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ONE



Dr. David Mitchell waved me toward the dead professor’s chair. “Try it out, son.”

Mitchell and Detective DeLeon sat down on the students’ side of the desk, the safe side. I took the professor’s chair. It was padded in cushy black leather and smelled faintly of sports cologne. Walnut armrests. Great back support.

Mitchell smiled. “Comfortable?”

“I’d be more so,” I told him, “if the last two people who sat here hadn’t died.”

Mitchell’s smile thinned. He glanced at Detective DeLeon, got no help there, then looked wearily around the office—the cluttered bookshelves, file cabinets topped with dreadlocks of dying pothos plants, the tattered Bayeux tapestry posters on the walls. “Son, Dr. Haimer’s death was a heart attack.”

“After receiving death threats and being driven out of the job,” I recalled. “And Haimer’s successor?”

Detective DeLeon sat forward. “That was a .45, Mr. Navarre.”

When DeLeon moved, her blazer and skirt and silk blouse shimmered in frosty shades of gray, all sharp creases and angles. Her hair was cut in the same severe pattern, only black. Her eyes glittered. The whole effect reminded me of one of those sleek, fashionable Sub-Zero freezer units, petite size.

She tugged an incident report out of the folder in her lap, passed me a color Polaroid of Dr. Aaron Brandon—the University of Texas at San Antonio’s new medievalist for one-half of one glorious spring semester.

The photo showed a middle-aged Anglo man crumpled like a marionette in front of a fireplace. Behind him, the limestone mantel was smeared with red clawlike marks where the body had slid into sitting position against the grate. The man’s hands were palms-up in his lap, supplicating. His blue eyes were open. He wore khaki pants and his bare, chunky upper body was matted with blood and curly black hair. Bored into his chest just above his nipples were two tattered holes the size of flashlight handles.

I pushed the photo back toward DeLeon. “You homicide investigators. Always so reassuring.”

She smiled without warmth.

I looked at Mitchell. “You really expect me to take the job?”

Mitchell shifted in his seat, looking everywhere except at the photo of his former faculty member. He scratched one triangular white sideburn.

The poor guy had obviously gotten no sleep in the last week. His suit jacket was rumpled. His rodentlike features had lost their quickness. He looked infinitely older and more grizzled than he had just six months ago, when he’d offered me this same position for the first time.

It had been mid-October then. Dr. Theodore Haimer had just been forced into retirement after his comments about “the damn coddled Mexicans at UTSA” made the Express-News and triggered an avalanche of student protests and hate mail the likes of which the normally placid campus had never seen. Shortly afterward, while the English division was still boxing up Haimer’s books and interviewing candidates for his job, the old man had been found at home, his heart frozen like a chunk of quartz, his face buried in a bowl of dry Apple Jacks.

I’d decided against teaching at the time because I’d been finishing my apprenticeship with Erainya Manos for a private investigator’s license.

My mother, who’d arranged the first interview with Mitchell, had not been thrilled. A nice safe job for once, she’d pleaded. A chance to get back into academia.

Looking now at the photo of Aaron Brandon, who’d taken the nice safe job instead of me, I thought maybe the whole “Mother Knows Best” thing was overrated.

“We offered you this position last fall, Tres.” Mitchell tried to keep the petulance out of his voice, the implication that I could’ve saved him a lot of trouble back in October, maybe gotten myself killed right off the bat. “I think you should reconsider.”

I said, “A second chance.”

“Absolutely.”

“And you couldn’t pay any reputable professor enough money now.”

Mitchell’s left eye twitched. “It’s true we need a person with very special qualifications. The fact that you, ah, have another set of skills—”

“You can watch your ass,” Detective DeLeon translated. “Maybe avoid making yourself corpse number three until we make an arrest.”

I was loving this woman.

I swiveled in Aaron Brandon’s chair and gazed out the window. A couple of pigeons roosted on the ledge outside the glass. Beyond, the view of the UTSA quadrangle was obscured by the upper branches of a mesquite, shining with new margarita-green foliage. Through the leaves I could see the walls of the Behavioral Sciences Building next door, the small red and blue shapes of students making their way up and down steps in the central courtyard, across wide grassy spaces and concrete walkways.

Icicle-blue sky, temperature in the low eighties. Your basic perfect Texas spring day outside your basic perfect campus office. It was a view Dr. Haimer had earned through twenty years of tenure. A view Aaron Brandon had enjoyed for less than ninety days.

I turned back to the dead man’s office.

Yellow loops of leftover crime-scene tape were stuffed into the waist-high metal trash can between Brandon’s desk and the window. On the corner of the desk sat a pile of ungraded essays from the undergraduate Chaucer seminar. Next to that was a silver-framed photo of the professor with a very pretty Latina woman and a child, maybe three years old. They were all standing in front of an old-fashioned merry-go-round. The little boy had Brandon’s blue eyes and the woman’s smile and reddish-brown hair.

Next to the photo were the death threats—a neat stack of seven white business envelopes computer-printed in Chicago 12-point, each containing one page of well-written, grammatically correct venom. Each threat was unsigned. The first was addressed to Theodore Haimer, the following six to Aaron Brandon. One dated two weeks ago promised a pipe bomb. One dated a week before that promised a knife in Brandon’s back as a symbol of how the Latino community felt about the Establishment replacing one white racist with another. The campus had been swept and no bombs had been found; no knives had been forthcoming. None of the letters said anything about shooting Brandon at home in the chest with a .45.

“You have leads?” I asked DeLeon.

She gave me the Sub-Zero smile. “You know Sergeant Schaeffer, Mr. Navarre?”

I said, “Whoops.”

Gene Schaeffer had been a detective in homicide until recently, when he’d accepted a transfer promotion to vice. Sometimes Schaeffer and I were friends. More often, like whenever I needed something from him, Schaeffer wanted to kill me.

“The sergeant warned me about you,” DeLeon confirmed. “Something about your father being a retired captain—you feeling you had special privileges.”

“Bexar County Sheriff,” I corrected. “Dead, not retired.”

“You’ve got no special privileges with me, Mr. Navarre. Whatever else you do, you’re going to stay out of my investigation.”

“And if the person or persons who killed Brandon decides I’m Anglo racist oppressor number three?”

DeLeon smiled a little more genuinely. I think the idea appealed to her. “You cover your ass until we get it straightened out. You can do that, right?”

How to say no to a job offer. Let me count the ways.

“I’d have to talk with my employer—”

“Erainya Manos,” Dr. Mitchell interrupted. “We’ve already done that.”

I stared at him.

“The provost is more than agreeable to retaining Ms. Manos’ services,” Mitchell said wearily, like he’d already spent too much time haggling that point. “While you’re teaching for us, Ms. Manos will be finding out what she can about the hate mail, assessing potential continued threats to the faculty.”

“You’re wasting your money,” DeLeon told him.

Mitchell continued as if she hadn’t spoken. “The campus attorney’s office has employed private investigation firms before. Confidence-building measure. Ms. Manos considered the contract a more-than-fair trade for sharing your time with us, son.”

“I bet.”

I looked at DeLeon.

She shrugged. “Say no if you want, Mr. Navarre. I’ve got no interest in your P.I. business. I’m simply not opposed to the campus hiring somebody who can stay alive for longer than three months.”

I gave her a Gee thanks smile.

I sat back in the late Aaron Brandon’s chair, understanding now why Erainya Manos had cheerily let me take the morning off. You have to cherish those open employer-employee relationships.

Mitchell was about to say something more when there was a knock on the office door.

A large young man leaned into the room, checked us all out, focused in on me, then wedged a plastic bin of mail through the doorway.

“You’re the replacement,” he said to me. “Thought so.”

I’m of the opinion that you can categorize just about anybody by the type of vegetable their clone would’ve grown from in Invasion of the Body Snatchers. The guy in the doorway was definitely a radish. His skin was composed of alternate white and ruddy splotches and gnarled with old acne scars. On top of his head was a small sprig of bleached hair that matched the white rooty whiskers on his chin. His upper body sagged over his belt in generous slabs of red polo-shirted flesh. His face had upwardly smeared features—lips, nose, eyebrows. They did not beckon with intelligence.

“Gregory,” Professor Mitchell sighed. “Not now.”

Gregory pushed his way farther into the office. He balanced his mail bin on his belly and stared at me expectantly. “You have my essay?”

“Gregory, this isn’t the time,” Mitchell insisted.

Gregory grunted. “I told Brandon, I said, ‘Man, some people are really late with the grading but you take the cake. You ever want your mail again you get me my essay back.’ That’s what I told him. You got it graded yet?”

I smiled.

Gregory didn’t smile back. His eyes seemed out of focus. Maybe he wasn’t talking to me at all. Maybe he was talking to the pothos plants.

“I don’t have your essay,” I said.

“It’s the one on the werewolf,” he insisted. The mail bin sagged against his side. I’d disappointed him. “The Marie de France dit.”

“Bisclavret,” I guessed.

“Yeah.” Unfocused light twinkled in his eyes. Had I read the essay after all? Had the pothos read it?

“Bisclavret’s a lai,” I said. “A long narrative poem. Dits are shorter, like fables. The essay’s not graded and I may not be the one grading it, Gregory.”

He frowned. “It’s a dit.”

Professor Mitchell sighed through his nose. “Gregory, we’re having a conference …”

DeLeon took off her gray blazer and folded it over the top of her chair. Her bone-colored silk blouse was sleeveless, her arms the color of French roast and smoothly muscled. Her side arm was visible now—a tiny black Glock 23 in a leather Sam Browne holster. When Gregory saw the gun, his mouth closed fully for the first time in the conversation, maybe the first time in his life.

DeLeon said, “Dr. Navarre told you it was a lai, Gregory. Were there any other questions?”

Gregory kept his mouth closed. He shifted his mail bin around, looked at Professor Mitchell like he was expecting protection, then at me. “Maybe I could check back tomorrow?”

“Good idea,” I said. “And the mail?”

Gregory thought about it, checked out DeLeon’s Glock one more time, then dipped a beefy hand into the bin. He brought out a rubber-banded stack of letters that probably represented two weeks of withheld mail. He threw it on the desk and knocked over the silver-framed photo of Brandon’s family.

“Fine,” Gregory said. “Package, too.”

The package hit the table with a muffled clunk. It was a manila bubble-wrap mailer, eleven by seventeen, dinged up and glistening at both ends with scotch tape. It had a large red stamp along the side that read INTRACAMPUS DELIVERIES ONLY.

While Professor Mitchell shooed Gregory out the door, DeLeon and I were staring at the same thing—the plain white address label on the mailing envelope. AARON BRANDON, HSS 3.11. No street address or zip. No return. A computer-printed label, Chicago 12-point.

I remember locking eyes with DeLeon for maybe half a second. After that it happened fast.

DeLeon put a hand on Professor Mitchell’s shoulder and calmly started to say, “Why don’t we go—” when something inside the package made a plasticky crick-crick-crick sound like a soda bottle cap being twisted off.

DeLeon was smaller than Mitchell by maybe a hundred pounds, but she had him wrestled to the floor on the count of two. I should have followed her example.

Instead, I swept the package off the desk and into the metal trash can.

Nice plan if I’d been able to get to the floor myself. But the trash can started toppling. First toward my face. Then toward the window. Then it went off like a cannon.

In the first millisecond, even before the sound registered, the force of the blast frosted a huge ragged oval in the glass, then melted it in a cone of metal shards and yellow ribbon and flames, ripping through the wall and the mesquite outside and shredding the new leaves and branches into ticker tape.

I was on my butt in the opposite corner of the office. My ankle was twisted in the walnut armrest of Aaron Brandon’s overturned chair and my ribs had slammed against a filing cabinet. There was an upside-down pothos plant in my lap. Someone was pressing a very large A-flat tuning fork to the base of my skull and my left cheek felt wet and cold. I dabbed at the cheek with my fingers, felt nothing, brought my fingers away, and saw that they glistened red.

Except for the tuning fork, the room was silent. Leaves and pigeon feathers and pages from essays were twirling aimlessly in the air, curlicuing in and out of the blasted wall. There was a fine white smoke layering the room and a smell like burning swimming-pool chemicals.

Slowly, DeLeon got to her feet. A single yellow pothos leaf was stuck in her hair. She pulled Mitchell up by the elbow.

Neither of them looked hurt. DeLeon examined the room coolly, then looked at me, focusing on the side of my face.

“You’re bleeding,” she announced.

It sounded like she was talking through a can and string, but I was relieved to register any sound at all. Then I heard other things—voices in the plaza below, people yelling. A low, hot sizzle from the remnants of the blasted garbage can.

I staggered to my feet, brushed the plant and the dirt off my lap, took a step toward the window. No more pigeons on the ledge. The bottom of the garbage can, the only part that wasn’t shredded, had propelled itself backward with such force that an inch of the base was embedded in the side of the oak desk.

Distressed voices were coming down the hall now. Insistent knocks on neighboring doors.

Mitchell’s eyelids stuck together when he blinked. He shook his head and focused on me with great effort. “I don’t—I don’t …”

DeLeon patted the old professor’s shoulder, telling him she thought he was going to be okay. Then she looked at me. “A doctor for that cheek. What do you think?”

I looked out the hole somebody had just blasted in a perfect spring day. I said, “I think I’ll take the job.”


TWO



The bomb-squad guys were a laugh a minute.

After barking orders to the campus uniforms and kicking through the rubble in their storm trooper outfits, sniffing the trash can and measuring lug nuts and screws and other metal fragments that had embedded themselves several inches into the concrete window frame, the squad decided it was safe to stand down. They threw Gregory the mail boy into an office down the hall for questioning by the FBI folks, though it was clear the poor kid knew nothing about the bomb and was already rattled to tears at the thought of his werewolf essay being blown to Valhalla. Then the squad relaxed in the hallway with their Dr Peppers and let lesser individuals take over the investigation.

“Same as that’n last year,” one of the storm troopers said. “You remember that kid?”

A blond guy with a sergeant’s badge clipped to his belt took a noisy pull on his soda. “Blew off three of his fingers, didn’t it?”

“Four, Sarge. Remember? We found one of them later, under the bed.”

They all laughed.

Another guy mentioned the lunatic they’d caught last month trying to drop TNT-filled Ping-Pong balls off the Tower of the Americas. He reminisced about how the perp would’ve blown a hole in the sergeant’s crotch except Sarge was such a good catch. Hilarious.

I was sitting in a student desk about thirty feet down the hallway. I would’ve been happy to move farther away and leave the squad to their fun, but there was a paramedic patching up my face.

The narrow mustard-colored corridors of the Humanities Building were overflowing with SAPD, campus police, ATF, UTSA administrators. With everybody bustling around and the bomb-squad guys hanging out in their flack suits, I had the distinct feeling that I’d been dropped into the Beatles’ yellow submarine during a Blue Meenie invasion.

One of the bomb-squad guys glanced down the hall to where Ana DeLeon stood talking with Lieutenant Jimmy Hernandez, the SAPD homicide commander. “Always thought DeLeon’d be a blast.”

Another said, “Dyke. Forget it, man.”

The sergeant cupped his crotch. “Just hasn’t met the right kind of pipe bomb yet.”

That got a few more guffaws.

DeLeon was a lot closer to them than I was, but she gave no indication that she’d heard. Neither did the lieutenant.

An evidence tech came out of the blown-up office. He went over to the bomb-squad sergeant and compared notes. I.E.D. Improvised explosive device. A metal pipe joint packed with solid oxygen compound and a few common household baking ingredients, some nuts and bolts thrown in for extra nastiness, a nine-volt battery wired to the package’s flap—designed to break circuit when the package was opened. Instead it had broken prematurely on impact with the desk. The whole thing had probably cost thirty bucks to make.

“Gang-bangers,” the sergeant told the evidence tech. “Solidox—real popular with the homies. Simple and cheap. Half the time they blow themselves up making it, which is all right by me.”

Detective DeLeon was still talking with Lieutenant Hernandez. Another plainclothes detective came up behind them and stood there silently, unhappily. He was about six-one, Anglo, well dressed, looked like he ate rottweilers for breakfast.

DeLeon gestured in my direction.

Hernandez focused on me, recognized me with no pleasure, then said something to the rottweiler-eater. All three of them started down the hall.

“’Scuse me,” DeLeon told the bomb squad.

A few riotous comments appeared to be dancing on their lips until they noticed Hernandez and the big Anglo guy flanking her. The squad managed to contain their humor.

When DeLeon reached my paramedic she asked, “How’s he doing?”

“I can talk,” I promised.

DeLeon ignored me. The paramedic told her I’d be fine with some painkillers and a few stitches and some rest. DeLeon did not look overjoyed.

Lieutenant Hernandez stepped forward. “Navarre.”

His handshake delivered about sixty pounds per square inch into my knuckles.

Hernandez was a small oily man, hair like molded aluminum sheeting. He did his clothes shopping in the Sears boys’ department and his wide brown tie hung down over his zipper. Despite his compact size, the lieutenant had a reputation for hardness matched only by that same quality in his hair.

He released my mangled hand. “Detective DeLeon tells me you dunked the bomb. She says you did all right.”

DeLeon was scribbling something on her notepad. When she noticed me looking at her, her thin black eyebrows crept up a quarter inch, her expression giving me a defiant What?

“Detective DeLeon is too generous with her praise,” I told Hernandez.

The big Anglo guy snorted.

Hernandez shot him a warning look. “DeLeon also tells me you’re considering the teaching position. May I ask why?”

A sudden pain ripped through my jaw. The EMT told me to hold still. He dabbed some bandages onto my cheek. The sensation was warm and numb and far away.

When I could move my mouth again I said, “Maybe I resent being blown up.”

Hernandez nodded. “But of course you’re not under any impression that taking this job might afford you a chance at payback.”

“Teaching well is the best revenge.”

A smile flicked in the corner of Hernandez’s mouth. The Anglo guy behind him studied me like he was mentally placing me in a bowl with the rottweilers and pouring milk on me.

“Besides,” I continued, “I was assured the case was already in good hands.”

DeLeon’s eyes met mine, cool and level. You almost couldn’t tell she’d just been through an explosion. Her makeup had been perfectly reapplied, her hair re-formed into severe black wedges, not a glossy strand out of place. The only visible damage to her ensemble was a two-inch triangular slit ripped in the shoulder of her pearl-gray blazer. “This incident changes nothing, Mr. Navarre.”

The big Anglo said, “Should fucking well change who’s in charge.”

Hernandez turned toward him and held up one finger, like he was going to tap the big guy on the chin.

“We are in charge, Kelsey. We as in a team. We as in—you got problems with the way I make duty assignments, file a complaint. In the meantime”—he waved at DeLeon—“whatever she says.”

DeLeon didn’t skip a beat. “Get with Special Agent Jacobs. Cooperate—whatever she wants on the bombing. Help canvass, get statements from everybody who’s handled packages on campus, negative statements from everybody who hasn’t. I want timing on the delivery of the package correlated to the time of the shooting. I also want statements from every student in every class Brandon has taught this semester.”

Kelsey grunted. “The Feds’ll take a pass. You know goddamn well—”

Hernandez said, “Kelsey.”

“So I’m just supposed to piddle with busywork while we let that scumbag Sanchez sit out there?”

“Kelsey,” Hernandez repeated.

Kelsey’s eyes were locked on DeLeon’s.

Lieutenant Hernandez’s voice broke in as soft and sharp as asbestos. “Are you capable of acting as secondary on this case, Detective?”

After three very long seconds, Kelsey reached into his shirt pocket, took out a ballpoint pen, held it up for DeLeon to see, and clicked it. Then he turned and left.

“One big happy,” I noted.

Hernandez’s aluminum hair glittered as he turned toward me. “While I’m in charge, Navarre, you can depend on it. You need to speak to anyone concerning the Brandon homicide, you will speak to Detective DeLeon. My advice, however—teach your classes, stay safe, and stay out of her way.”

“Two pigeons and a lot of fine essays died in that blast.”

Hernandez sighed. “Let’s do a story, Navarre. Let’s talk about a time one of my top people advised me to—say—de-prioritize a lead.”

Hernandez stared at me until I supplied a name. “Gene Schaeffer?”

Hernandez nodded almost imperceptibly, then looked at DeLeon. “There was an aggravated assault case about the time you transferred out to sex crimes, Detective. Local crackhead had been terrorizing a neighborhood of senior citizens over by Jefferson. Everybody knew who was doing it, nobody would testify. Along toward Christmas, this crackhead got a little too excited, beat an old lady almost to death. Again, nobody would testify, nobody saw anything. Then, a week later, said crackhead is found with two broken arms, hanging duct-taped upside down from a railroad crossing gate on Zarzamora. He’s about half dead, eyes pounded so bad he looks like a raccoon. We cut him down. He gives a full confession for the assault on the old lady, says please will we put him in jail and let him give some money to the victim’s family. Real heartwarming. He also refuses to ID his attacker, so we know we got a vigilante out there. A couple of interesting names came up in the case. Some Christmas cards and goodies from that neighborhood got mailed to an interesting address on Queen Anne Street—jam, preserves, fruitcakes.”

“Jellied fruits,” I added.

“Jellied fruits,” Hernandez agreed. He clamped a very strong hand on my shoulder and didn’t seem to mind at all that he was stopping my blood flow. “So what I’m saying here, Mr. Navarre, is, things change. Friends move on, the paperwork keeps coming across my desk, favors get depleted, my patience gets thin. You understanding me here?”

“Clear as Cuervo,” I promised.

“Outstanding. I hope the rest of the semester goes well for you, Professor.”

Hernandez gave my shoulder one more crush, nodded to DeLeon, and went to see about the media who were gathering outside the police tape by the elevator.

The other way down the hall, the bomb squad was still hanging out, drinking Dr Peppers, talking about the length of their respective pipe bombs and TNT Ping-Pong balls and occasionally weaving in references to DeLeon’s legs and her probable lingerie preferences.

“First case?” I asked her.

It took DeLeon a few seconds to focus on me. “I worked agg. assault for a year, Mr. Navarre. Sex crimes for two. I’ve seen plenty.”

“First time primary on a homicide?”

Her jaw tightened.

“Hell of a case to cut your teeth on,” I agreed.

“Don’t patronize me.”

I held up my hands. Even that much movement made the soreness in my left arm flare. “Kelsey seems pretty sure the Feds will take a pass.”

She stared down the hallway. “Like I said, Mr. Navarre, you’ve got no special privileges.”

“He mentioned somebody named Sanchez. Who would that be?”

DeLeon almost smiled, thought better of it. “I’ll see you around, Mr. Navarre.”

The paramedic got up, began packing his kit, and said he should be getting me to the hospital. DeLeon nodded.

She turned toward the bomb-squad guys, who were still leering at her, then took something from her blazer.

She hefted the thing in her hand for a split second—long enough for the bomb squad to register what it was and notice that its weight was too heavy, but not long enough for them to rationalize that DeLeon wasn’t really that insane. I’ll be damned if I know where she got the Ping-Pong ball, or what she’d filled it with. Maybe she’d lifted it from the student rec center when she went to wash up. Maybe she’d been carrying it in her pocket for months for just such an occasion. Police are nothing if not resourceful.

DeLeon said, “Hey, Hills, catch.”

Then she did a fast underhand pitch at the chest of the blond sergeant.

You’ve never seen a bomb squad scatter with so little room to maneuver and so much Dr Pepper spraying into the air. The Ping-Pong ball hit Sergeant Hills in the chest and bounced harmlessly to the floor.

Hills’ face went the color of chalk dust as he looked up at DeLeon. “You crazy fucking bitch.”

His fingers splayed open. A large Dr Pepper stain was seeping into his crotch and down his left thigh.

DeLeon responded so softly you almost had to read her lips. She said, “Boom.”

Then she turned and walked steadily down the hall, toward the news camera lights.


THREE



By the time I got to Erainya Manos’ office, the codeine Tylenol from the Methodist Hospital was working fine. My face had softened to the consistency of tofu and I could only feel my feet because in my VW convertible, I can feel everything.

I pulled into the strip mall on Blanco and 410 and found the nearest empty space, thirty yards down from Erainya’s office. The agency itself is never busy, but it’s wedged between a Greek restaurant and a leather furniture outlet that both draw good crowds.

On the office door, stenciled letters read:

THE ERAINYA MANOS AGENCY

YOUR FULL-SERVICE GREEK DETECTIVE

Inside, George Bertón was sitting at his desk. Kelly Arguello was sitting at mine, reading Spin magazine. Between them, blocking the aisle that led back to his mother’s command center, Jem Manos was kneeling on the floor, constructing a monstrous triple-decker windmill out of Tinkertoys.

As I walked in, Kelly and George gave me a standing ovation. The phone started ringing.

Behind the huge desk at the back of the office, Erainya said, “Can we answer that?”

From the higher pitch I could tell it was the alternate number, the one Erainya calls her “dupe” line.

As it rang a second time, Jem ran up and grabbed my fingers and told me he was glad I hadn’t exploded. He tugged me toward his windmill.

Kelly and George started barraging me with questions.

When the phone rang a third time, Erainya stood and yelled at us across the room. “What—you people can’t hear?”

Everyone fell silent. Kelly went back to my desk. George went to his and checked the Caller ID display. Jem pulled me toward his Tinkertoys.

On the fourth ring, George waved to Erainya, warmed up his fingers, then picked up the receiver with a flourish. “Pro Fidelity Credit—Collections—Samuelson.”

He listened, looked up at me, winked. “Yes, that is correct.”

George leaned back. Two wide vertical stripes ran down his golf shirt and made his flat upper body look like a bike lane. He nudged his Panama hat farther up his forehead.

I’d developed this theory about Bertón—the white leather shoes, pencil mustache, Panama hat, Bryl-ed hair. I suspected George only worked at the turn of the twenty-first century. Each evening he secretly teleported back home to 1962.

“Yes,” he continued. “We can verify that. Let me transfer you to Mrs. Donovan.”

He punched a button, held up a finger.

Erainya said, “Go, already.”

The phone on her desk rang. Erainya answered in a voice that sounded ten years younger and half as testy. “Donovan. Yes, Mr. LaFlore. I have it right here. Yes. We were interested in seeing if he’d been the same sort of problem for you. Frankly, we’re considering a lien.”

She then sat back and proceeded to get some poor schmuck’s credit history.

Jem whispered to me about his Tinkertoys. Apparently I’d been wrong about them being a windmill. He was trying for a perpetual motion engine.

“Where’d you learn that?” I demanded.

Jem grinned up at me. Erainya hadn’t cut his hair in a month, so his silky black bangs hung in his eyes like a Muppet’s.

“Secret,” he said.

Jem is advanced for a five-year-old. Erainya thinks he’ll do great next fall in kindergarten. I think he’d do great next fall at MIT if they had a better playground.

George logged in some paperwork. I sat on the edge of my desk and looked at Kelly Arguello. She’d gone back to reading her Spin. Her hair was purple-tinted this week, tied back in a ponytail. She was wearing white denim cutoffs and white Adidas with ankle socks and an extra-large black T-shirt that read LIBERTY LUNCH in reggae colors.

Kelly never dresses to show off, but you can’t help noticing her swimmer’s figure. Even in an oversized shirt and old cutoffs, she has the kind of smoothly muscled body that George, a shamelessly dirty old man, likes to call “Padre Island Spring Break contest-winning material.”

Kelly looked over the top of her magazine at me. Her eyes are beer-bottle brown. She focused on my stitched cheek, then wrinkled her nose. “You smell like you’re still on fire.”

Bertón laughed as loudly as he dared. Any more volume and Erainya would’ve thrown a crisscross directory at his head. I speak from experience.

“Always nice to have your coworkers’ sympathies.”

“We’re glad you’re okay,” George assured me. “Tell us about it.”

I told them about the bomb, about Detective DeLeon, and about my decision to accept the UTSA job.

“Instead of P.I. work?” Kelly asked.

“In addition to. Erainya seems to think I can make her money at two jobs now.”

“Professor Tres?”

“Be nice to me, impudent one. Soon I will have access to grades for the entire UT system.” I did the mad scientist finger-wiggle in her face.

She said, “Bullshit.”

Law students. No sense of fear.

Kelly had been taking classes up at UT Austin this semester on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays. Tuesdays and Thursdays she’d been driving down to San Antonio to help at Erainya’s office. My bright idea. UT was giving her credit for it—legal-related fieldwork.

It wouldn’t have been a bad arrangement except Kelly’s Uncle Ralph thought I was doing him a favor by being Kelly’s big brother. Uncle Ralph has a variety of sawed-off double-barrel weapons that I try not to get on the receiving end of. Kelly, for her part, doesn’t always buy into the “big brother” scenario.

Back at her desk, Erainya was still playing Ms. Donovan, bemoaning the state of the personal-insurance industry with some cherished colleague.

“I know,” Erainya consoled. “They might as well rob us at gunpoint.”

“Gunpoint,” George Bertón whispered. “That’s good.”

Erainya glared over at Bertón, twisted her fingers upward in a gesture I could only assume had highly negative connotations in Greece.

George grinned, looked back at me. “She’s sending me after your terrorist, you know.”

“Terrorist?”

“Whoever. Your death-threat writer. Should be fun.”

I studied him to see if he was serious, if he felt at all nervous about tracking down someone who pipe-bombed offices and shot holes in English professors.

George had dealt with worse, I knew. He’d done a couple of tours with the Air Force Special Police in Saudi Arabia in the eighties. During the Gulf War he’d been standing just outside the bunker in Bahrain when an Iraqi missile blew it to hell. After Bertón returned stateside and tested for his P.I. license, his wife had been killed in some kind of camping accident, leaving George ownership of her small title company and a rather sizable life insurance policy. For the past seven years, George had worked investigations only when he felt like it—usually for Erainya, tracking down skips on the West Side when it was clear Erainya and I couldn’t get to them ourselves.

In San Antonio, that happened a lot. Anglo investigators could go through the Latino side of town, offering reward money for locating an heir to a big estate, and they’d come up with nothing. Flip it around—a Latino working the white neighborhoods, same thing. You do P.I. work in S.A., you learn quickly you’d better have a partner on the other side. George Bertón was one of the best.

“You know where you’ll start?” I asked him.

“Activists, radicals. I can find some. They usually come out from California, stay for a while spouting the La Raza stuff. Then they figure out South Texas isn’t L.A. and they go home.”

“You know anybody named Sanchez?”

“This is San Antonio, man. I know seven thousand anybodies named Sanchez. Why?”

“SAPD let that name drop.”

Bertón shrugged. “I’ll ask Erainya. She’s been making some calls to the police.”

“You worried about this at all?”

“Oh, yeah. You know the last time the FBI had something to do in San Antonio besides polish their sunglasses? They’re going to love this. Even if I find this guy first, I won’t have time to submit one report before the Feds come in busting heads. UTSA doesn’t have much to worry about, Tres. They want to pay us to duplicate efforts, that’s fine by me.”

“SAPD seems to think the Feds will take a pass.”

George laughed.

“That’s what they said,” I insisted.

George waved the comment away. “Give me a break, Navarre.”

Jem kept working on the perpetual motion machine. He had one wheel that turned two others and made the top spin around like a helicopter. He was now trying to figure out how to stabilize the base.

Kelly flipped a page in her magazine. “So, Tres—you still going on that double date tonight? With your face looking like that?”

I flashed George a look to let him know I would murder him later.

He held up his hands. “Hey, Tres, I told her you were doing me an act of charity, man. That’s all.”

“What a guy,” Kelly agreed. “Always giving. Who was the recipient last month—Annie?”

George said, “Yeah. The banker.”

Kelly made her lips do a long silent M. “If your love life was a disease, Tres Navarre, it would have killed you long ago.”

“You prescribe chicken soup?”

“Among other things. Not that you listen.”

George cleared his throat loudly. Erainya gave him another look-of-death.

“Hey,” Bertón whispered to Kelly, “you get tired of waiting, chica—” He curled all his fingers toward his chest.

Kelly actually blushed.

“She did great on the background files for this UTSA case,” George told me. “Stuff on the professor, his family. Amazing what this girl can pull together in a morning. You know this dead professor, this Aaron Brandon guy—you know he’s part of the same Brandon family that was in that thing a few years ago?”

“That thing.”

I looked at Kelly for enlightenment. She didn’t give me any.

“Yeah, you know.” George made a gun with his hand. “Pow, pow.”

“Pow, pow?”

“Yeah.” George smiled, apparently satisfied that we were on the same page. “Family’s got some bad damn luck. Anyway, Kelly pulled up all of that in one morning. Just on the computer. She’s something.”

“She’s something,” I agreed. “Speaking of those background files—”

“You’re going to want a copy.” Kelly opened my side drawer and produced a thick rubber-banded folder, plopped it in front of me. “Erainya got me started while certain other people were out getting themselves blown up. Regretfully, not completely blown up. Was there anything else?”

Her tone was super-sweet.

I said, “Ouch, already.”

She batted her eyes.

Erainya hung up the phone, put her hands on her desk, and hoisted herself to a full imposing height of five-foot-zero. She looked across the office at me, her eyes black and piercing.

“So, what—?” she demanded. “You managed not to get yourself killed. You think that makes your morning successful? Come back here.”

“Been nice knowing you,” George commiserated.

I rapped my knuckles on his desk, then went to see the boss. I could feel Kelly Arguello’s eyes on my back the whole way.

Behind every man, there is a woman whom he’s successfully pissed off.

Unfortunately, with me, there’s usually one in front, too.


FOUR



Erainya’s desk was piled high with manila case folders arranged in precarious spirals like cocktail party napkins. In the valleys between were crumpled balls of legal paper, framed pictures of Jem, two phones, investigative reference books, surveillance equipment, and the disgorged contents of several purses. Multicolored sticky notes were slapped down here and there like stepping-stones through the chaos.

It was difficult to tell, but the project on top seemed to be a spread of brochures, glossy three-folds like mailers for investment companies. The one nearest me read St. Stephen’s. Excellence Is Our Tradition. A sepia photo of an adolescent boy with glittering braces smiled sideways at me.

Erainya nodded me toward the client’s chair.

She had on her usual outfit, an unbelted black T-shirt dress that hung on her body like a handkerchief over an Erector set. No makeup, no jewelry, no hose. Simple black flats.

“This is your idea of a thank-you for the nice job?” she demanded. “You get yourself detonated?”

“I’m ungrateful, I know.”

She made a sideways slap at the air, a gesture of annoyance she does so often I’d learned not to sit next to her in restaurant booths. “You’re lucky UTSA is keeping us on.”

“Totally ungrateful,” I agreed. “You arrange a teaching position for me without my knowledge, let me win you an investigative contract with the University, and I don’t even say kharis soi.”

Erainya frowned. “What is that—Bible Greek?”

“Only kind I know. I’m a medievalist, remember?”

“The modern phrase for ‘thank you’ is ephkharistó, honey. Good one to learn, seeing as I keep doing you favors.”

She reached toward her spiral files, used her fingers as a dowsing rod, then pinched out the exact slip of paper she wanted. She handed me a printout of classes—medieval graduate course Lit 4963, Chaucer undergraduate seminar Lit 3213, one section of freshman English.

“Three classes,” Erainya said. “Wednesday and Friday afternoons. You’re a visiting assistant professor, six thousand for the rest of the semester allocated from the dean’s discretionary fund. I don’t call that bad.”

“What’s your commission?”

She sighed. “Look, honey, I knew you had some hard feelings when you had to turn down the teaching position last fall.”

“Completing the license was my decision, Erainya.”

“Sure, honey. The right decision. I’m just saying—this opportunity came up—”

“A man getting shot to death.”

“—and I figured it was perfect. You get to teach some classes, keep working for me. They offer you a contract next fall, you’ll get full benefits and thirty K a year. Plus what you make for me.”

I drummed my fingers, let my eyes weave across the clutter of Erainya’s desk. “You’re going to send me to boarding school if I say no?”

It took her a second to remember the brochures. “They’re not boarding.”

“Private school for Jem?”

She scowled, began gathering up the brochures. “I want the best.”

“These places have scholarships?”

“Stop changing the subject.”

“Most people still do public, Erainya. Kids turn out fine.”

“You’re telling me Jem is most kids?”

I looked back at Jem, who was now trying to explain to Kelly Arguello how the gears for his Tinkertoy motion machine worked.

“All right,” I admitted. “He’s exceptional. Still—”

“You worry about your college classes. Let me worry about kindergarten.”

“And the Brandon case?”

“Let George take care of that.”

“SAPD give you anything?”

“I just told you—wait a—”

I leaned toward the morass of papers on her desk and did my own dowsing job, plucked a phone message slip that was sticking out of a stack of reports.

“Put that back,” Erainya demanded.

I read the message. “Ozzie Gerson. Deputy Ozzie Gerson?”

“I’m not talking to you.”

“Ozzie’s about as low in the sheriff’s department as you can get without crawling under one of their patrol cars. You’re asking him for information. On a city homicide case, no less.”

Erainya tapped her fingers. “Look, honey, I know you.”

“Meaning what, exactly?”

“Meaning if I tell you details, you’re going to decide it’s your case. You’re going to go poking around when what I really need for you to do is stay safe and make UTSA happy.”

“Is this connected with that thing a few years ago?”

“That thing.”

“Yeah. You know. That other guy named Brandon. Pow, pow.”

Erainya folded her arms. Her black hair stuck out wiry free-style, not unlike Medusa’s. “Just do your teaching, honey. Give George a week and he’ll have a full report for UTSA. You got an advanced degree. You can read it.”

“Gosh, thanks.”

“And what I said about the sheriff’s department—just because Ozzie’s a mutual friend, don’t get any bright ideas.”

“You know I’ll ask him.”

“Let me pretend, honey. For my pride, all right?”

“Anything else?”

Erainya picked up the private school brochures again. She shuffled through them, contemplating each, then carefully dealt out three in front of me. “If you were choosing between those, which would you pick?”

I frowned at the brochures. Maroon, green, blue. All very slick. All sported pictures of venerable school facades and happy honors students, grinning and hugging their textbooks like old friends.

I looked up at Erainya. “I know nothing about schools.”

“You know Jem?”

“I have that pleasure.”

“All right, then. I’m asking you.”

I picked up the brochures reluctantly. A weird memory came to me from thirteen years ago, when I’d looked through brochures for graduate schools. The forms, the spiel, the tuitions. These were about the same. “Eighty-five hundred a year?”

Erainya nodded. “Cheap.”

“For New York, maybe.”

“I want the best,” Erainya insisted. “I’m not asking you about the finances, honey. I’m asking you about those three choices.”

Hesitantly, I held up the green brochure. “This one. I’ve heard it’s a nice place. Small. Got an arts program. It isn’t Catholic.”

“I thought you were Catholic.”

“I rest my case.”

Erainya took back the brochure. “I’ll get Jem a visiting date. He’ll want you to take him.”

“Me?”

“You don’t know Jem adores you, honey? You blind?”

“We need to work on the kid’s taste.”

“No argument.” Erainya collected the brochures. “Now get out of here and rest. You got class tomorrow. And no poking around in George’s case.”

“Suggestion noted.”

Erainya shook her head sourly. She gazed at the gilded icon of Saint Sophia hanging on the wall next to her desk and muttered something, probably a Greek prayer to deliver the Manos clan from wicked, disrespectful employees.

As I was going out, George Bertón was fielding another call. He covered the receiver long enough to say, “See you tonight.”

Kelly looked up from Jem’s Tinkertoys. “I’ll see you Thursday.”

I agreed that he would and she would.

Then I ruffled Jem’s hair and told him to keep at it with the perpetual motion engine. I anticipated needing one.


FIVE



By the time I got home the painkillers had started to wear off. The delayed shock of the morning’s explosion was starting to do funny things to my brain.

As I walked up the sidewalk of 90 Queen Anne, the backward-leaning facade of the old two-story craftsman looked even more precarious than usual. The purple bougainvillea around the awnings seemed fluid and sinister. When I got around the side of the building to the screen door of my in-law apartment, I had trouble making myself touch the latch.

Once inside, I settled onto a stool at the kitchen counter. Robert Johnson leaped up next to me and rubbed against my forearm. I ignored him. I was too busy trying to convince myself that the dots on the linoleum floor were not accelerating.

I pulled down the wall-mounted ironing board and picked up the phone, which is installed in the alcove behind for reasons known only to God and Southwestern Bell.

There was a message from my mom, wondering if I was going to make it for dinner. Another message from Maia Lee in San Francisco, asking if I was okay. Maia apologized for being out of town when I’d called her Sunday.

My finger hovered over the ERASE button for a good five seconds. I punched it.

I called Deputy Ozzie Gerson’s cell phone number and found him working patrol on the far South Side. When I mentioned the Brandon murder he grumbled that he’d try to stop by.

Then I went back to the kitchen counter, snapped the rubber band on Kelly Arguello’s files, and started reading.

Professor Aaron Brandon. Born San Antonio, 1960, graduated Churchill High in 1977. B.A. at Texas A & M, M.A. and Ph.D. at UT Austin. First full-time teaching job: a year here in San Antonio, non-tenure track at Our Lady of the Lake University, 1992–93. Contract not renewed for reasons unspecified. After that, six glamorous years at UT Permian Basin, known among the region’s academics as UT “Permanent Basement.” Brandon had returned home to San Antonio last Christmas to accept the emergency opening at UTSA. He had been killed three weeks before his thirty-ninth birthday. He had no police record of any kind. His wife’s name was Ines, age twenty-four, maiden name Garcia, born in Del Rio, also no police record. They had a five-year-old boy named Michael—older than Jem by two months.

The curriculum vitae Aaron Brandon had submitted to UTSA looked mediocre—a minimum of articles, published in lesser-known journals, a course load that was ninety percent freshman English and ten percent medieval, references that were no more than confirmations of his past employment status. The only violent edge in Brandon’s life seemed to be the works he studied. He had an affinity for the more disturbing texts—Crucifixion plays, Crusade accounts of the Jewish massacres, some bloodier stories from Chaucer and Marie de France. The theses he’d written looked adequate if not brilliant. It made me feel just dandy to have been offered the same job as he.

Kelly’s search for the name Brandon in the Express-News archives had yielded nothing about Aaron but some about his family.

A business section interview from ’67 featured one Jeremiah Brandon, founder of a company called RideWorks. Kelly had highlighted the last paragraph of the story. This mentioned that Jeremiah had two sons he was raising by himself—Del and Aaron.

According to the article, Jeremiah Brandon was a former printing-press repairman who had made a small fortune repairing and building amusement rides for the many carnivals that passed through South Texas. Now with a permanent workshop and fifty employees, Jeremiah was increasing his profits yearly, and had invented such child-pleasing rides as the Super-Whirl and the Texas Tilt.

I studied the 1967 photo of Jeremiah Brandon.

He looked like a turkey buzzard in a suit—thin, hardened, decidedly ugly. The fierce hunger in his eyes animated his whole frame. I could imagine him descending on a broken amusement ride like so much delicious roadkill, stripping it to its frame and wrenching out the offending gears with his bare hands and teeth.

The next article, dated April 1993, announced Jeremiah Brandon’s murder. The details were sketchy. Jeremiah had been socializing with his workers at a West Side bar on a Friday night. An unknown assailant had entered the bar, walked up to Jeremiah Brandon, and fired multiple rounds from a large-caliber handgun into the old man’s chest. The assailant had fled. Despite numerous eyewitnesses, the police had no positive ID to work with. Not even a sketch. The witnesses at the Poco Mas Cantina on Zarzamora had apparently been less than model citizens when it came to exercising their memories.

There were three follow-up articles, each shorter than the one before it, each pushed farther away from page Al. They all said the same thing. Police were without leads. The investigation had failed to produce a suspect, at least none that the police wanted to share with the press.

I flipped through a few other pieces of paperwork—Aaron Brandon’s driving records, insurance policies. The lease for Aaron and Ines’ Alamo Heights home was made out in the name of RideWorks, Inc.

I was still thinking about the murdered father and son when Deputy Ozzie Gerson knocked on my front-door frame.

“Can’t believe it,” he said. “You still live in this dump.”

“Good to see you too. Come on in.”

He inspected the living room disdainfully.

Ozzie was the kind of cop other cops would like you to believe doesn’t exist. He had a fat ring the size of a manatee slung around his midsection, powdered sugar stains on his uniform. He wore silver jewelry with a gold Rolex and his greasy buzz cut covered his scalp as thinly as boar’s whiskers. His face was pale, enormous, brutishly sculpted so that even in his kinder moments he looked like a man who’d just attended a very satisfactory lynching.

“You call this an apartment?”

“I tried calling it a love cave,” I admitted, “but it scared the women away.”

“This isn’t an apartment, kid. This is a holding cell. You’ve got no sense of style.”

By my standards the in-law looked great. On the futon, the laundry was clean and folded. Stacks of agency paperwork were tidily arranged on the coffee table. My tai chi swords were polished and in their wall rack. Stuck on the refrigerator, like a normal home and everything, was a kid’s watercolor (Jem’s) and a postcard (my brother Garrett’s, with the endearing inscription IN KEY WEST WITH BUFFETT—GLAD YOU AIN’T HERE!!!). The only possible eyesore was Robert Johnson, who was now lying on the kitchen counter with his feet curled under his chest and his tongue sticking out.

“Track lighting,” Ozzie advised. “White carpet. A big mirror on that wall. Go for open. Light and airy.”

“I feel it,” I said. “I really do. You want to sit down while I call the decorator?”

He pointed over his shoulder. “We can talk and ride.”

I turned to Robert Johnson, who had seen Ozzie too many times to get excited by him or his designer tips. “Lock up if you leave.”

Robert Johnson curled his tongue in a tremendous yawn. I took that as an assent.

My landlord, Gary Hales, was now on the front porch of the main house, cracking pecans into a large metal pail. The spring afternoon wasn’t particularly hot, but Gary had one of those head-mounted mist sprayers slung across his balding skull. The thing must’ve been on full blast. Droplets floated around him like a swarm of gnats, dripping off his nose and chin and speckling his Guayabera shirt. Gary looked up apathetically as Ozzie Gerson and I walked by, then went back to his work. Just Tres Navarre getting picked up by the police. Nothing out of the ordinary.
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