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  Prologue


  RAIN BLEW INTO HIS FACE AS THE MAN WALKED through the double glass doors of the building, leaving the warm light of the corridor for the wet darkness of the sidewalk. The rain had been a fine mist when he entered this building more than an hour ago. Now drops fell steadily as the wind buffeted him. He shivered and paused long enough to button the tan raincoat around his short, wiry body, tying the belt at the waist. As he started walking again, he turned up the coat’s collar, wishing he’d brought a hat or an umbrella.


  Behind him the double doors opened again. Footsteps joined him on the wet pavement as he neared the busy downtown intersection, but he didn’t hear them. Their sound was drowned out by the other sounds that punctuated the night, growl of cars and buzz of people, bells and whistles and shouts, distant sirens, and above all the moan and patter of wind and rain.


  He walked quickly toward the parking garage where he’d left his car, past glittering store windows and neon signs blurred by the rain, sharing the sidewalk with shoppers and derelicts and people out on the town, sampling the many sorrows and pleasures the city had to offer. By the time he reached the garage, his thick black hair, threaded with silver, was also beaded with rain. Under the concrete shelter he shook his head once or twice and the droplets flew.


  One set of doors was just closing as he reached the bank of three elevators, so he waited for another elevator to descend, alone at first, then joined by a young man who kept playing with the zipper of his shiny blue cotton jacket. The two remaining elevators reached street level at the same time. The man in the tan raincoat stepped into the car on the right. The man in the blue jacket joined him, hands moving to the control panel. “What floor you goin’ to?” he asked.


  “Seven.”


  “Lucky seven it is,” the younger man said, punching the button. “Same as me.” As the elevator door closed, he stared out at the third figure, a dark-haired man who had just stepped into view, head bowed, hands stuck deep into the pockets of his black topcoat.


  As the elevator rose, the younger man played again with the front of his jacket, running the zipper up and down. The older man ignored him, staring fixedly at the vertical line where the elevator doors came together. On seven, the older man stepped from the elevator into the wide, dimly lit arena full of vehicles. His was in the far corner. He walked toward it, his footsteps echoing on the concrete floor. He stepped between two parked cars, unfastening his tan raincoat, reaching for the car keys in the pocket of his gray slacks. Behind him he heard a soft bing as another elevator door opened on this floor.


  He paused in the space where the snouts of two cars met, the key ring in his hand now, sorting the keys by touch, familiar with their shapes. Suddenly a hand seized his arm, spinning him around, slamming him back against the hood of a parked car, then yanking him upright. He dropped his car keys and drew in a shocked lungful of air as he saw two faces, one contorted, one cold.


  One mouth sneered above a black topcoat, spat out a few words, and moved toward him. Then the black topcoat slipped behind him and two hands seized him, pinning his arms to his sides. In front of him the shiny metal teeth of a zipper opened and closed and opened again, while above them another mouth grinned like a death’s head. The hands at the end of the two blue sleeves left the zipper tongue and invaded his clothing, picking and plucking at his tan raincoat and the tweed jacket he wore beneath it. The hands drew out his wallet, a pen, a handkerchief, and a forgotten grocery list.


  He struggled and opened his mouth to scream, but the hand that held his wallet flew at his face, smacking him hard across his mouth and nose. He tasted blood as the other mouth moved against his hair and the other set of hands pulled his arms farther back.


  In front of him one hand shoved the wallet into one pocket of the blue jacket and invaded his clothing again, this time pulling out a long brown plastic rectangle. The younger man held it up with a sharp hiss. The man in the black topcoat released the pinioned arms, seized the unexpected object, and fumbled with it. As he forced it open, two cylinders fell into his hands and he tossed them away. One tumbled under a parked car, while the other rolled just beyond the fallen key ring.


  “Where is it?” one mouth snarled above the black topcoat. He struck the other man again and again. A streak of blood from his victim’s streaming nose stained one white cuff at the end of one black sleeve. “Where is it?” His demand gained no response. He seized the older man’s arms again and barked an order. His blue-jacketed companion stopped playing with his zipper and drew something from his pocket, something that seemed alive, glittering as it moved, like a snake about to strike.


  Pain knifed into the older man once, twice, three times, pain burning-hot and liquid, like the blood that spurted, then seeped, slowly soaking his tweed jacket and tan raincoat. The second pair of hands released him, and he slumped to his knees in front of the parked car. He reached for the grille and tried to rise to his feet, but he couldn’t get his body to obey. He fell forward, embracing the cold concrete floor, his nose filled with the stink of gas and oil and some new odor that must be his own blood.


  Above him the two mouths conferred in urgent whispers, while four hands turned him onto his back and searched his clothes again. The blue jacket seemed to float high above him, while the black topcoat loomed at his side. Everything around him seemed fuzzy, but with a brief flash of clarity he saw the crimson smear on the white cuff.


  Their voices sounded far away, as did their footsteps when they finally left him. He smiled up at the burned-out light fixture and managed to roll over onto his side, eyes blurring as he looked at tires and the undersides of cars. He saw his keys lying nearby, and one of the silver and black cylinders, but he couldn’t quite reach them. He was so cold he felt numb. And tired. So tired that all he wanted was sleep.


  “I keep seeing it,” my father said after the first nightmare. “Imagining how it must have happened.”


  “Try not to think about it,” I told him. A totally inadequate response, but what else can one say?


  My father sat up in bed, illuminated by a pool of light from the lamp on his nightstand, and ran a hand through his thinning hair. He had a haunted, troubled look in his eyes, an expression I’d never seen before. I would have done anything to take it away. Unfortunately I couldn’t remove the source of the look, that incident that my father referred to as “it.”


  Later I could guess how it must have happened, because I’d read the police report and talked to the investigating officer. And my father kept seeing it in the dreams that interrupted his sleep and seeped into his waking hours, drawing lines on his face and smudging shadows under his eyes. After the funeral he tried not to think about it, with the assistance of warm milk or sleeping pills. Soon he didn’t have nightmares anymore.


  Or if he did, he didn’t tell me.


  One


  THE WOMAN WITH THE SCAR ON HER CHIN HAD costumed herself for the role of a widow. Her wardrobe included a black silk dress, stylish and expensive, accented by a circular gold brooch and a chic little hat with a veil, anchored to her smooth black chignon by a wicked-looking hatpin. A wide gold band adorned the third finger of her left hand. The manicured fingers of her right hand clutched a single sheet of paper.


  Unfortunately for her, she had failed the audition. That’s why her brown eyes glared beneath the plucked brows and jade eye shadow, and her full lips, sleek with coral lipstick, twisted with anger. That’s why, on this warm Monday morning in May, she stood in the middle of the History Department office of California State University at Hayward, swearing at my father and Dr. Isabel Kovaleski in a mixture of Tagalog and English. I don’t understand Tagalog, but the venom behind the words was unmistakable. As for the English, I hadn’t heard language that colorful since the last time I visited the Alameda County Jail.


  The woman’s tirade cut through class-break chatter and caused heads to turn in the corridor, where I stood next to the bulletin board. Professors in nearby offices appeared in their doorways, looking for the source of the racket. I fingered a notice about spring-quarter finals and watched the drama in the office, mentally taking notes.


  She was Filipina, her English good but accented, her voice throaty, almost guttural. Height five three, I guessed, weight about one ten, and I put her age as mid- to late thirties. I had noticed the scar right away, a thread of white along her left jawline, perhaps three or four inches long. It could have been caused by any number of things, but my first thought was that someone had struck her. Otherwise she looked prosperous and well kept, with a certain hard-eyed, calculating edge, and a high-handed attitude that told me she was used to getting her own way. Maybe that’s why she was now angry enough to swear at the people she was trying to convince. She’d gone to a lot of trouble, but no one was buying her act.


  She had been waving that sheet of paper under Dr. Kovaleski’s nose. Now she shoved it into her black leather clutch purse, whirled, and marched out of the office, pushing past me without a glance. Her high heels staccatoed the linoleum as she headed for the stairwell. I followed her.


  Outside Meiklejohn Hall, she plowed a path through crowds of students like a battleship at full steam, moving up the hillside steps toward the campus bookstore. Before reaching the store, she turned right and crossed the street to a parking lot, where a white Thunderbird with California plates straddled the line between two spaces. She unlocked the door, hurled the purse onto the passenger seat, and slid in behind the wheel. The engine roared and she backed the car out with a jerk, narrowly missing a couple of students. One of them yelled something at her. She responded with the raised middle digit of her left hand and gunned the engine. The Thunderbird squealed down a row of cars and exited the parking lot at an entrance.


  I wrote down the Thunderbird’s license number, then retraced my steps to Meiklejohn Hall. When I got back upstairs, Dr. Kovaleski was seated at her desk, a frown on her face and her fingers beating a tattoo on her desk blotter. My father, Dr. Timothy Howard, occupied one of the two chairs opposite her.


  “What do you think, Jeri?” Dad asked, crossing one long leg over the other.


  “Tell me again how all this started,” I said, taking the other chair. Dad had given me bare bones on the phone the previous night, but I wanted to add some flesh to the skeleton.


  “She says her name is Dolores Cruz Manibusan,” Dr. Kovaleski said in her mittel-European accent. “She appeared quite suddenly Friday morning, demanding to see the head of the department. I’m acting chair, so I asked if I could help her. She announced that she was Dr. Manibusan’s widow and she wanted his papers. That was the word she used — papers. I explained that Dr. Manibusan’s office had been cleared out by his next of kin. She became quite angry and shouted at me. She said she was his next of kin and she’d be back today.”


  “Dr. Manibusan was murdered in January. This is the first week in May. It’s been almost four months. Where,” I wondered, “has the grieving widow been all this time?”


  “Indeed.” Isabel Kovaleski’s voice was as dry as the grass on the hills surrounding the campus.


  I looked at my father, searching for signs of that haunted expression he wore earlier this year. When he called me last night he’d sounded upset. Now his eyes were troubled, a frown etched his face below his thinning red-brown hair, and his lips were drawn into a thin line. I hoped this mystery woman with her off-the-wall claim wouldn’t bring back the nightmares that came with the murder of Dr. Lito Manibusan.


  He and Dad had been good friends as well as colleagues, both history professors at Cal State. Dad’s specialty is American history, particularly the trans-Mississippi West, while Dr. Manibusan’s expertise focused on Asia. In fact, he’d been on his way to a conference on that subject, at the University of Hawaii, when he was killed.


  The last time Dad saw Dr. Manibusan alive was around six-thirty on a Friday evening in January. Rain fell on the city as my father drove over the Bay Bridge to San Francisco to meet some friends for dinner and a play at the Curran Theater. Dad parked his car on the seventh floor of the Sutter-Stockton garage, near Union Square. As he walked toward the elevator, putting on his raincoat, someone called his name.


  “I was surprised to see him,” Dad told me later. “I thought he was on his way to Honolulu.”


  The professor smiled and told Dad he planned to have dinner that evening with his brother-in-law in Daly City, south of San Francisco. He would spend the night there, then on Saturday morning catch a flight from San Francisco International. As they stepped onto the elevator and pressed the button for the street level, my father asked why his friend was in San Francisco. Dr. Manibusan said he had a stop to make first. Unfortunately, he didn’t say where or why. He seemed to be in a hurry, Dad recalled, moving aside the cuff of his tweed sport jacket to check the watch on his left wrist. He carried a tan raincoat over one arm, and as the elevator descended, he put it on.


  Dad was meeting his friends at the China Moon on Post Street near Mason, so he and Dr. Manibusan left the parking garage and walked quickly through the rain to the corner of Post and Powell, two blocks away. As they parted with a few words about seeing each other at work the following week, Dr. Manibusan raised his hand and waved good-bye, silhouetted against the lights of Union Square, hazy through the misting rain, with a clanging cable car as background music as it headed up Powell Street.


  Dad didn’t give the chance meeting another thought as he had dinner and went to the theater. After the performance he and his friends stopped at David’s Deli on Geary, for coffee and pastry. It must have been about eleven-thirty when he returned to the parking garage, tossed his raincoat into the backseat, and got into his car. He backed the car halfway out of the slot, then stopped abruptly when he saw a crumpled figure in a tan raincoat lying on its right side with its back to my father, in a pool of what looked like oil.


  “It never occurred to me that he was dead,” Dad said several hours into Saturday morning. We were at the San Francisco Hall of Justice, and his green eyes brimming with shock in his white, distraught face, hands shaking as he held a paper cup of bad coffee. “I thought it was some poor street person who came in out of the rain and fell asleep between the cars. Or that somebody slipped in the oil and fell down. I think I said something, hey or hello. Then I leaned over and touched the shoulder. The body shifted and I saw the face. My God, it was Lito. He had blood all over his face. His eyes were open, just staring up at me.”


  My father cried out and backed away from the corpse. He told me later his hands felt as though they were burning. He turned away, saw a young couple walking toward their car, and called to them in a strangled voice. The man found a phone and summoned the police, while his wife stayed with Dad, whose heart was pounding, as he had trouble taking air into his tight chest. When the police arrived and Dad calmed down a bit he asked the woman to call his daughter in Oakland. That’s how I wound up talking my way through a San Francisco police line in the early hours that Saturday morning.


  I knew about the nightmares because I spent the next few nights with Dad at his condo in Castro Valley. The first time he cried out in the early hours before dawn, I roused myself from the daybed in the second bedroom and padded across the hallway to Dad’s room. He turned on his bedside lamp and ran a hand over his face, assuring me that it was nothing.


  “You had a bad dream.” I touched his shoulder, wanting to banish ghosts.


  “I keep seeing it,” my father said. “Imagining how it must have happened.”


  “Try not to think about it.” The words sounded foolish even as I spoke, but I didn’t know what else to say. Dad sat up, propping himself against a pillow, and ran a hand through his hair. He seemed embarrassed, as though a sixtyish college professor wasn’t allowed to have bad dreams after finding the body of a friend.


  It’s okay, Dad, I told him. Remember all those nights you came to my rescue? When I was a kid, the wind often blew the bare branches of a tree against my bedroom window, an odd rattling sound that sent shivers up my spine as I watched the moon shining through the curtains onto my patterned wallpaper, creating shadows that seemed to take on life. The tapping noise and the shifting light summoned the ghosts and ghoulies who crept out of my closet or slithered from under my bed. When I cried out in the night, it was usually Dad who turned on the light and sat by my bed until the specters went back into hiding.


  Now it was my turn to sit by the bed and watch my father slip back into uneasy sleep. I leaned over and kissed the top of his head, where his red-brown hair was thinning, feeling protective, as though I were the parent and he the child. He’s such a gentle, scholarly, sometimes unworldly soul who believes the best about people until he is convinced otherwise. As a private investigator, I’ve seen a lot more of the ugly side of life and people. That doesn’t mean I’m used to it. But it doesn’t shock me the way the sight of Lito Manibusan’s corpse shocked my father.


  He kept having dreams, and for the next few days he talked about Dr. Manibusan’s murder, the way people do when they’re trying to work something out of their system. He and his colleagues at Cal State attended the funeral that next week, held on the day the professor would have returned from Hawaii. Then Dad didn’t talk about it at all. He had participated in the public rituals of grief, and now it was time to put away the feelings and get on with life. A very grownup thing to do. It’s how we cope with death and other tragedies.


  But things like murder have a way of creeping out of the closet, like my long-ago ghosts. Now, as I sat here in Dr. Kovaleski’s office, I saw a hint of the lines and shadows I’d seen on my father’s face that weekend four months before, when he found Dr. Manibusan’s body. I feared that for him the woman claiming to be his friend’s widow brought with her the old nightmares.


  “It’s all so very odd,” Isabel Kovaleski was saying. I tore my eyes away from Dad and turned my attention to her.


  “Odd doesn’t quite describe it,” I said. “With the right combination of guts, bravado, and timing, she just might have pulled it off. Guts and bravado she may have, but her timing —” I shook my head.


  “Nevertheless,” Dr. Kovaleski said, “we really must look into this incident. I’ve talked it over with Dean Cleary, and he agrees. Lito’s personnel file listed a nephew as his next of kin, a Mr. Alejandro Tongco of Union City. I met him at the funeral, but I must say I don’t remember what he looks like. He and another man — a brother, I think — came to the department the week after the funeral. They donated all of Lito’s books to the university, packed everything else into boxes, and took it all away. More important, the money from Dr. Manibusan’s pension plan was distributed to the beneficiaries he listed. If this woman really is the surviving spouse, and does have a legitimate claim, we need to be certain. We should locate Mr. Tongco as soon as possible. Perhaps he can shed some light on the situation. But I tried to call him at the number listed in Lito’s personnel file and I got a recording saying the phone had been disconnected.”


  “So you want me to find him,” I said. “That shouldn’t be too difficult. I don’t buy this mystery woman’s story at all. If she really is Mrs. Manibusan, why hasn’t she sicced a lawyer onto the university? That would be the logical thing to do. No, she’s after something, and I don’t think it’s a slice of Dr. Manibusan’s pension. Whatever she wants must be in the professor’s files. She thinks she can get it by posing as his widow.” I turned to my father. “You told me someone was seen prowling around your office last Wednesday. Could it have been this woman?”


  “I don’t know,” Dad said. “I didn’t see her, but Nancy Calderon did.”


  Nancy Calderon was a clerical worker, a part-timer who was working that day. Summoned from the departmental office a few doors down, she repeated her story. While Dad was briefly away from his office last Wednesday afternoon, Nancy glanced through his open door and saw a woman rummaging through the stuff on my father’s perpetually untidy desk. The woman mumbled something about a research paper and made a hasty departure. “She was in her thirties,” Nancy guessed, “Asian or Latino. Her hair was tied up in a red kerchief, but of course I could see her bangs. They were black. Couldn’t see her eyes, though. She was wearing dark glasses.”


  “Interesting,” I said.” Did she look at all like the woman who was just here?”


  “It’s hard to say. The woman I saw was short, but she was wearing baggy blue sweatpants and a big T-shirt, not dressed up like the lady who was here today.”


  “This is a commuter campus,” Dad pointed out, “with all sorts of people attending classes. But she was definitely not one of my students. Not in any of the classes I have this quarter.”


  Dr. Kovaleski sighed. “I wouldn’t have given the incident much thought, but the following night someone tried to break into the History Department office. Then on Friday, Dolores Cruz appeared.”


  “Tell me about the attempted break-in.” There wasn’t much to tell. On Thursday, as evening classes ended and the students dispersed, a professor leaving his office at Meiklejohn Hall looked down the corridor and spotted someone trying to open the door to the History Department office, across the hall from Dad’s cubicle. Challenged, the intruder bolted for the nearest stairwell.


  “Man or woman?” I asked.


  “Couldn’t tell. We’ve been having a crime wave on campus,” Isabel Kovaleski explained. “Robberies and assaults. Purses stolen at the library, offices burglarized. A math professor was mugged last week after a late class. So I don’t know if these incidents here are separate or part of the whole. You should talk to the director of the campus Public Safety Department.”


  “I will. It would help me if you’d talk to other members of the staff, to see if anything else has happened that might focus on Dad or Dr. Manibusan — phone calls, other unexplained visitors. As for Dolores Cruz, did you get a good look at that piece of paper?” I asked Dr. Kovaleski.


  She shook her head. “Not really. She never let it out of her hand. She claims it’s a marriage certificate, that they were married in Manila last August.”


  “The hell of it is, Lito did go to Manila last August,” Dad said. “That surprised me. He’d been planning to spend the break between summer and fall quarters in the central valley, interviewing Filipino immigrants for his book. Then he dropped by one night, gave me his extra key, said he had to go to Manila instead, and would I water the plants and take in the mail. He was gone two weeks, back in early September in time for fall quarter. I don’t know why he went to the Philippines. Research, I assume. And he still had family back there. But getting married —” Dad shook his head. “It’s out of character. If Lito had married, he would have told someone. He’d have changed the beneficiaries on his pension, because he took care of things like that. Besides, he was so broken up after his wife died of cancer, I just can’t see him getting married again, let alone so suddenly.”


  Behind her desk Isabel looked troubled. “I don’t know, Jeri. Perhaps we’re making too much of this because of the way Lito died. It could be nothing, merely a nuisance.”


  “Maybe,” I said, but I didn’t think so. I remembered the calculating brown eyes in the angry face. Dolores Cruz hadn’t been able to get what she was after by posing as Dr. Manibusan’s widow. But most plotters have contingency plans. The woman reminded me of a sleek and scrappy terrier with a bone in its mouth. Whatever she was looking for, I had a feeling she wouldn’t quit worrying the bone until she found what she sought. “The nephew cleared out the professor’s office, and probably the professor’s house as well. So Alejandro Tongco has all the professor’s personal effects.”


  “Not all,” Dad said with an embarrassed frown. Dr. Kovaleski and I looked at him, surprised. “I have something. Or I thought I did. I didn’t even remember it until after I talked to you last night, Jeri. But I looked everywhere, my office at home, my office here at the university. I can’t find it.”


  “Can’t find what?” Isabel Kovaleski and I asked simultaneously.


  “A brown envelope, five by seven inches, addressed to me here at Cal State.” Dad sketched a shape in the air and told us he’d received the envelope in the mail five days after Lito Manibusan’s murder, on the day of the funeral. When he opened it, the first thing he pulled out was a brief note from the professor, asking Dad to keep the envelope in a safe place.


  “I was about to leave for his funeral. You can imagine how I felt,” my father said, running a hand through his hair. “It was eerie. I was so upset, I didn’t even look to see what else was in the envelope. I just closed the flap and tossed it aside. Now I can’t remember where I put it.”


  “You stashed it in a safe place,” I commented, teasing him a bit. It wasn’t the first time Dad had gone into absentminded professor mode and misplaced something.


  “Or put it in Lito’s office,” Isabel added. “Maybe it got packed up with the rest of his things.”


  “Could be.” I stood up to leave. “In that case, it might still be in Dr. Manibusan’s files. When I locate Mr. Tongco, maybe I’ll find the envelope as well.”


  Two


  WHEN I LEFT MEIKLEJOHN HALL I TOOK WITH ME a recent issue of a history journal containing an article written by the late Dr. Lito Manibusan, his last published work according to Dad. My father had also unearthed a photograph of his friend, a color snapshot taken last year at some History Department function. In it, a compact Asian man looked unsmilingly into the camera, his dark brown eyes intense and serious. He had been near my father’s age, with a few wrinkles around his eyes and his short black hair threaded with silver. The professor held a glass of wine in his right hand, but he didn’t look as though he was enjoying himself. Dad said the photograph was taken right after Mrs. Manibusan died.


  I had met the professor, of course, since he and Dad were such good friends. I thought the snapshot was a good likeness of the man I remembered. The only time I’d seen Dr. Manibusan smile was while his wife, Sara, was still alive. I had met her, too, a short, round-faced woman whose gentle humor contrasted with her husband’s more sober mien. They had no children, and together the two of them seemed to be such a perfectly matched pair that I understood why her death sent the professor into a long black tunnel of grief and isolation. That made it all the more bizarre that Dr. Manibusan would suddenly get married last August — to the unlikely Dolores Cruz — and then not tell anyone.


  The university’s Department of Public Safety was located in the basement of the campus library. I gave my card to the patrolman on duty and asked to see the director. He picked up a phone and punched in a number, talking briefly to the party on the other end of the line. A moment later an interior door opened and Cal State’s head cop favored me with a penetrating gaze and an economical greeting.” Jeri Howard? I’m Chief Martini.”


  She didn’t offer her hand. Instead, she pulled her door wider and motioned me inside. As I stepped past her into the windowless office, I gave her a quick once-over, guessing she was in her late thirties. She was a couple of inches shorter than my five feet eight inches, looking trim in her crisply tailored uniform. She had straight black brows over brown eyes, high cheekbones, and a long, prominent nose. Her black hair, silver at the temples, was combed straight back from her face and tucked behind her ears, where tiny gold balls decorated each lobe. The only ring she wore was a plain gold wedding band.


  At the front of her orderly desk I saw a large ornate penholder decorated with the globe and eagle insignia of the United States Marine Corps. The brass plate was inscribed to Master Sergeant Elaine A. Martini on the occasion of her retirement from the Corps, five years ago. Next to the phone was an eight by ten color photograph in a silver frame, showing Martini looking somewhat softer than she did now, in a blue knit dress and a smile, standing with a dark, broadshouldered man in a Marine Corps warrant officer’s uniform. She and the man stood behind two teenagers, a boy and girl who looked like amalgams of their parents. Based on the ages of the kids and her Marine Corps retirement date, I revised my estimate of Elaine Martini’s age upward.


  “Good-looking kids,” I said.


  “Thanks. Have a seat, Miss Howard.”


  I took a chair and she sat down as well, lacing her fingers together on the surface of her desk as she regarded me with those direct brown eyes. “Dean Cleary tells me the History Department has retained you,” she said in her low, no-nonsense voice. I sensed that she didn’t particularly like the idea of having an investigator on her turf. “I gather it has something to do with a woman claiming to be Dr. Manibusan’s heir.”


  “Yes, it does. I’m sure the university has procedures for handling such claims. For now I’m simply going to locate Dr. Manibusan’s nephew, since he’s no longer at the address listed in the university records. I stopped by because I wanted you to know I was in your jurisdiction. But I am curious about the attempted break-in at the History Department and the woman who was seen in Dr. Howard’s office. Possibly that person was the same woman who showed up today. Her name is Dolores Cruz, by the way.”


  “Maybe. But she sounds like a crank to me. I’ll check to see if we have a student registered under the name Dolores Cruz. I take it you want to look at the reports on both incidents.” She let me read the paperwork, a bit reluctantly, I thought. But someone, probably Dean Cleary, had told her to cooperate, so she did. There wasn’t much in either report, though, beyond what Dad and Dr. Kovaleski had told me.


  I gave her the license plate number of the Thunderbird Dolores Cruz had been driving, just in case it had come to the attention of the campus police. “The way this woman drives,” I told Martini, “she must have some tickets.”


  After leaving the Cal State Department of Public Safety, I retrieved my car and drove down the hill to the flatland, through Hayward to the Nimitz Freeway. I headed north along the east shore of San Francisco Bay, past San Lorenzo and San Leandro to downtown Oakland. In the foyer of the Franklin Street building where I have a third-floor office, I encountered my friend Cassie Taylor, stylish as usual in one of her lawyer uniforms, a blue linen suit and high-heeled pumps.


  “How do you walk in those things?” I asked. “It’s six blocks to the courthouse.”


  “That’s why I’m not taking the stairs.” She punched the button and we waited for the elevator to lumber its way down to the first floor. I’d been reading the first page of Dr. Manibusan’s article, a scholarly study on crime and Filipino immigrants. “I know someone from the Philippines,” Cassie said, glancing at the title as the elevator arrived. We stepped aside while it emptied of occupants, then got in. Cassie pushed the button for the third floor. “A photographer, Felice Navarro. She’s a member of our East Bay professional women’s group. The one I’ve been trying to get you to join.”


  Cassie had cajoled me into attending a few of the group’s monthly luncheons. I’m a professional, but as a private investigator I feel little in common with the doctors, lawyers, and corporate types in suits and briefcases who make up a majority of the group. Still, it’s a good place to make contacts. At the meetings I had attended, I handed out my business card and as a result got several cases from women attorneys who wanted to hire a woman investigator.


  When we arrived on the third floor, Cassie headed for the front suite of offices occupied by the law firm of Alwin, Taylor, and Chao. My own office was opposite the elevator, a long, narrow room with J. HOWARD INVESTIGATIONS lettered in gold on the wooden door. Once inside, I set the history journal and photo on my desk and walked to the back of the office to open my lone window. It looks out at the flat roof of the building next door and, beyond that, the steel girders of a new building going up several blocks away, an indicator of Oakland’s much-promised urban renaissance. The new construction blocked what used to be a view of the freeway. If I were on a higher floor, I might have been able to see a sliver of water, the estuary separating Oakland from the island city of Alameda. The window and the water’s proximity at least gave me some light and the hope of a breeze on this hot day.


  I unfastened the top button of my striped cotton shirt and stood for a moment, watching the heat simmer off the surrounding buildings. It was early May and northern California was heading into another summer of drought, the winter snowpack below normal and the rains of March and April insufficient to fill the reservoirs and meet the needs of the growing Bay Area population. So we were back to water rationing and mandatory cutbacks, short showers and bricks in toilet tanks.


  In the back corner of my office a square wooden table holds my coffee maker and various other supplies. Tucked under the table is a little refrigerator. Now I opened it and took out a bottle of mineral water, running the chilly glass over my perspiring forehead. I twisted off the metal cap and took a swallow. Moving back to my desk, I checked the messages on the answering machine. One call was from an insurance adjuster who frequently hired me to investigate claims. The remaining calls were from people I didn’t know — prospective clients, I hoped.


  I’m a sole practitioner of the private investigator’s craft, and every bit of income is welcome. I’ve done fairly well on my own, but it hasn’t been as steady as the years when I worked as a legal secretary and paralegal for an Oakland law firm, or during my five years as an investigator for the Errol Seville Agency before Errol had his heart attack and retired to Carmel. But I like being my own boss, and my clientele keeps growing, mostly insurance and prelitigation work referred by satisfied clients and by friends like Cassie.


  I returned the calls, setting up appointments with two prospective clients, both for the next day. The insurance adjuster had an errand that meant spending a good chunk of the afternoon digging through records in the Contra Costa County Courthouse in Martinez. I ate lunch, the remains of yesterday’s turkey sandwich, and finished my mineral water, tossing the empty bottle into the recycling box I kept under the table.


  It used to be a lot easier to obtain someone’s address from the Department of Motor Vehicles. But in the interest of protecting the privacy of Jeri Howard, citizen, the state of California has made life more difficult for Jeri Howard, investigator. Now I had to be judicious and selective about prevailing on my contact at the DMV, since I didn’t want to get him fired, thereby losing him altogether. But all I had on Dolores Cruz was the license plate of the white Thunderbird she’d been driving. So I called the clerk at the DMV and he groused about it, but finally agreed to run a check on the number.


  “It’ll take a couple of days,” he said grumpily. “Don’t call me, I’ll call you.”


  I already had a file of sorts on the Manibusan murder. It contained a copy of the police report and several newspaper clippings. The media, print and broadcast, had played up the irony of Dad finding his colleague’s body. I read through the police report.


  Dr. Manibusan’s death looked like a robbery, a particularly vicious one, since the professor had been struck several times in the face, hard enough to bloody his nose. His wallet was missing and had never turned up. I looked over the list of items the police had found in the vicinity. Dr. Manibusan’s key ring, a ballpoint pen, a white linen handkerchief, a crumpled scrap of blue paper containing a penciled grocery list, and a couple of AA batteries, one under a car, the other next to the key ring. The battery closest to Dr. Manibusan’s body had a smeared partial fingerprint that wasn’t the professor’s, nor did it match any on file in the fingerprint computer used by the San Francisco Police Department.


  I set the report aside, recalling a conversation with Inspector Cobb, the investigating officer. He theorized two assailants, one holding Dr. Manibusan’s arms, while the other stabbed the professor, because there was no indication the dead man had tried to shield himself or deflect the assault with his arms or hands. On the other hand, the professor could have been attacked suddenly, swiftly, with no chance to fight back. Either way, he’d bled to death from three deep stab wounds near the heart.


  I picked up the phone and called SFPD, finding Cobb at his desk. Had there been any progress in the four-month-old investigation? There hadn’t, which didn’t surprise me. Despite a much-publicized plea for witnesses and information, the police had neither. Most cops will tell you if they don’t have a suspect in their sights within forty-eight hours of a murder, the perpetrator’s trail rapidly grows cold and stale.


  I made a few notes about today’s visit to Cal State Hayward and stuck them into the folder, returning it to the filing cabinet. Finding out what Dolores Cruz was up to would have to wait until I had a lead on her address.


  Then, two nights later, someone broke into Dad’s town house.


  Three


  THAT EVENING I WAS SPRAWLED ON THE SOFA IN A pair of baggy green sweats with a hole in one knee. After dinner I’d popped a tape of The Maltese Falcon into the VCR and settled in, my head propped on pillows at one end of the sofa and my bare feet resting on the arm at the other end. My fat cat, Abigail, joined me, kneading my stomach with her paws before giving herself a thorough wash. Finally she finished her ablutions, curled up, and went to sleep while I watched Hammett’s tale unfold. I had just gotten to the part where Bogie tells Mary Astor, “I hope they don’t hang you, precious...” when the phone rang. Grumbling, I hit the pause button on the VCR remote, dislodged the cat, and shuffled off to the kitchen to pick up the receiver in midpeal. Abigail muttered cat imprecations as she followed me, hoping for food in place of a lap. When I heard my father’s terse report, I put on a pair of shoes and grabbed my car keys.


  It took me about twenty minutes to drive south on Interstate 580, through Oakland and San Leandro to Castro Valley, exiting at Crow Canyon Road. I climbed into the hills, then took a left at the intersection anchored by a convenience store, heading up the street where Dad lived. It’s a hilly residential area with single-family homes mixed in with condos and apartments, east of Castro Valley proper, with some woods and open space nearby. Dad lives in the third of three buildings, each with four units arrayed in a line up the hill’s slope, backing up to a ravine. Between each building a drive leads to the carports behind. Dad’s two-story town house is the last unit in the uppermost building, with twenty yards of trees and shrubs between the end of the property and a splitlevel house farther up the hill.


  A patrol car was pulling away from the curb as I parked. My father met me at the door, accompanied by his next-door neighbor Harold, a retired navy chief petty officer.


  “What happened?” I asked.


  “I have a class from six to nine,” Dad said. “I got home about nine-thirty and the police were here. Harold called them. He saw somebody in the house and he knew it wasn’t me.”


  “I know his schedule.” Harold was a burly man with a light tenor voice that sounded out of place coming from a man with his bulldog face. “Besides, his car wasn’t in the carport. I was out on my patio, looked up, and the light was on in the back bedroom —”


  “My office,” Dad said.


  “That’s right,” Harold continued. “The blinds were open and I saw somebody moving around. I knew it wasn’t Tim, because he’s tall. This guy was short, with dark hair.”


  “What time was this?” I asked Harold.


  “About nine.”


  I looked from Harold to Dad. “Did the cops have an idea how the intruder got in?”


  “Picked the lock on the patio door,” Dad said. “The patrolman who just left said it looked pretty slick, like whoever it was knew what he was doing. He was gone when the police got here.”


  “Was anything taken?”


  “Nothing down here, as far as I can tell.” Dad swept his hand toward the living room, and I saw that his stereo system was still intact, though cabinet doors had been opened to reveal LPs and CDs. Drawers in the built-in storage cabinet between the kitchen and dining room had been pulled open and the contents of several dumped on the floor. The television and VCR hadn’t been touched, though, nor had Dad’s collection of Indian pottery, resting in the cabinet where he stored his treasures. Some of those pots were far more valuable than the electronic gadgets.


  “Some stuff was rearranged in my bedroom,” Dad said, “and the office is a mess.”


  “Let’s take a look.”


  We went upstairs, with Harold tagging along, to the smaller of the two bedrooms. Along one wall was the daybed, with a trundle bed underneath, for company. Opposite that was a desk and a four-drawer filing cabinet. Bookshelves filled the other two walls. Most of Dad’s files and books were at the university, but he had quite a few at home, too.


  The office was indeed a mess. All four drawers of the filing cabinet had been opened. Manila file folders were strewn on the desk, the floor, and the daybed. Books were shoved around on the shelves as though the intruder had been looking for something hidden behind the volumes.


  “I’m surprised he didn’t take the computer,” Harold said, pointing to Dad’s new portable system resting on one end of the desk. I wasn’t. My best guess was that whoever broke into Dad’s town house was after the envelope Dr. Manibusan had mailed to Dad before he died.


  Back downstairs I examined the lock on the sliding glass door. The town house had a patio enclosed by a tall redwood fence running the width of the unit, with about twelve feet between the glass door and the gate leading to the carport. The gate locked and Dad usually secured it, but it was open when he and the police arrived, indicating the intruder had taken that route.


  Harold decided it was time he went home. While he and Dad were at the front door, I went to the kitchen and picked up the receiver of the wall phone. I unscrewed the mouthpiece. Nothing there that shouldn’t be there. There was a second phone upstairs in Dad’s bedroom. No bug there either, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t an electronic device somewhere in the town house.


  “Jeri, where are you?”


  “Up here.” I came down the stairs. “Walk me to my car.”


  I had parked the Toyota directly in front of Dad’s town house. Once we were outside, I turned to my father. “Get another lock for that sliding glass door. The one you’ve got is too easy to open.”


  “I will.”


  “What’s your schedule tomorrow?” I asked him.


  “I have a nine o’clock class and I’m at the university until about six. Why?”


  “Give me your extra key. I’m coming back to sweep for electronic devices.”


  He looked stunned. “You think he planted a bug?”


  “I don’t know. Maybe I’m being paranoid. But there’s no harm in being careful. These days he might even have planted a virus in your computer. That’s out of my league, but I can certainly have a friend of mine sweep for bugs. In the meantime, stay off the phone, or watch what you say when you’re talking. When you put your office back together, see if you can determine whether anything is missing.”


  Dad took his key ring from his pocket, removed his second house key, and handed it to me. “We’ve been saying he, but it might just have well been a woman. It’s that envelope Lito sent me, right?”


  I fingered the key. “Offhand, I can’t think of any other reason for tonight’s break-in. Especially since someone was prowling around your office at the university last week. Does anyone besides you, me, and Dr. Kovaleski know about the envelope?”


  Dad shook his head. “No. I haven’t mentioned it to a soul. I wish I could remember what I did with it.”


  “Look again, here and at the university. I’ll find Dr. Manibusan’s nephew and see if the envelope is somewhere in the files he took out of the professor’s office.”


  Dad voiced the question that had been on both our minds. “Do you think it was this Cruz woman?”


  “I don’t know. She’s short with dark hair. She’s looking for something that belonged to the professor. And a woman with dark hair was seen in your office last week. Question is, how did she — or whoever — know that Dr. Manibusan sent you the envelope?”


  I went home to a night of interrupted sleep. It wasn’t just that I was concerned about Dad. Abigail spent most of the night hunting and killing her yellow mouse, a cat toy made of crocheted lemon-colored yarn, its ears and tail frayed and fuzzed, its black felt eyes long gone. And I had only myself to blame.


  My motive in purchasing the mouse was Abigail’s welfare. She’s a ten-year-old indoor cat who spends her days sleeping and eating. As a result, she’s too fat and I get lectured about it every time I take her to the vet. I tried some of that low-cal cat food. She looked at me like I was on drugs. So I mixed the low-cal stuff with the regular kibble. With unerring accuracy she ate the regular stuff and left the rest, giving me a haughty stare that asked who was trying to fool whom. Exercise, I thought, but how to move Abigail’s silver and brown bulk off the dining room table, a favorite snooze spot, especially when she has a whole basket of cat toys she ignores.


  But the yellow mouse evidently caught my cat’s fancy as much as it caught mine, with unexpected results. She played with it constantly, tossing it up in the air, pouncing on it, kicking it with her hind legs while she chewed on it. She discovered some long-buried cat memory of being a jungle hunter. Each night she carried the yarn mouse in her mouth, yowling deep in her throat like a mountain lion as she stalked through the apartment, usually at three A.M. That morning I awakened to find the chewed and dilapidated mouse sharing my pillow.


  “I ought to take this thing away from you,” I threatened. But she was enjoying it so much. I hadn’t seen her so frisky since she was a kitten. I brushed the mouse to the floor as I got up. Abigail followed it, landing with a thump. She preceded me through the living room to the kitchen, where I fed her before making coffee.


  After a bowl of cereal and a quick glance through the morning paper, I picked up the phone and called Levi Zotowska. I met Levi several years before while I was an investigator with the Seville Agency. He was a big, solid man in his forties whose blond hair was fading to silver. It was long and silky and he wore it in a ponytail. Levi was from the coal country of eastern Pennsylvania, but he left it long ago, in spirit as well as body. He came to UC Berkeley as a freshman and embraced the sixties like a lover. He still lived in Berkeley, in a brown-shingled house north of the campus, with his wife, Nell, and four stair-step kids with the same cornsilk hair. His passion is electronics and he owns a shop on Telegraph Avenue, around the corner from People’s Park, where in another lifetime he’d been teargassed and arrested.


  “Jeri, you just get better-looking,” he said as he climbed out of his van parked in front of Dad’s town house. He gathered me into a bruising bear hug.


  “Don’t let Nell hear you say that.”


  “She wouldn’t mind. We haven’t seen you in a while. Come over for dinner. Nell will make her famous carrot cake.”


  “You shouldn’t tempt me like that,” I said. Nell’s famous carrot cake has cream-cheese frosting an inch thick. If I ate at the Zotowskas every day, I’d be as big as a bear myself.


  “So what’s the gig?” Levi asked.


  “Somebody broke into Dad’s town house last night.
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