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      In far southwest Houston stands a memorial to the Vietnam War. In the middle of a Vietnamese-American shopping center parking lot, a roped-off area contains a small plateau of nine white steps. The peak of this plateau has a granite oval block, about four feet high, with a bronze relief depicting a scene from the war. Atop the oval, two bronze soldiers share a constant vigil. The taller man is an American, clad in late-60s fatigues, army belt with canteen, rifle at a high angle, ready to bear down on an enemy. Next to the American is a South Vietnamese soldier. He is a head shorter than the G. I. He, too, clutches a rifle, staring ahead with the American.

      It was on the American’s rifle the body had been impaled.

      Houston Police Detective Anne Chambers gazed up at the male victim. Limp, with clothes tattered, the body’s fluids had gathered on one side of the dais. They had run down and stained the white steps. His clothes, where they weren’t ripped, looked haphazard: one tail of his shirt was untucked, the suit jacket had a slash along the side, and the man wore loafers without socks. His hands were cuffed behind his back.

      Resting against the base of the step was a crane, the kind city electricians use to repair traffic lights. The cage was a mere two feet from the victim. Anne circled the scene, piecing together what happened. The killer had cut through the chains surrounding the memorial, run the crane as close as possible, loaded his victim onto the pedestal, and thrown the victim onto the bronze rifle.

      She turned and scanned the growing throng of onlookers. Men and women, hands over mouths or pointing at the victim, cell phones to ears or held out in front, snapping photos. Behind the crowd, the first news van was parked. She checked her watch: 3:34 a.m. Time to retrieve the body. Giving a thumbs up sign to the two medical examiners in the crane’s cage, Anne said “Any idea how he got up there, Gary?”

      “We’ve already asked for the security feed,” Patrolman Gary Ward said. He was short for a cop, about Anne’s height of five seven. His dark uniform stretched under his broad chest. His short-cropped hair looked military. Figured you’d want it.” He chinned the body. “You seen the front of him?”

      Anne nodded. “They look like medals of some kind. They ours?”

      Ward shook his head. “Don’t recognize them.” He pointed to the blood-stained steps. “One of ‘em fell off.”

      In the center of the blood, a small military medal rested on the edge of a step while the silk ribbon and pin dangled over the side. Anne squinted her eyes. The medal didn’t look familiar.

      Ward nodded to a man who stood facing the body. “How you think he’s taking it?”

      Anne turned to look at her partner, Detective Harry Tran. He wore what he considered his detective’s uniform: dark blue jeans with a prominent crease along the leg, brown, scuffed cowboy boots, and a khaki blazer over a white shirt crisply starched. Quite a difference from her usual attire: blue pantsuit with a pale blue blouse, flat-heeled shoes comfortable for a 12-hour shift. They each wore their badges on their belts.

      “Probably not well.” She pursed her lips and watched as the body was lowered to the pavement. The two medical workers placed the body on a waiting gurney.

      Walking up next to Harry, Anne said, “You doing okay?”

      Harry’s lips were a thin, hard line. When he spoke, his voice was husky. “His name is Dat Nguyen. He is one of the giants in our community.”

      Anne gave him a sidelong stare. “Listen, Harry, if you don’t want…”

      He turned and strode to the gurney. Her mouth still open, Anne cocked her head, then followed him.

      A coroner hovered over the body. He must have been new because Anne didn’t recognize him.

      The suit jacket covered what looked like a pajama top. The slash on the arm had dried blood, darker than the blood on the chest. The mouth was half curled in a snarl of agony.

      “Nothing unusual here,” the coroner said. “Death by exsanguination caused by the impalement on the bronze rifle.” He turned the body on its side and examined the handcuffs. “The bruising and contusions along the wrists indicate he put up quite a struggle.”

      “Time of death?” Anne asked. Harry stood, stone-faced, looking at the dead man.

      “Pretty recent,” the coroner said. “An hour or two.”

      They all shielded their eyes as a vehicle entered the parking lot. It stopped nearby and a man emerged. He wore a red jogging suit, not the fancy kind favored by rappers, but the Target kind. The ball cap atop his head was askew. He started running towards the crime scene. Two officers halted him. After a brief conversation, Ward walked over to Anne and Harry.

      “That’s the guy who can get us a look at the security cameras.” He eyed Harry then Anne. She shrugged and head motioned for him to take care of the security footage. Ward nodded once and walked with the newcomer to one of the locked storefronts along the strip center.

      With a grunt, Harry started walking towards their car. “Let’s go.”

      Anne hurried to catch up. “Where?”

      “Mr. Nguyen’s house.”
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      Anne parked the car onto a quiet residential street in a west Houston suburb. She had followed Harry’s directions and was surprised to discover Nguyen didn’t live far from the crime scene. The house was older, built in the early 1970s. It was a white-bricked home with three brick arches. No windows faced the street. On the left side of the house was a small walkway with a gate. On the right side was the driveway.

      “What does Mr. Nguyen do?” Anne asked, stepping out of the car. She was used to working with relatives of the murdered, so she always used the present tense in the immediate hours after a crime.

      “Owns Saigon Pho, the best Vietnamese soup restaurant in the area,” Harry said. He closed his door and leaned on the car. “Built if from scratch when no one in Houston even knew what pho was. Judging from the number of Vietnamese that settled in this part of Houston after ’75, that’s saying a lot.”

      The two detectives pulled out flashlights and walked up the driveway. There were two cars under the carport. The light reflected off a surface and Anne narrowed her eyes. “Glass door?”

      Harry nodded. He stopped and listened. Other than the ambient sounds of pre-dawn, nothing was amiss. He approached the sliding glass door and examined it. “No sign of forced entry.” He tried it. “Still locked.”

      “Well, you’ve obviously been here before,” Anne said training her light on a small window to the left of the glass door. “Where’s the back door.”

      “This way,” he said and walked back towards the front of the house. He crossed the lawn and went through the gate on the opposite side of the house. This part of the backyard was a long rectangle. One side was the house, the other was a wooden fence, the warped boards needed replacing. There were two windows in the house. He shined his light on the first. “My friend, Minh, this was his room.” At the next window, he said, “His sister’s room. Both are grown and have families now.” He shook his head. “Hell of a way to celebrate Father’s Day.”

      He stopped at a door. A quick glance told them that the door wasn’t closed entirely. Harry looked back at Anne and they both drew their weapons. “Police,” Harry said, his voice echoing in the small yard between the house and the wood fence.

      From inside the house they heard something muffled.

      Harry didn’t wait. He put his shoulder to the door and burst it open. Crouching, he moved forward. With the butt end of his flashlight, he turned on the light. The muffled sound got louder. He followed the sound to the left and Anne followed. What she saw didn’t surprise her.

      An elderly woman, approximately the same age as the victim, was tied to a chair. She was dressed in a purple robe, silken, with intricate stitching along the collar and cuffs. She had a blue-black bruise on one side of her face. The tears had run over her cheeks and dampened the cloth rag covering her mouth. Harry rushed forward.

      “I’ll check the rest of the house,” Anne said. Turning on the lights in each room, she secured the house. Two bedrooms plus the master. Two bathrooms, the TV room, and kitchen. There was no one else. Nothing looked wrong except for a display shadow box along the hallway. It was lying on the floor, the glass smashed and scattered all over the shag carpet. Anne knelt down and took a closer look.

      On the inside of the shadowbox was faded red velvet. The material had four round impressions on it. Above each impression were two small holes, elongated by years of having something hanging from them. Anne guessed this was where the medals were displayed. In the middle of the shadowbox was a blank, rectangular area. The pins strewn on the floor and the small holes at each corner indicated something belonged there, a photo, perhaps.

      Anne returned to the kitchen. Harry and the woman were sitting at the kitchen table. She held a glass and was putting up a constant chatter in Vietnamese.

      “What’s she saying?” Anne asked, turning and scanning the kitchen. The yellow linoleum likely was original to the house. A window looked out onto the darkened backyard. A door on one end led to the attached garage. She let
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