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Date: Wed 07 June 2000 19:53:16 -0500

From: <host@ashield.com>

X-Mailer: Mozilla 3.01 Gold (Macintosh; I; PPC)

To: <host@ashield.com>

Subject: drowning

The first time I knew I would kill? I was six years old.

I’d snuck some things from the kitchen—vials of food coloring, Dixie cups, a pitcher of water. I was in my bedroom mixing potions, watching how the dyes curl in the water.

That doesn’t sound like much, I know. But I’d spilled a few cupfuls onto the carpet. My fingers were stained purple. It was enough to give the Old Man an excuse.

He came in so quietly I didn’t hear him, didn’t know he was standing over me until I caught his smell, like sweet smoked beef.

He said something like, “Is this what we clean the house for? We clean the house so you can do this?”

Then I realized water was running in the bathroom. I remembered what my friend had said.

I tried to apologize, but the Old Man caught my wrists, dragged me backward, using my arms as a harness.

I kicked at the carpet and walls as he pulled me down the hallway. When we passed the bathroom doorjamb, I got one hand loose and grabbed at it, but the Old Man just yanked harder, ripping a nail off my finger.

The ceiling sparkled white. I remember bare avocado rings on the shower rod, plastic star-rivets holding up the mirror.

The Old Man lifted me, squeezed me against his chest. I was clawing, grabbing at his clothes. Then he dumped me in.

The cold stopped my blood. I floated, wet to my armpits, my clothes grafted to my chest, heavy.

I knew better than to try standing. I lay low, crying, the water nipping the backs of my ears. My mouth tasted salt.

There was a comma of blood from my ripped nail on the Old Man’s shirt pocket, purple smudges from my dyed fingers on his chest.

He said, “What did you do wrong? Tell me what you were doing.”

His voice sounded kindly in the tiled acoustics of the bathroom, rich and deep.

I couldn’t answer. I cried.

“I don’t want to hear that,” he scolded. “Until you can tell me what you did, I don’t want any sound from you.”

I kept crying—knowing it was the wrong thing to do, but crying more because of that. So he leaned over me, pushed my chest, and the water closed over my head.

Sound turned to aluminum. I could hear my own struggling and splashing. Water lapped into the overflow drain, rushed through pipes in the walls like underground machinery.

The Old Man shimmered above me, his hand keeping a warm, constant clamp on the middle of my chest. I clawed at his wrist, but it might as well have been a mesquite branch.

I held my breath, which is hard when you’re facing up, the water flooding your nostrils, gagging you.

I tried to be still. I thought maybe if I were still, the Old Man would let go.

I studied the hazy balls of light above the sink.

My lungs burned.

And finally—the first clear decision I ever remember making—I gave up. I breathed in the water.

At that moment, as if he knew, the bastard lifted me out, rolled me onto the tiled floor.

I curled, cold and trembling, belching water, my throat on fire.

“Be grateful,” he said. “Be grateful for what you have.”

That was only the first time.

Over the years, he taught me that drowning a thing you hate—drowning it well and drowning it completely—is a slow process. It is an art only the patient can master.

And I learned to be patient. I’ll always credit the Old Man for that.




CHAPTER 1
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Lars Elder looks like a banker the way I look like a private eye, which is to say, not much.

He was waiting on the porch of my family ranch house, flicking a switchblade open and closed, a computer disk and a can of Budweiser next to him on the railing.

Lars’ hairline had receded since I’d seen him last, but he still sported the earring, the Willie Nelson beard. His shirt, vest, and jeans were faded to the colors of a dust storm, and his eyes gave the same impression—dry and turbulent.

“Tres,” he said. “Thanks for coming.”

“No problema.”

What I was thinking: The Navarre family banker drinking beer at ten in the morning is not a good sign.

Lars closed his knife, looked out toward the wheat fields.

Fifty yards away, past the tomato garden, the ranch caretaker was putting hay into the cattle feeder. Harold Diliberto stopped to watch us, his pitchfork suspended, dripping straw.

“Harold showed me the work you’ve been doing inside,” Lars said. “You’ve been spending a lot of time out here.”

“Some,” I admitted.

I tried not to feel irritated, like Harold had betrayed a confidence.

Truth was, I’d been out at the ranch every weekend since the end of April—scraping old paint, filling in the spreading cracks in the original section of the house that had been my great-grandfather’s homestead in the 1880s. I’d neglected both my jobs in San Antonio, ditched the cell phone, dropped out of my social life with little explanation to my friends.

“Place was overdue for some maintenance,” I told Lars. “You ask me out here for the Home Beautiful tour?”

He didn’t smile. “Talked to Garrett recently?”

“Maybe four, five months ago.”

“But you’ll see him soon. You’re teaching that summer class in Austin, aren’t you?”

Another surge of irritation. “British lit, for six weeks. May I ask how the hell you know about it?”

Lars brought the switchblade up like a conductor’s baton. “Look, I’m sorry. I had to talk to you before you left. You know what Garrett’s been up to?”

“You mean like Buffett concerts? Smoking pot?”

“His programming project.”

“Must’ve missed it. I tend to phase out when Garrett talks about RNI.”

Lars winced, like I’d just told him the price of an expensive gift. “Tres, Garrett isn’t working at RNI anymore. He quit over a year ago.”

I stared at him. My brother had worked at the same software company for sixteen years. He practically ran the place, took all the days off he wanted, had a retirement package.

“Got himself involved in a start-up company,” Lars told me. “That was two years ago—spring of ’98. Then last year, May of ’99, he decided he couldn’t keep working both jobs anymore. Garrett just left RNI—no severance, no benefits.”

“Not possible.”

“He’s working the start-up with Jimmy Doebler.”

I studied Lars’ eyes, tried to tell if he was joking. Apparently, he wasn’t, and beer for breakfast started sounding like a good idea.

Last I’d heard—maybe three years ago—Jimmy Doebler and Garrett hadn’t even been speaking to each other. When they were speaking, they got along about as well as electricity and gunpowder.

“You’re sure?” I asked him.

Lars picked up the computer disk, handed it to me. “Some files—things I was able to find on the Internet. They’re calling themselves Techsan Security Software. Three principals in the company—Jimmy, his wife Ruby, and Garrett. They’ve been designing an encryption product. The beta-testing started in January.”

I wagged the floppy. “It’s news to me. Why the dossier, Lars? What’s your interest?”

He rubbed his beard with his knuckles.

“I’ve known Jimmy and Garrett for a long time. I was around when Garrett—” He faltered. “Well, you know. I was around for the bad times. But when I called Garrett last week, I’d never heard him sound so bad. He and Jimmy are fighting again. Jimmy and his wife have separated—all because of this company they’ve started. I asked Garrett how they were holding up financially. He just laughed. The last few days, he won’t even return my calls. I thought maybe you could talk to him.”

I looked over the split rail fence, down the pasture toward the woods. The Charolais were grazing in the dry bed of Apache Creek. The water tower glistened gray.

I thought about the hundreds of times I’d watched the sun come up over the Balcones Escarpment from here, the topography like an onion, layer upon translucent layer—my first hunting trip with my dad, a dozen Thanksgiving dinners, my first night with a woman, three hurricanes, two fires, even a snowstorm. I remembered my grandfather, over there by the northern property line, digging holes for fence posts.

And even after six weeks of manual labor, rebuilding my relationship with the ranch, I could still feel that Sunday afternoon last April, down in the clearing, when I’d almost died at the hands of an old friend.

All I wanted was a few more weekends, time to scrape paint.

“Look, Lars, I won’t say I’m not worried. But Garrett and Jimmy—what you’re describing. Unfortunately, it sounds pretty typical. I appreciate your concern …”

“You don’t understand,” Lars said. “Garrett needed capital for his share in the Techsan start-up. A lot of capital. With his financial record, nobody else would help him. I hate even talking to you about this, Tres. I know you don’t have a lot of money.”

I tried to hand back the computer disk. “If you made my brother a loan, I’m sorry, Lars. I don’t see how I can help you.”

“I couldn’t talk him out of it,” he said. “The deed is in his name. He made me promise not to worry you, but when he signed the papers he still had a steady job. Now … He hasn’t made a payment in over a year. It’s just—I don’t know what I can promise, come July first. My boss is breathing down my neck.”

My heart twisted into a sailor’s knot. “July first?”

Lars pinched the blade of his knife, threw it toward an old live oak stump, where it stuck straight up.

“Garrett mortgaged this ranch, Tres. And unless I see something—a sign of good faith by the end of this month, I’m going to have to foreclose.”


CHAPTER 2
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San Antonio and Austin are like estranged siblings.

San Antonio would be the sister who stayed home, took care of the elderly parents, made tortillas by hand in the kitchen, wore cotton dresses until the colors faded. She’s the big-boned one—handsome but unadorned, given to long afternoon siestas.

Austin is the sister who went away to college, discovered rock ’n’ roll, and dyed her hair purple. She’s the one my mother would’ve warned me about, if my mother hadn’t been an ex-hippie.

That afternoon I figured out why God put the two sisters seventy-five miles apart. It was to give irate siblings like me a cooling-off period—an hour on the road to reconsider fratricide.

Around two o’clock, I finally tracked down my brother. A friend of a Hell’s Angel of a friend told me he was staying at Jimmy Doebler’s place on Lake Travis.

Sure enough, they were down by the water, building something that looked like the third little pig’s house. It was a kiln—pottery being Jimmy’s second oldest hobby, next to getting Garrett in trouble.

From fifteen feet away, Jimmy and Garrett hadn’t noticed me.

Jimmy was hunched over, tapping down a line of bricks.

Garrett was up on a scaffold, five feet above, doing the chimney. His ponytail had flipped over the shoulder and gotten stuck in a splot of wet mortar. Sweat glistened in his beard. He made an odd sight up there, with no legs, like some sort of tie-dyed polyp grown out of the board.

The afternoon heat was cooking the air into soup. In the crook of a smoke tree, a jam box was cranking out Lucinda Williams’ latest.

“Garrett,” I called.

He looked down as if he’d known I was there all along, his expression as friendly as Rasputin’s.

“Well,” he said. “My little brother.”

Jimmy wiped his hands on his tattered polo shirt, straightened.

He hadn’t aged well. His face had weathered, his mop of sandcastle hair faded a dirty gray. He had the sun-blasted look of a frat boy who’d gotten lost on Spring Break thirty years ago and never found his way out of the dunes.

“Hey, man.” He cut his eyes to either side, wiped his nose. “Garrett said you wouldn’t be up until your class started.”

“Wasn’t planning to be,” I said. “Then I talked to the family banker. That kind of changed things.”

Garrett stabbed his trowel between two scaffold planks. “This ain’t the time, Tres.”

“When would be the time, Garrett? Next month—when they stick the FOR SALE sign on the front gate of the ranch?”

Lucinda Williams kept singing about her mamma. The bottleneck flew across her guitar.

“What do you want?” Garrett asked. “You want to take a punch at me?”

“I don’t know. Are you filled with money?”

Garrett climbed down from the scaffold—one hundred percent upper body strength. He settled into his Quickie wheelchair—the deluxe model with the Holstein hide cover and the Persian seat cushion. He pushed himself toward me. “Come on. You’ve driven all this way pissed off at me. Take a swing.”

He looked terrible. His skin was pasty, his eyes jaundiced. He’d lost weight—Christ, a lot of weight. Maybe fifteen pounds. He hardly had a gut anymore.

I said, “I want an explanation.”

“It’s my ranch.”

“It’s our ranch, Garrett. I don’t care what it said in the will.”

He puffed a laugh. “Yeah, you do. You care a whole shitload.”

He jerked the macramé pouch off the side of his wheelchair, started rummaging through it—looking for his marijuana, his rolling papers.

“Would you not do that?” I asked.

“Do what?”

I grabbed the bag.

He tried to take it away from me, but I stepped back, felt how heavy the thing was, looked inside. “What is this?”

I came out with a handgun, a Lorcin .380.

“What did you do—buy this on the street?” I protested. “I took one of these away from a fourteen-year-old drug dealer last week. Since when do you carry something like this?”

Complete stillness. Even Lucinda Williams paused between songs.

“Look, Tres,” Jimmy said. “Back off a little.”

I checked the Lorcin. It was fully loaded. “Yeah, you’re right, Jimmy. Garrett’s got you on his side now. Everything’s under control.”

It was a cheap shot.

Jimmy shifted his weight from one foot to the other. His face turned the color of guava juice.

“We’re working things out,” Garrett told me.

“With a gun?”

“Jimmy and I made a pact for the day, man. No arguing. You want to stay here, abide by that rule.”

His tone made me remember trips to Rockport when I was in middle school, Jimmy and Garrett college kids, forced to baby-sit me while my dad got drunk down on the jetties. Garrett had resented me tagging along, told me to shut up so they could meet some girls. The memory brought back that irrational anger, shaped in the mind of an eleven-year-old, that this was all Jimmy Doebler’s fault—that he had always inserted himself into our lives at the wrong time.

I shoved the Lorcin back into the bag, tossed it to Garrett. “Lars Elder passed along some headlines you’ve been making in the high-tech magazines. Beta-testing problems. Glitches in the software. I didn’t understand half of it, but I understood several million in debt. Millions, Garrett, with six zeroes. And your friend here wants me to back off?”

Jimmy said nothing.

Garrett rummaged in the bag, found a prerolled joint, stuck it in his mouth. “If we thought it was your business—”

“You pawned the ranch.”

“And Jimmy got divorced today,” he yelled. The joint fell out of his mouth, into his lap. “Okay, Tres? So shut the fuck up.”

His voice wavered, was closer to breaking than I’d ever heard.

Jimmy Doebler stared down at his unfinished brickwork.

I remembered years ago, seeing heat tester cones in Jimmy’s old portable kiln—how they turned to pools of liquid rock in the fire. Right now, Jimmy’s eyes looked a little hotter than those cones.

“All we want to do,” Garrett told me, “is build this damn kiln. You want to help, fine. You want to criticize, get your sorry ass home.”

I looked at the half-built little pig house.

I looked at my brother’s fingers, scarred and bleeding and crusted with mortar.

My anger drained away, left a taste in my mouth not unlike a TV dinner tray.

I said, “Hand me a trowel.”


CHAPTER 3
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By seven o’clock, we’d built the exterior walls four feet high around the cook box. The chimney and the doorway arch were finished.

The sun was sinking behind the hills on the far side of the lake. My skin itched from sweat and lime dust, my shoulders felt like sandbags, and I was thinking warm thoughts about cold margaritas.

I can’t say I felt any better about being around Jimmy and Garrett, but I’d managed to keep my mouth shut and coexist with them for an afternoon.

Jimmy surveyed our masonry.

“Good,” he decided. “Got to place the kiln goddess.”

He ambled to his pickup and came back with a ceramic statuette—a misshapen female gargoyle glazed a nasty shade of Kool-Aid red. With great reverence, Jimmy placed her over the doorway, readjusted her a few times to get the angle right.

Garrett said, “What the hell is that?”

“Kiln goddess. You know—keep my pots from breaking. Keep them from turning out ugly. I’m naming her Ruby.”

Garrett grunted. “You’re a masochist.”

I wasn’t sure Jimmy knew what that word meant, but he grinned slowly. “Stayed friends with you, haven’t I?”

Garrett let him have the point.

We left Garrett’s van and Jimmy’s pickup at the kiln site, piled into my Ford F-150, and drove back up the gravel road to Jimmy’s house.

The white dome was visible from just about anywhere on the lake—an upside-down radar dish Jimmy had gotten cheap from a military salvager when Bergstrom Air Force Base closed down. He’d hauled the thing up here piece by piece, reassembled it at the top of his six acres, insulated it, wired it for electricity, and bingo: a two-thousand-square-foot fiberglass igloo.

We stayed long enough to use the outhouse, grab barbecue supplies, stock the ice chest. Jimmy loaned me a fresh shirt that said RACAfest ’98. We loaded my Ford and rumbled back down to the waterfront, where we proceeded to use Jimmy’s new kiln as our cooking pit.

The summer sun had just set. A line of clouds was thickening on the horizon, charging the air with the metallic smell of storm. Around the curve of Jimmy’s cove, the wind blew black lines across the water, dipping the buoys in the boating channel. In the distance, I could make out the edge of Mansfield Dam—a concrete monolith turning blue in its own shadow.

Garrett made the fire. Jimmy marinated fajitas in Shiner Bock and jalapeño juice, snapped a branch off the nearest wild sage plant to use as a basting brush. I mixed high-octane margaritas and poured them into Jimmy’s handmade ceramic goblets.

We watched the sunset fade to purple and the storm clouds roll in. Nobody said a word about anything important.

After dinner, lightning traced veins in the clouds. The chirr of crickets replaced the daytime hum of cicadas. Flames glowed in the doorway of the kiln, washing the ugly little goddess in orange light.

Leave it to me to ruin a perfectly good cease-fire.

“Techsan,” I said. “Give me the full story.”

Jimmy reclined against a mesquite, putting himself back into the shadows.

Garrett looked toward the kiln—the shelves of unfired pots, their plastic cover ballooning in the breeze. “You ever make yourself a promise, little bro? Tell yourself someday, you’ll do such-and-such?”

“Play pro ball,” I answered. “Be a Fellow at Christ College. Neither happened.”

Garrett nodded. “I told myself years ago I was going to make a quick fortune, get out of programming, spend the rest of my life hitting Buffett concerts and Caribbean islands. Jimmy, he wanted to settle down making ceramics right here. Am I right, Jimmy?”

“You’re right,” Jimmy murmured from the shadows.

“Then we turned thirty-five, little bro. Then we turned forty.”

“You quit your job,” I said. “Sixteen years, and you quit.”

In the firelight, Garrett’s face looked as red as the kiln goddess’.

“Maybe you can’t understand. We’ve been in Austin, Jimmy and me, way before the high-tech boom. We go back to the Apple IIe days—working our little grunt jobs in the big companies, making peanuts. Then suddenly we start seeing twenty-year-olds getting sign-up bonuses for four times our yearly salaries, zit-faced kids at UT writing programs for their undergrad theses and retiring multimillionaires the next year, bought out by venture capitalists. It’s fucking unreal. Jimmy and me—we realize we’ve missed the Gold Rush. We were born too early. You have any idea how that feels?”

“So you decided to risk a start-up company,” I said. “And you screwed up.”

His eyes had a look of vacant anger, like an old soldier struggling to remember the details of a battle. “Mr. Sympathy. All right, yes. We screwed up. Lady named Ruby McBride—somebody Jimmy and I knew from way back. She invited us for drinks at this bar she owns down at Point Lone Star—she owns a whole fucking marina, okay? Ruby said she had some money to invest. She’d done some programming, had some ideas for a new encryption product. She wanted our help. The three of us agreed we could do something big together—something we could control all the way from the planning stages to the IPO. Ruby and Jimmy …”

Garrett paused. “Well, you know about Doebler Oil.”

It took Jimmy a moment to react.

Then he leaned forward into the light, frowned, and swiped the margarita thermos. “Goddamn it, Garrett. You know Doebler Oil didn’t cut me a cent.”

“Whatever, man,” Garrett said. “You had money. So did Ruby. I didn’t, and I wanted to be an equal partner.”

“So you mortgaged the ranch,” I said.

“We expected a quick profit,” Jimmy put in. “Our product kicked ass. Tech companies with programs a lot less solid than ours were seeing their public stock offerings quadruple the first hour of trading. All we figured we had to do was keep alive that long—finance the product through beta-test phase, keep the investors excited. It’s like a poker game, Tres. The longer you stay in, the bigger the pot.”

I looked at Jimmy Doebler, then at Garrett. I felt like I’d been dropped into a camp of defective mountain men, trying to figure out how to get beaver pelts traded on Wall Street. I said, “No wonder things went bad.”

Garrett glared at me. “As of January, smart-ass, we were flying high. Mr. Doebler here even convinced himself he was in love—went off and got himself married to our lovely third partner.”

Jimmy shoved the thermos back into the dirt, took a slug of his second drink. “Leave her alone, Garrett.”

Garrett waved the comment aside. “We convinced half a dozen companies to do a six-month beta-test—meaning they’d try our product for free, we’d monitor how it went. Things went well, we could market the program commercially. Man, we rented offices, hired staff, did installation.”

“You spent more money you didn’t have,” I translated.

“Three months in, things were going so well we were turning down buyout offers, little bro. Turning them down.”

“And then?” I asked.

“We were sabotaged.”

Jimmy shifted his back uneasily against the mesquite. “We don’t know that, Garrett.”

“The hell we don’t. Fucking Matthew Peña.”

I made the time-out sign. “Who?”

“Back in April,” Garrett said, “we got this buyout offer from an investment banker in Cupertino, guy named Peña. Reminded me of a fucking vampire. He got along great with Ruby, which figures, but me and Jimmy said no way. Right after we turned Peña down, things started to go wrong with our beta-testing. The program is supposed to protect traffic on our clients’ computers, okay? E-mail, Internet commerce, important shit.”

“That’s one of those high-tech terms, right? ‘Important shit.’ “

Garrett ignored me. He’d had a lot of practice at that over the years.

“All of a sudden,” he said, “it was like our program sprung leaks. Our clients start reporting documents showing up in weird places—employees getting termination notices in their e-mail before they were officially fired, salary schedules getting posted on the company Web site, business plans e-mailed to competitors. Worst scenarios you can imagine. We’ve been busting our asses trying to figure it out, tell the clients the program can’t be at fault. The leaks are too malicious, too … intelligent. It’s got to be somebody—Peña for instance—bribing people to leak files directly from the test sites.”

“Yeah,” Jimmy mumbled. “Couldn’t be Garrett’s perfect algorithms.”

“Oh, fuck you, man. And what do the beta-testers do? They blame us. We’re supposed to protect them and we can’t, so it’s our fault. Three of the six companies have stopped testing and filed lawsuits, and we don’t have the money to fight them. The other companies are threatening to do the same. If they do, we lose everything—two years of work, our IPO, any chance at investors. And now the bastard that sabotaged us—fucking Matthew Peña—comes back to us with a last-ditch buyout offer, a fifth of what he offered us three months ago. And his goddamn wife—” Shaking his finger at Jimmy. “His goddamn ex-wife is telling us we should feel grateful about it.”

Jimmy got to his feet. “Maybe she’s just smarter than you, Garrett. You ever think of that?”

I didn’t like the looks Garrett and Jimmy were giving each other. I’d been in enough bar fights to recognize the prelude music.

“How much money?” I broke in.

“About four million total in the stock,” Garrett growled. “Peanuts. Enough to break even, get out of debt. Nothing more.”

I tried to visualize an equals sign between the words four million and peanuts. I couldn’t do it.

“You’re hesitating?” I asked. “Sell.”

Garrett pitched his margarita cup into the grass, pushed his wheelchair back from the fire. “Two years of my life, little bro. You walk in here, not knowing shit, and you tell me, ‘Sell.’ “

“It’s the same Ruby’s telling us,” Jimmy said. “You’re just too stubborn—”

Garrett broke down in a miniature seizure—cursing and spitting and patting his arms around his chair looking for something else to throw. He grabbed his bag, and before I knew what was happening he had the gun in his hand.

“Ruby!” he yelled. “All I hear about is damn Ruby. What the hell was your fucking divorce for? Here, Ruby. I got something for you.”

The round he fired at the kiln goddess blasted her left arm clean off, sending shards of brick and ceramics out into the night.

After that, things got very quiet.

When the ringing in my ears subsided, I said, “Please put the gun away, Garrett. Okay?”

To my relief, he shoved the Lorcin into his pot bag, then turned his chair toward the road. “Jimmy Doebler wants to ride on my hard work, marry the girl, then bail out in the end, what the hell did I invite him along for?”

I said, “Garrett—”

“Forget it, little bro. You and he finally agree on something, you can both go to hell.”

Garrett wheeled across the gravel—popping and tilting over the rocks, trying not to keel over.

We watched him hoist himself into his safari van, fold and stash the chair, roll the side door shut with a SLAM. Brake lights came on. A mushroom of yellow dust blossomed under the back wheels as he peeled out.

Jimmy drained his margarita, stared into the empty goblet.

“Happy Divorce Day,” I told him.

“Your brother’s upset.”

I kept my mouth shut. I looked down at my own mug—wondered how Jimmy had managed such an intricate fish-scale pattern in the glaze, deep blues and greens, perfect symmetry. I wondered if he managed the complexities of programming the same way. I’d always thought of Jimmy as, if not an idiot savant, at least an idiot honorable mention.

“Garrett really didn’t talk to you about the ranch?” Jimmy asked.

“No.”

“He kept telling me he would. I know that isn’t right, Tres. Somebody tried to sell this place without telling me …”

“Difference,” I said. “This place legally belongs to you.”

Jimmy’s face squinched up, like I’d hit him with an invisible pie. “All right. But the last two years have been hell, Tres. You got to understand that. Garrett didn’t want you to know how dicey things were.”

“I know you’re drowning in debt, you have a bail-out offer, and my brother doesn’t want to take it.”

“Pride—”

“He can swallow it.”

Jimmy set his goblet on his knee. “Just back off for a few days, okay? Let me work on Garrett.”

“Back off,” I repeated. “Like you used to tell me down in Rockport: ‘Stay out of my way, kid.’ “

Jimmy stared at me with that look of hazy consternation, as if he was still wandering among the sand dunes. But he got the message. And I felt petty.

“If it makes you feel any better,” he said, “I spent years resenting you, too. At least you and Garrett have each other. Maybe not much of a family, but it’s more than nothing.”

My third margarita had started seeping into my bloodstream. A flash lit the sky and a peal of thunder rolled one way across the lake, then the other. God testing the balance on his speakers.

“This was your mom’s place,” I said.

Jimmy nodded.

“Is it ever hard, living here?” I was thinking about the months after my father had died, when I’d been living alone in his house.

Jimmy cracked a twig, sent one half spinning into the dark. “Getting divorced, watching my career fall apart. I start wondering—what have I got left, you know? In the end, there’s just family and friends, and for me the family part has always been … difficult. I’ve got a lot of time to make up for.”

He paused uncomfortably.

“What?” I asked.

“I was thinking. You could do a favor for me. You can do background checks, right?”

Most of my nightmares start with those words.

I immediately thought: Divorce. Jimmy’s family money, the settlement with Ruby final, but maybe not on terms Jimmy wanted. Knowing him, he’d allowed himself to get bled dry. He’d want detective work in order to appeal the court decision, maybe make his ex look bad.

I said, “Jimmy …”

“Forget it.”

“It’s just, it’s not a good idea working for a friend.”

He looked at me strangely, maybe because I’d used the word friend.

“You’re right,” he said. “Forget it.”

I wanted to say something else, something that didn’t sound like an excuse, but nothing came.

We watched the storm roll above us, the air get heavier, and finally break with a sigh, the first few splatters of warm rain hissing at the edge of the fire.

Jimmy stood. “It’s too late to drive back to S.A. Take a couch in the dome. I got plenty of spare clothes and whatever.”

Staying overnight hadn’t been part of my game plan, but when I tried to stand, I realized how the tequila had turned my legs and my anger into putty. I accepted Jimmy’s offer.

“Go on, then,” he said. “I’ll take care of the fire and the dinner stuff.”

“I don’t mind helping.”

“No. Go on.” More of a command now. “I want to stay down here a little longer.”

“Fix your kiln goddess?”

He gave me an empty smile, picked up his Tupperware fajita bowl. “Thanks for your help today, Tres.”

He headed toward the lake to wash his bowl.

I drove up the gravel road in the rain, parked behind Garrett’s van, then got fairly well soaked running from the truck to Jimmy’s front door.

Inside, the dome smelled like copal incense. One large room—a small kitchenette to the right, sleeping loft in the back, four high skylights like the slits of a sand dollar. The curve of the south wall was sheered perpendicular at the bottom to accommodate a fireplace and Jimmy’s pottery display shelves.

Despite Jimmy’s years as a programmer, there was no computer. No television. With Jimmy’s jam box down at the lake, the most high-tech appliance in the dome was probably his refrigerator.

Garrett’s sleeping bag was spread out on one of the canvas sofas by the fireplace, but Garrett wasn’t there. Probably in the outhouse.

I crashed on the opposite couch and listened to the thunder, watched the rain make milky starbursts on the windows above. Lightning flashed across Jimmy’s pottery, turned the photos on his mantel into squares of gold. One of those photos showed Garrett before the accident that had made him a bilateral amputee. He was standing next to Jimmy on the Corpus Christi seawall. Another photo showed Jimmy’s mother, Clara, a sad-eyed woman I remembered vaguely, dead now for something like five years. Next to her was a picture of Jimmy with a redheaded woman I assumed was Ruby, his newly ex-wife. And in the middle of the mantel, taking the place of honor, was a signed publicity shot of Jimmy Buffett and the Coral Reefers.

I don’t remember falling asleep at all.

I dreamt about the ranch. I was lying out in the wheat fields, rain falling on my face. Standing over me was Luis, a drug dealer who’d once stabbed me in San Francisco. We were having a pleasant conversation about property values until Luis drew the Balinese knife on me again and plunged it into my kidney. I heard paramedics, heard my old mentor, Maia Lee, chastising me for my carelessness.

Then a single, sharp report snapped me awake.

My eyes stared into darkness for several lifetimes before I realized I was out of the dream. My side still ached from the knife wound.

I sat up on the couch.

No light came in the windows. The rain seemed to have stopped. The room was lit only by the glow of a stovetop fluorescent.

Garrett’s sleeping bag was mussed up but unoccupied. Open facedown on the pillow was his well-worn copy of Richard Fariña—Been Down So Long It Looks Like Up to Me. His wheelchair was nowhere in sight.

I climbed the stairs to the sleeping loft. Jimmy’s bed hadn’t been slept in. The red digital numbers on his alarm clock glowed 2:56 A.M.

Then I heard a car engine—Garrett’s van.

I stumbled downstairs, pulled on my boots, and came out the door in time to see Garrett’s taillights disappearing below the rise in the woods, heading toward the kiln.

Dry ice started burning in my stomach.

The sky above was a solid gray sheet of clouds, tinted orange in the east from the perpetual glow of Austin. I ran, every rain-soaked branch thwapping into me on my way downhill.

The VW safari van had been parked with its front wheel on the cement slab of Jimmy’s future studio, slammed into the side of the kiln. The driver’s door was open, the engine idling with its steady, tubercular cough.

The headlights cut a yellow oval in the woods, illuminating wet trees hung with Spanish moss, silver streaks of gnats, the back bumper of Jimmy Doebler’s Chevy pickup.

The truck had rolled from where I’d last seen it—down the slope of the bank, over a few young saplings, and straight into the lake. Its nose was completely submerged, the cab just at the waterline.

Garrett’s wheelchair was overturned in the mud about twelve feet away. Garrett was on the ground and something metal gleamed in the mud nearby.

When he saw me, Garrett tried to speak. In the dark, his eyes wild, his bearded face glazed with sweat, he looked like some sort of cornered night animal. He lifted one muddy hand and pointed toward the truck.

“I couldn’t get down there. I couldn’t—”

I focused on the Lorcin—Garrett’s .380—in the mud about three feet from him.

I ran past him, toward the truck.

The odor of gun discharge hit me. Then a fainter smell, like a breeze through a butcher’s apron. I sank boot-deep into silty water, put my hand on the passenger’s side door handle and looked in the open window.

My vision telescoped. It refused to register anything but the smallest details—the gurgle of lake water springing from the cracks at the bottom of the driver’s door, glossing the parchment-colored boots a shiny brown. An upturned palm, callused fingers curled inward.

“Tres?” Garrett called, his voice brittle.

The driver’s-side window was shattered, the frame and remaining shards painted burgundy and gray.

“Is he in there?” Garrett called. “Please to fucking Christ, tell me he’s not in there.”

I tried to step back from the truck, but my boots wouldn’t come free of the silt.

I want to stay down here a little longer.

Garrett called again. “Tres?”

I wasn’t seeing this.

I’ve got a lot of time to make up for.

I grasped at that sentence like a burning rope, but it wouldn’t pull me out. It couldn’t change what my eyes were showing me.

Jimmy Doebler had been shot in the head, and my brother was the one with the gun.
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I’ve spent years imagining what that night must’ve been like.

His good buddy taught him the trick, didn’t he? It was so easy from where they lived, down in the Olmos Basin. The Union Pacific line went straight through, two times a night, always slowing for the crossings.

He was fighting with his father again—about the length of his hair, maybe. Or drugs. Maybe his father didn’t like his plans to drop out of business school, become a mathematician. That was his plan back then, wasn’t it? Straight math. Pure numbers.

So he stormed out of the house on Contour around eleven o’clock, midnight. He’d already made plans to meet his buddy down at the tracks, and his anger must’ve given way to excitement.

He made his way down to the crossing—to the far side, the signal box where they always meet. He knelt in a clump of marigolds and waited. It might’ve been cold, that late in October. Or maybe it was one of those unseasonable Texas fall nights—steamy and mild, moths and gnats everywhere, the smell of river mud and garbage from Olmos Creek.

He waited, and his buddy didn’t show.

He knew the train schedule. He was a little late. His friend could’ve caught the last train, could already be on his way north, to the junction of the MKT line—that underpass where they’d stashed a lifetime supply of stolen beer. His friend could be there right now, hanging out in the broken sidecar where, on a good night, they could find the transients with the Mexican hash.

He gets a sudden thrill, because he’s never tried to hitch alone, but he knows he can do it. And when he catches those rungs, he’ll be Jack Kerouac. He’ll be Jimmie Rodgers. And he knows his friend will be there at the junction to hear him brag about it—because it’s a shared dream. His friend gave him the itch, reassured him, that first scary time—Look how slow it moves. It’s beautiful, man. Just waiting for you. Let’s get the rhythm. Count to three—

So he makes his decision, waits for the rumble of the second train, the glare of the headlamp. He smells diesel, feels the strange, steady rhythm of a million tons of steel in motion.

How could he know that his good buddy has forgotten all about him—that he is already in Austin, tending to his poor mamma, who has called out of the blue, after years of fuck-you good-riddance nothing parenting? And his buddy went running to her.

He doesn’t know that, so waits for a good car—one of the old-fashioned flatbeds. All he has to do is jump on. When he targets one, his friend could’ve told him—not that one. Look at the ladder. But there’s no one to warn him.

He times it, then runs, catches the metal side rails. His boot hits the bottom rung and slips. His sole drags in the gravel. He should be able to hoist himself back up, but he hasn’t planned on the rungs being so wet—cold metal, newly painted. His heel snags a rail tie and his fingers betray him. The last thing he feels is gravel and cold steel as he’s pulled underneath, and the slow rhythm is not so slow after all—the giant metal wheel, a smooth disk, covering what—thirty inches?—in the space of a second.

Whatever noise he makes can’t be heard above the rumble of the train. There’s no pain. No blood loss—every artery sealed perfectly against the tracks.

He lies there in shock, staring at the stars. How long—an hour? Two?

How long before this little brother got nervous, decided to give away the secret of where Big Brother goes when he’s angry?

And what did he think about as he lay there?

I hope he thought about his good buddy who’d abandoned him, made him fall in love with trains, gave him a few months of freedom that he would now pay for by being immobile, bound to metal wheels—forever. I hope, somewhere inside, he wished his friend had been the one on the tracks.

Because he’s waited twenty years for this train. I want him to enjoy the ride.




CHAPTER 4
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Coffee and stale garlic bagels at the Travis County Sheriff’s Department didn’t improve my frame of mind. Neither did twelve hours of waiting rooms, shoe prints, fingerprints, atomic swab absorption tests, and questions from the lead investigator, Victor Lopez, who was convinced he had a sense of humor.

I saw my brother once, from across the homicide office. The betrayed look he gave me made me glad the deputies had separated us.

If Jimmy’s ex-wife made an appearance, I didn’t notice her.

The only member of the Doebler clan I spotted was one of Jimmy’s cousins from the wealthy branch of the family—Wesley or Waylon, I couldn’t remember his name. Jimmy had introduced us once at a Christmas party, maybe a decade ago. He wore a gray silk suit and three gold rings and a look of professional concern he probably saved for family tragedies and stock devaluations. He spent a few minutes at the opposite end of the room, talking to the sheriff, then gave me a cold glance on his way out.

At 4:30 in the afternoon, I was finally trundled into the backseat of a patrol car next to Detective Lopez and chauffeured toward Garrett’s apartment.

We cruised up Lavaca, through West Campus neighborhoods of white antebellum sorority houses and high-rent condominiums. The post-rain air steamed with sumac. Every front yard was strewn with pink and white from blooming crape myrtles.

On Guadalupe across from UT, a cute Asian girl in plaid pants and a tank top was reading a Henry James novel outside Quackenbush’s Intergalactic Coffeehouse. Street vendors were selling glass beads and incense in the Renaissance Market. Construction workers were drilling a crater in the middle of 24th Street.

Jimmy’s death was expanding inside my rib cage like a nitrogen bubble, but the rest of the world kept right on going. It was enough to make me resent a sunny afternoon in a beautiful city.

The patrol car turned on San Gabriel.

Garrett’s apartment building is a three-story redwood box with exterior walkways like a motel. On one side is a $40,000 steel-frame handicapped-access elevator that the landlord recently installed after three years in court. The landlord loves Garrett. Below and on both sides of Garrett’s unit are college kids who put up with my brother playing Jimmy Buffett CDs at full volume night and day. The college kids love Garrett. The rest of the building is populated by small-time drug dealers, angst-ridden artists and drunks, all of whom spend their time fighting and throwing each other’s furniture off the balconies and loving Garrett. The name of the apartment complex is The Friends.

The Carmen Miranda—Garrett’s VW safari van with the Caribbean dancing women airbrushed along the sides and the plastic tropical fruit hot-glued to the roof—had been returned from the crime scene, special delivery. I guess if I were the Travis County sheriff, I would want to get it away from my crime scene as fast as possible, too. Parked next to it was my black Ford F-150.

“I’ll only be a second,” Lopez told our driver. “You hang tight.”

The deputy glanced in the rearview mirror—shot me a not-so-veiled fuck you look. “Whatever you say, sir.”

Lopez and I walked toward the apartment complex. Lopez stopped in front of the Carmen Miranda, shook his head in admiration.

“I dig the pineapples,” he said.

Lopez’s features were satanically pleasant, tea-and-milk-complexioned, framed by a square jaw and a severe, greasy buzz cut. He had a halfback’s build and the eyes of a chess player.

“When does Garrett get released?” I asked.

Lopez feigned surprise. “Should be upstairs right now. Why? You thought we would hold him?”

That was a hook I decided not to bite.

“Don’t look so down,” Lopez said. “Y’all cooperated beautifully. Now we just got to find who whacked your friend, right?”

I leaned against the back of the van, hating how leaden my eyes felt, hating the odor of smoke in my clothes from last night’s fire. “Garrett wouldn’t kill Jimmy. Even if he wanted to, his wheelchair …”

Lopez’s eyes glittered. “Sure, Mr. Navarre. According to your statement, there’s no way. We’re just asking questions, you know? Got to explain those nagging details, like why your brother’s gun had been fired. Why there was powder residue on his hand.”

“I told you—”

“He shot a statue. Happens every day. And we’ll have to explain the fact there was no shell casing at the scene. You know. Just some little details like that.”

Lopez was watching me the way a fisherman watches the tide, moving across it with a skeining net.

I said, “He’s disabled, Lopez.”

“I prefer to think of him as differently abled, don’t you? But don’t worry—I’m sure we’ll find the casing sooner or later. Ballistics has the projectile now—probably find out it was from a completely different gun. Some anonymous killer in the night, I imagine.”

“Garrett needs a lawyer.”

Lopez bopped his fists together, hot-potato style. “’Course not, Mr. Navarre. I appreciate y’all’s candor. And I promise you: I will nail Jimmy Doebler’s killer.”

“You treat every case with this much enthusiasm?”

“I knew Jimmy. I liked Jimmy. I used to work patrol out at the lake, knew all the folks out that way.”

“And his family has a few gazillion dollars,” I added. “Jimmy’s cousin was talking to the sheriff today.”

A safety valve clicked shut in Lopez’s eyes.

“W.B. Doebler isn’t my concern.” Lopez gave the initials their proper Texas pronunciation, dub-ya-bee. “You know Jimmy, you know he had a pretty shitty life—that family of his, the stuff with his mom, the clinical depression. Seemed like he was finally coming out of it when he got roped into this business deal with your brother.”

He let his smile creep back to full intensity. “But hey, that doesn’t matter. Jimmy and Garrett were quarreling, your brother was mad enough to discharge a weapon, I’m sure that’s not important.”

I looked back at our driver, who was staring at me through the windshield—giving me the look of death.

“Don’t mind him,” Lopez said. “Some of the guys, they heard about that little accident down in Bexar County, you shooting that deputy. Doesn’t play well with the uniforms. You understand.”

“And with you?”

Lopez made a pish sound. “I got no sympathy for bad cops. That asshole was corrupt: you took him down. Good for you. I believe in weeding out the bad, Navarre. Don’t care if it’s a friend or a relative or what. I hope we’re on the same page with that.”

I looked up toward Garrett’s apartment door.

“I’m on your side, man,” Lopez assured me. “I wouldn’t want this to get around, but the people I know in San Antonio—they say you’re all right. They say when it comes down to a fight, you’re a guy who can be counted on to choose the right team.”

“I see your point,” I said. “We wouldn’t want that to get around.”

“You got my card.” Lopez turned to go, then looked back, as if he’d forgotten something. I hate it when cops do that. “And Navarre? The discrepancies in those statements you and your brother gave us? I’m not thinking much of them. For instance—were you with your brother when you heard the shot or not?”

I didn’t answer.

“I don’t know why your brother failed to mention that he and Jimmy were arguing at dinner, like you told me. It’s probably nothing. Just—bad form when the statements don’t agree, isn’t it? I hate going back later, using Wite-Out.”

“I know my brother.”

Lopez smiled. “Of course you do. Where does he work again—RNI? Oh, no. That’s right. He quit that job over a year ago.”

Up on the second-floor walkway, one of the apartment residents waddled out in his jockey shorts and a tattered Waterloo T-shirt. He yelled down to us that his neighbor was throwing his sofa off the back balcony and we should stop him.

Lopez grinned. He told the guy he would have to phone it in to the APD dispatcher. The guy began cursing at us.

Lopez gave me a wink. “My point is—an okay guy like you, you could help me out a lot, maybe help your brother, too. We could be straight with each other and get this thing resolved. You could give Garrett some advice on how to play it. If there were hard choices to make, I trust you would make them.”

“You want my brother in jail, Lopez?”

He laughed. “They told me you had a sense of humor. That’s great. See you around, Mr. Navarre.”

Then he climbed into the patrol car.

I watched it back up, disappear around the corner of 24th.

The guy on the second floor kept yelling at me to come stop his neighbor from pitching his furniture off the balcony.

Every day is a love fest when you live at The Friends.


CHAPTER 5
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Garrett hadn’t hired a maid since my last visit, five months ago.

Fast-food containers littered the kitchen counter. The living room was a tornado zone of paperback novels, electronics parts, CDs, laundry. A dead tequila bottle stuck out from the seat of our father’s old leather recliner and the carpet was fuzzy with birdseed from Dickhead the parrot, who scuttled back and forth on the window ledge at the top of the vaulted ceiling.

Garrett sat in the far corner of the room, staring at his twenty-one-inch computer monitor.

“Computers get static?” I asked.

The gray fuzzy light made Garrett’s face crawl, his eyes hollow.

“Not usually.” He slammed the monitor’s off button. “I need a drink.”

I waited for him to explain the computer problem. Not that I would’ve understood the explanation, but that was something Garrett always did. This time, he didn’t.

I went to the bar, got down his bottle of Herradura Añejo and a couple of moderately clean glasses. “Detective Lopez just got through telling how much you’re not a suspect in Jimmy’s murder. He was very agreeable about it. I got the feeling he’d let you plea just about any degree of homicide you wanted.”

Garrett took the tequila. “Lopez has had a hard-on for me for years.”

“Really.”

“Don’t give me that tone—like you assume I’m stoned. Back when Lopez was on patrol, he made a lot of calls to Jimmy’s place, had to chew us out for drunk-and-disorderly crap. We got into some name-calling. But you know I didn’t kill Jimmy. I couldn’t.”

I drank my Herradura, found it made a pretty bad chaser for garlic bagels. “Lopez gives you credit for mobility—a lot more credit than he’s giving our statements.”

Garrett shoved his keyboard drawer closed. “Somebody finally believes in me, and it’s a homicide cop.”

I ran my finger across the kitchen counter, making a cross with a dustless shadow where a picture frame had stood for a long time. I remembered the photograph. It had been the twin of the one in Jimmy’s house—Garrett and Jimmy at the seawall in Corpus, a year or so before Garrett’s accident.

“W.B. Doebler was at the sheriff’s office,” I told him. “If the Doeblers start throwing their weight around, demanding action—”

“Fuck W.B. It’s a little late for the Doeblers to decide they care about Jimmy.”

“You need help, Garrett.”

“And I don’t recall asking you for any, little bro. I’ll make the calls. I’ll take care of things.”

“What—you’re going to buy a bigger gun?”

“Forget it, man. You didn’t like the ranch being mortgaged. You ain’t going to like the rest of this.”

“I didn’t drive up here to build a kiln, Garrett. I sure as hell didn’t drive up here to sit on the sidelines while they charge you with murder.”

Garrett dug out his wallet, pulled a twenty and wadded it up, threw it at me. “Gas money. Sorry I wasted your time.”

I counted silently to ten. Every second was one more I succeeded in not putting my fist through my brother’s wall.

The downstairs neighbors cranked up their stereo. Nine Inch Nails throbbed through the carpet. Up on the windowsill, the parrot ruffled his feathers.

“Let’s try to cooperate,” I said. “For Jimmy’s sake. You told them you were with me when that shot was fired. Your book was facedown on the sleeping bag when I woke up. You were already gone. Where the hell were you?”

Garrett wore last night’s cutoffs, and when he shifted, the stub of his right leg peeked through at the end—a pointed nub of flesh like a mole’s nose.

“I was sleeping in my van. With the doors locked.”

“Why?”

He rubbed his thumb against his forefingers, rolling an imaginary joint. “In Jimmy’s house, I woke up in a cold sweat. I have phantom pains and I get these weird dreams—like somebody has been standing over me in my sleep. I would’ve felt stupid waking you up. I thought Jimmy was sleeping upstairs. So I went to the one place I feel safe and mobile—behind the wheel of my van. I locked myself in, put my gun on the seat next to me, went to sleep. The shot by the water woke me up. What was I going to tell the police? I was afraid of ghosts so I locked myself in my car?”

“It would’ve been better than lying, Garrett. I’m going to need an explanation for Detective Lopez.”

His eyes flared. “You need an explanation. Well, let’s just stop the goddamn world. Let’s drop everything and make sure Tres is okay, because my little brother needs an explanation. He needs the ranch. He needs to know where Garrett is twenty-four hours a day. Well, maybe for once, little brother, you ain’t going to get everything you need.”

The counting wasn’t helping anymore. Downstairs, Nine Inch Nails went into their next song, the bass line massaging the soles of my boots.

“Did you see anyone last night?” I asked.

“No.”

“You must suspect someone. The banker guy.”
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