”

      
      “Can’t beat the master.” Sam plucked another quarter from her change dish.

      
      Mrs. Loomis sighed and reshuffled the cards.

      
      She was by far the best assisted-living nurse we’d had. She got room and board, so she worked cheap. Being the widow of a
         cop, she was unfazed by the grittier aspects of my work. Sam and I provided her with company and a purpose. In return, she
         scolded Sam into taking his meds and kept him from interrogating the mailman at water-gun-point.
      

      
      Out on South Alamo, Friday night traffic built to a dangerous hum. Somewhere, a glass bottle shattered against asphalt.

      
      I needed to get up, change out of my funeral suit. But whenever I stopped moving, numbness set in. I started thinking about
         the .38 caliber hole I’d put in Dr. Vale’s chest.
      

      
      What bothered me most wasn’t my remorse. It was that my remorse seemed … intellectual. Detached.

      
      I was stunned at how easy it had been to kill a man. I was horrified by the elation I’d felt afterward, when I realized the
         doctor’s shot had missed me.
      

      
      I was alive. He was dead. Damn right.
      

      
      
      Perhaps Maia Lee had seen the wildness in my eyes when she’d met me at the police station. Maybe that’s what was bothering
         her.
      

      
      My finger curled, remembering the weight of the .38 trigger.

      
      Years ago, I’d asked a homicidal friend if stepping over the moral line got easier each time you killed a man.

      
      He’d laughed. Only moral line is your own skin, vato.
      

      
      That friend now had a wife and kid.

      
      He’d stopped hanging around me because I was a bad influence.

      
      In the kitchen, by the back door, Robert Johnson licked a tuna can. A moth with smoking wings fluttered around the lightbulb.

      
      “Tres?” Mrs. Loomis asked. “Would you like to play?”

      
      When I tried to speak, I realized I’d been clenching my jaw.

      
      “Thanks,” I said. “But I should—”

      
      Bang.
      

      
      The back door rattled.

      
      Robert Johnson evaporated from the doormat, abandoning his tuna can.

      
      “Not again,” Mrs. Loomis muttered.

      
      We were used to unwelcome visitors on the weekends—stray partiers looking for art, free food and beer, not necessarily in
         that order. Most came to the front door, but some wandered in from the backyard.
      

      
      
      “I’ll deal with ’em,” Sam said, going for his water gun.

      
      Then a familiar face appeared at the kitchen window—the friend I’d just been thinking about.

      
      “Keep playing,” I told Sam. “I’ll take care of it.”

      
      I walked into the kitchen, closing the living room door behind me. I went to the back door and let in Ralph Arguello.

      
      “Vato …” His voice faltered.
      

      
      He had blood on his hands. There were speckles of it on his forearms, a large red explosion drying on the belly of his white
         guayabera.
      

      
      I don’t remember exactly what I said. Something intelligent like “Oh, shit.”

      
      Ralph pushed past me, collapsed in a chair. He dropped a gun on the breakfast table. His regular .357. At least, it used to
         be his regular .357 until he got married and swore never to use it again.
      

      
      Mrs. Loomis called, “Tres? Are you all right?”

      
      Ralph locked eyes with me. His expression was a few volts shy of a stripped power line.

      
      “I’m fine,” I called. “Just an old friend.”

      
      “Zapata set me up,” Ralph croaked. “Two of them. I got one in the gut. The other—”

      
      “Slow down,” I said. “Any of that blood yours?”

      
      “No. No, I don’t think so.”

      
      I drew the shades. I ripped a roll of paper towels off the dispenser and soaked them in hot water.

      
      “Shit, Ralph. Johnny Shoes? What were you thinking?”

      
      “Had to talk to him … Supposed to be a goddamn talk.”

      
      
      “We’ll call Ana.”

      
      “No!” He snatched a steaming wad of paper towels from me and pressed his face into them. “It was self-defense, vato. But Ana can’t … she can’t see me like this. You gotta let me rest here—just for a little while.”
      

      
      Several reasons to say hell, no occurred to me.
      

      
      If Ralph had acted in self-defense, he needed to come clean with the police immediately. He would already be in deep crap
         for leaving the scene. Besides, I was in enough trouble with the SAPD.
      

      
      Still, something in his voice made me hesitate.

      
      The kitchen door creaked open. Sam stuck his head in.

      
      He didn’t look surprised to see a blood-splattered man sitting at our kitchen table.

      
      “Who shot this agent?” he asked.

      
      Ralph and I exchanged looks.

      
      “It was an ambush,” I told Sam. “Our CI gave us bad information.”

      
      “I hate when that happens,” Sam said. “You need an ambulance, son?”

      
      “I’m okay,” said Ralph, a little shaky, but catching on fast. “Thanks, Mr. Barrera.”

      
      “Special Agent Barrera,” Sam corrected.

      
      “Sorry, sir.”

      
      “Sam,” I said, “we don’t want to upset Mrs. Loomis, seeing an agent in this condition. You think you could convince her to
         take you to the store for some Metamucil or something?”
      

      
      Sam nodded grimly. “I’m on the case.”

      
      
      • • •

      
      I WRAPPED RALPH’S BLOOD-SOAKED SHIRT and .357 in a plastic garbage bag and stuffed them behind the loose plywood wall in the laundry room. I told myself I could
         retrieve them as soon as Ralph calmed down enough to call the police.
      

      
      I reparked his Lincoln Continental so it wasn’t blocking the entire alley. I didn’t realize there was blood on the steering
         wheel until it was all over my hands. Feeling nauseous, I washed off with the backyard hose.
      

      
      I thought about Ralph appearing at my door—the first time I’d seen him in five months. I should’ve resented him showing up
         like this, after he’d become a family man and let our friendship waste away. I should’ve been angry that he was bringing me
         so much trouble.
      

      
      But the truth was I was too dazed to be angry. Not because he’d shot somebody. He’d killed men before. But I’d known Ralph
         Arguello since high school, and I couldn’t recall any time when he’d looked so shaken, or come to me for help. It was always
         the other way around.
      

      
      I also understood why Ralph didn’t want his wife, Ana DeLeon, to know anything. Their marriage two years ago had caused a
         huge scandal in the SAPD, especially since she’d just become the first woman ever to make sergeant in homicide. Officially,
         there had been no problem with Ana marrying Ralph. He had no criminal record. Unofficially, everybody knew he deserved one.
      

      
      
      For years, Ralph had monopolized the pawnshop business in town. It was common knowledge that he moved stolen goods. He wasn’t
         above violence to protect and expand his territory. In fact, the main reason Johnny Zapata hated Ralph was that Ralph wouldn’t
         sell his properties, which Zapata wanted to use to front his own smuggling operations. Zapata wasn’t used to having people
         tell him no, and Ralph had been telling him to go screw himself for years.
      

      
      Ralph had promised Ana he’d go clean when they got married. He’d dropped out of the street scene, turned over his shops to
         his managers, become a stay-at-home dad. These days, the most dangerous thing he did was trading on eBay.
      

      
      Until tonight.

      
      • • •

      
      BY THE TIME RALPH CAME OUT of the bathroom, showered and dressed in a spare set of Sam’s clothes, I was sitting in the rocking chair of my upstairs
         bedroom, Robert Johnson purring like a low-rider engine in my lap.
      

      
      The cat made a chirping sound and leapt to the floor as soon as he saw Ralph. He padded over and began rubbing against Ralph’s
         legs.
      

      
      Ralph is allergic to cats. Cats, of course, know this. They think he’s the best thing since flaked tuna.

      
      “So what happened?” I asked Ralph. “Exactly.”

      
      He faced the mirror, buttoned Sam’s linen shirt. “I needed information.”

      
      “You must’ve needed it pretty bad.”

      
      He rolled the cuffs. His unbraided hair made a wet black fan across the baggy shoulders of the shirt.
      

      
      I’d always thought of Ralph and Sam as about the same size—both heavyset men, both with a juggernaut aura that came from their
         reputations. But Sam’s clothes were much too big on Ralph. The gray slacks sagged. The cuffs crumpled around his bare feet,
         as if Ralph had shrunk in the shower. I realized he would’ve done better in my clothes. It hadn’t even occurred to me that
         they might fit.
      

      
      “I’ve been accused of something,” he said finally. “Ana … she found out about it. I need to clear myself. Zapata was my best
         lead.”
      

      
      “What’s the crime?”

      
      He stared at the mirror. “I told Zapata I’d meet him at Jarrasco’s tonight, down on South Flores—”

      
      “I know where Jarrasco’s is.”

      
      “He wasn’t there. Two guys intercepted me. Big cholo with red hair. I didn’t know him. A thinner guy I recognized, one of Zapata’s enforcers. They lured me out back. I was stupid
         as shit. The big one pinned me. Thin guy brought out a hunting knife. You know Zapata … what he likes his guys to do with
         knives. I got one arm free, got to my gun. I don’t know—I didn’t have a choice. I shot the thin guy in the gut, point-blank.
         The big one released me from shock, I guess. I ran.”
      

      
      His hands were trembling on top of the dresser.

      
      “You sure he’s dead?” I said.

      
      Ralph nodded. “Cops’ll be after me.”

      
      “It was self-defense, like you said.” I tried to sound reassuring. “Shooting one of Zapata’s goons—shit, police’ll probably give you a medal.”
      

      
      “I’m not talking about for that.”

      
      Without the glasses, Ralph’s eyes were unnerving—hot and raw, like holes in the ozone.

      
      “This crime you’re accused of,” I said, “the one you don’t want to tell me about … the police have any evidence?”

      
      “I shouldn’t be here, vato. Shouldn’t get you involved.”
      

      
      “Don’t worry. Whatever’s wrong—”

      
      The doorbell rang downstairs.

      
      Ralph looked at the bedroom window, but there was nothing to see on this side of the house—just the old fire escape ladder,
         the backyard, the alley.
      

      
      “Sam and Mrs. Loomis?” Ralph asked.

      
      I shook my head. “Too soon. I’ll check it out.”

      
      “It’s the police.”

      
      “It isn’t the police. Just sit tight. Watch my cat.”

      
      “That fire escape work?”

      
      “Ralph—”

      
      “I haven’t told you everything, vato. If it’s the police, I can’t surrender.”
      

      
      The doorbell rang again.

      
      Robert Johnson said, “Murrrp?”

      
      I scooped him off the floor, handed him to Ralph. “You guys make nice. Don’t do anything stupid.”

      
      At the bottom of the stairs, I remembered the gun box in my dresser drawer. Ralph knew I kept it there. He knew the combination.
         My dad’s .38 had been confiscated after the Vale shooting, but I still had a .22. I didn’t want it in Ralph’s hands, the way he was acting.
      

      
      Unfortunately, I couldn’t turn back. One of my homicide department admirers was glaring at me through the glass panel of the
         front door, waiting to be let in.
      

      
      • • •

      
      “OPEN,” DETECTIVE KELSEY GRUNTED AT ME through the screen door. “Now.”
      

      
      For Kelsey, this was downright civil. That made me nervous.

      
      Kelsey was an ex-SWAT member with a face like a battering ram. He wore a cheap blue suit with an American flag on the lapel.
         His eyes were marksman eyes. Everything he examined was either a potential kill or useless. He’d also been Ana DeLeon’s partner
         until she got promoted over him and became his supervisor.
      

      
      Alone, Kelsey wouldn’t have bothered me. But the head of homicide, Lieutenant Herberto “Etch” Hernandez, was standing behind
         him, flanked by a couple of uniforms.
      

      
      I let them in.

      
      Kelsey took a seat on the sofa. Lieutenant Hernandez drifted toward the fireplace and studied the labeled photos of Sam Barrera’s
         family. The uniforms stayed by the front door and glared at me.
      

      
      “Look,” I said, “if this is about the Vale shooting …”

      
      Kelsey picked up one of Mrs. Loomis’ glass knick-knacks, turned it so it magnified the knife scars on his fingers. “You watch TV in the last hour, Navarre? Listen to the radio?”
      

      
      Somewhere down in my gut, a lead-weighted fishing hook made a tiny splash.

      
      I was used to cops being mad at me, but there was something different about the level of anger here—a barely restrained thirst
         for violence so strong I could feel it arcing between the four men.
      

      
      “I’ve been busy,” I managed.

      
      Lieutenant Hernandez turned toward me. His Armani suit was immaculate as always, his ash-gray hair combed and gelled. He exuded
         such power and style he could’ve passed for an investment banker, but tonight his face was gaunt, grief-stricken. “Mr. Navarre,
         we’re looking for your friend Ralph Arguello. We’re hoping you can tell us where he is.”
      

      
      Four sets of cop eyes drilled into me.

      
      “You work with his wife,” I said. “If Ana doesn’t know—”

      
      “Navarre.” Kelsey’s voice tightened. “Just under an hour ago, at her home, Sergeant DeLeon was shot twice. Once in the leg.
         Once in the chest. She’s at Brooke Army Medical Center, dying.”
      

      
      Everything came into sharper focus—the bristle on Kelsey’s chin, Hernandez’s cologne, the sounds of traffic outside.

      
      “She’s comatose,” Kelsey said. “Chances are she won’t last the night.”

      
      “Ralph … doesn’t know?”

      
      “We’d love to inform him,” Hernandez said evenly. “He’s nowhere to be found.”

      
      
      I stared at the glass apple rotating in Kelsey’s fingers.

      
      “Mr. Navarre,” Hernandez said, “Sergeant DeLeon was about to press charges in a reopened murder investigation—a cold case
         from eighteen years ago. Does the name Franklin White mean anything to you?”
      

      
      The room started spinning faster than the glass apple.

      
      I got unsteadily to my feet.

      
      “Mr. Navarre?” Hernandez said.

      
      “Would you gentlemen excuse me? I have a number that might help … up in my bedroom.” I staggered toward the stairs. “I’ll
         get it, soon as I finish throwing up.”
      

      
      “I’ll come with you,” Kelsey said.

      
      “I’ll manage. Unless you want to watch me hug the toilet.”

      
      Kelsey and Hernandez exchanged looks. Apparently I looked as bad as I felt.

      
      “Two minutes, Mr. Navarre,” Hernandez told me.

      
      “Lieutenant—” Kelsey protested.

      
      Hernandez held up his hand. “And Mr. Navarre, this phone number better be very helpful.”
      

      
      • • •

      
      I OPENED THE BEDROOM DOOR AND found myself staring down the barrel of my own .22.
      

      
      “Kelsey’s voice,” Ralph muttered, pulling me into the room. “Is Ana with him?”

      
      I swallowed the dryness out of my throat. I told him what the cops had said.

      
      
      Ralph backed into the bed and sat down hard.

      
      Robert Johnson, never good with empathy, materialized in his lap and rubbed against the gun, demanding attention.

      
      I figured we had about one minute before Detective Kelsey came looking for me.

      
      Ralph’s fingers whitened on the pistol grip.

      
      “Ralph, give me the gun,” I said.

      
      He stared at the .22.

      
      “Ralph,” I said sharply.
      

      
      He gave me a look I knew well—Sam Barrera, 7:00 A.M. every morning—a blank slate into which I would have to pour all the names and geography and relationships he’d forgotten
         overnight.
      

      
      “I have to see her.” His voice was ragged with grief.

      
      “If you give yourself up—”

      
      “I told you, vato, I can’t. They’ll take me in. They’ll never catch the right guy.”
      

      
      “Four cops downstairs, Ralph. Give me the goddamn gun.”

      
      We had about thirty seconds now, tops.

      
      Ralph’s eyes were molten glass. “I didn’t shoot Ana.”

      
      “I know that.”

      
      And I did know. There wasn’t a single doubt in my mind.

      
      But I also knew—given Ralph’s mental state and the mood of the cops—that if I let Ralph go downstairs, somebody was going
         to die.
      

      
      “They mentioned Frankie White,” I said.

      
      
      Ralph nodded, unsurprised. “So you understand why I can’t give myself up.”

      
      “Aw, Ralph—shit.”

      
      “That fire escape work?”

      
      Kelsey’s voice from downstairs: “Navarre?”

      
      “We can’t just run,” I told Ralph.

      
      “There is no ‘we,’ vato. I’m going out that window. I’m going to find the guy who shot my wife. Somebody’s going to pay.”
      

      
      So simple. So incredibly insane.

      
      The cat stared at me, his eyes half closed, purring contentedly from his allergic friend’s lap. Robert Johnson’s motto: Never
         abandon a friend as long as you know you’re bad for him.
      

      
      Footsteps started up the stairs.

      
      Out of time. No options. When in doubt, listen to the cat.

      
      I slid open the window. “I’m driving.”

      
      God or the devil was with us. We were a block away in Ralph’s Lincoln Continental before we heard the sirens.

      
      
      NOVEMBER 24, 1965

      
      IF SHE’D LEFT FIVE MINUTES EARLIER, she wouldn’t have been his first victim.
      

      
      But she stayed for one last drink, trying to drown the bitterness of her day.

      
      Above the bar, a black-and-white television played something she’d never seen before—a “Vietnam report.” Ninety thousand American
         troops had just arrived in this place, halfway around the world. The reporter didn’t explain why.
      

      
      Around her, working-class cholos showed off for her sake—talking loud, drinking too much, swatting each other with pool cues. The men all looked the same
         to her with their blue work shirts and their hair like polished wood. They smelled of mechanic’s grease and unfiltered Mexican
         cigarettes. Their eyes hovered over her like mosquitoes—always there, taking bites when she wasn’t looking.
      

      
      She shouldn’t have been in the bar. She was old enough to drink, but just barely. She was out of place in her college clothes—her
         wool skirt and pantyhose, her white blouse. She nursed her fourth beer, thinking about her professor, getting angrier as she
         got drunker.
      

      
      That’s when the gringo came in.

      
      Conversation in the barroom died.

      
      
      The newcomer looked even more out of place than she. He wore a beige Italian suit, a loosened silk tie, a felt hat cocked
         back on his forehead. A blond Sinatra, she thought—someone straight out of her parents’ record collection.
      

      
      The regular cholos studied him apprehensively, then went back to their conversations. The way they turned from him, making an effort to pretend
         he was invisible, made her wonder if the gringo had been here before.
      

      
      He walked to the bar, ignoring the uneasy stir he’d caused. Men moved out of his way.

      
      He gave no indication of having seen her, but he slid onto a bar stool next to her, placed his hat on the counter. He shook
         loose a Pall Mall, offered her one.
      

      
      “I don’t smoke,” she told him.

      
      She did, of course. She wasn’t sure why she’d lied.

      
      He lit his cigarette.

      
      “You drink,” he noticed. Then to the bartender: “Jorge, dos cervezas, por favor.”
      

      
      The bartender didn’t look surprised to be called by name. He dipped his head deferentially, brought out two ice-cold Lone
         Stars.
      

      
      “No thanks,” she said.

      
      The gringo finally looked at her, and she caught her breath. His eyes were startlingly blue, beautiful and distant like stained
         glass.
      

      
      “Lady comes to a bar,” he said. “If she isn’t here to smoke or drink, there’s only one other possibility.”

      
      She braced for the inevitable proposition, but he surprised her.

      
      
      “You got a problem,” he said, “and you need somebody to talk to.”

      
      She studied his face.

      
      How old was he? Mid-thirties, at least. As old as her professor. But so different. He had an aura about him, as if he owned
         this bar and everyone in it. He was important. Powerful. No man in the bar dared look him in the eye.
      

      
      He pulled a clip of money from his jacket pocket—a thick wad of twenties—peeled one off carelessly and tucked it under the
         beer glass.
      

      
      She couldn’t help feeling impressed. She felt like she was caught in a riptide. An irresistible force was surging around her
         legs, pulling her toward deeper water.
      

      
      “You want to tell me about it?” he asked.

      
      “I don’t even know you.”

      
      He grinned. “We can fix that.”

      
      • • •

      
      HIS CAR WAS A NEW MERCEDES 230SL, a hardtop two-seater gleaming white. Red leather interior, radio, air-conditioning. The dashboard glowed like hot
         caramel. She’d never seen a car like this, much less driven in one.
      

      
      They glided along the dark streets, cutting through neighborhoods she knew well, but from inside the Mercedes everything looked
         different—insubstantial. She felt as if they could go anywhere. They could turn and drive straight through her old high school
         and they’d pass through it like a mirage. Nothing could stop them.
      

      
      
      “Where are we going?” she asked him.

      
      She tried to sound suspicious. She knew she shouldn’t have gotten into a stranger’s car any more than she should’ve gone to
         that bar. But something about this rich gringo … He treated her presence as a given. As if she deserved to be next to him.
         As if there were nothing strange about the two of them riding through the South Side in a car that cost more than the houses
         they were passing.
      

      
      “You’re the boss,” he told her. “I don’t know this area. Show me around.”

      
      That threw her off guard. She was the boss.
      

      
      She guided him past the drugstore her grandfather had started in the thirties, the shack where Mrs. Longoria sold tortillas
         off the griddle, the homes of her childhood friends. She told him stories—her first broken arm from that tree, her first boyfriend
         lived there. They passed within a block of her house, but she didn’t show him where she lived. He didn’t ask.
      

      
      “Where would you go for a quiet talk?” he asked.

      
      Her heart trembled. This was dangerous. Her parents, her friends would not approve. They were always protecting her, reminding
         her how fragile she was, how unpractical her dreams were.
      

      
      “I’ll show you,” she decided.

      
      She directed him down South Alamo, then onto a stretch of dark rural road where her friends and she used to stargaze. It was
         a desolate spot—perfect for ghost stories and underage drinking. At night, the fields and woods were so black she always felt
         she was at the edge of an enormous sea.
      

      
      
      The gringo pulled his Mercedes next to a stand of live oaks and cut the headlights.

      
      “Perfect,” he said.

      
      An orange November moon shone through the tree branches, making shadow scars across his face.

      
      “What’s your name?” she asked.

      
      “Guy. Guy White.”

      
      He said it as if it were a private joke—as if, with his luminous car, his Nordic features, his milky clothes, he were the gringo. The essence of everything her life was not, would never be.
      

      
      “They want me to become a secretary,” she told him, blurting it out.

      
      “Who does?”

      
      “My college advisor. He wouldn’t write a recommendation for UT. He said I should stick with typing. Stenography at best. Because
         I’m a woman.”
      

      
      “You don’t like that.”

      
      “I can do better. I want to study law.”

      
      “A lawyer.” He smiled. “Perfect.”

      
      His tone made her angry. He said it like he was watching the end of a movie—some momentary amusement that would mean nothing
         tomorrow.
      

      
      “I can do anything,” she insisted.

      
      “Can you?” He rested a hand on her shoulder.

      
      Outside, the darkness seemed closer, thicker. Tangled in the live oak branches, the moon looked like a blind man’s eye, webbed
         with cataracts.
      

      
      Why had she brought him here?

      
      Even as a child, this road had scared her. Walking to church as a little girl, she’d imagined hearing whispers in the wind
         through the grass. Her father had kept his eyes on the ground, picking up grim pieces of history to show her—arrowheads a thousand years old, a lead musket
         ball from Santa Anna’s army, tiny flecks of stone her father said were fossilized scales of prehistoric fish, back when Texas
         was an ocean for dinosaurs. The place was layered with ghosts, yet it electrified her. It made her feel alive.
      

      
      She brushed the gringo’s hand away. “Take me back, please.”

      
      “I could help you,” he said. “I could do so much for you.”

      
      He stroked a wisp of hair behind her ear, and she noticed the pale skin on his finger, where a ring would be worn.

      
      “You’re married,” she said.

      
      “Yes,” he agreed. “We’re expecting our first baby.”

      
      “What are you doing here?” She scooted to the edge of the seat, pushed his hand away again. “I want to leave. Now.”
      

      
      “You said you could do anything,” he chided. “Show me. What are you going to do about me?”

      
      She yanked at the door handle. It was locked.

      
      He slid next to her, blocking her fists as she tried to pummel him. The car was too cramped. She tried to kick him, but he
         pressed against her, a wave of cologne and muscle and white cloth, pushing her down, pinning her arms.
      

      
      He was strong—much stronger than she’d realized. She screamed, but there was no one to hear. The car windows were well insulated.
         Nothing that happened in this expensive box of leather and glass would register in the outside world.
      

      
      She struggled as he straddled her, pushed back her wrists.

      
      “Do something,” White coaxed. “You won’t get anywhere if you can’t even fight me.”

      
      Above her, the moon shone through the window. She wanted it to eclipse, to hide her in darkness, but it kept glowing through
         the car window, watching as she withered inside.
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