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prologue






ALFONSO scrabbled every day to survive. Hed been on the streets since he was seven. He knew no other life. He cadged food from the garbage bins behind fine restaurants, flashed smiles at norteamericanos and offered information they liked, where to find women and drugs and hotels that catered to guests with peculiar tastes. His English was not grammatical, but he spoke it well enough. In the summers, he wandered Chapultepec Park, Mexico Citys oasis of loveliness amid the stinging brownish smog that dimmed the porcelain-fine sky and tainted lungs. It was only at night that the air freshened. Alfonso especially enjoyed prowling in the darkness from his hidden nesting place in a clump of willows behind the National Museum.


Alfonso was as attuned to his surroundings as a cougar alert for a meal. He first noticed the big blond norteamericano late on a moonlit August night, slipping from shadow to shadow behind the museum. Alfonso watched and wondered. The man came a second night. The next morning, he was in a crowd waiting for tickets. There was a grand exhibit at the museum, drawing visitors from around the world. When the man came again late that night, Alfonso called out, Seor, if you are looking for anything, I can help.



The man jerked toward him.


Alfonso tensed his muscles, ready to run. He wasnt afraid. And he had a knife in his pocket.


So what do you sell? The big mans Spanish was accented, but he spoke it with ease.


Alfonso felt a stab of disappointment. Hed wasted a lot of time tracking this man. No one who spoke Spanish that well needed help to find whatever the city had to offer. But Alfonso slipped into his usual patter. Girls? I can take you to a special place But not even the mention of drugs or gambling evoked a response in the alert eyes that watched him so closely.


Instead, the mans big head tilted back and he laughed. How to Skin a Gringo in One Easy Lesson.


Alfonso was turning away when the man said, Wait. Wait a minute. Ive got a job for you. If youve got the guts.


Alfonso swung back. And listened. When the man finished, Alfonso rocked back on his heels and gave him a cocky grin. Sure. He spoke in English. No problem. He held out his hand. They haggled, but Alfonso walked away with a third of the money hed been promised.


The next night, Alfonso slipped down a quiet street outside the park. He carried a pop bottle. The liquid inside sloshed as he walked. The rag stuffed in the mouth of the bottle was moist and the smell of gasoline made his nose wrinkle. When he reached the tall fence, he used a wax match, lit the rag, and threw. The simple bomb exploded and huge flashes marked the destruction of the electrical transformers serving this portion of Mexico City.


In the National Museum, the lights went off. As did the alarm system. Alfonsos employer, dressed in black sweater and slacks, slipped from the cover of a clump of willows and ran lightly toward the back of the museum. He flung high a rope ladder, pulled to make sure its hooks held snugly, and climbed swiftly. He pulled the ladder up with him and moved purposefully toward the front of the museum, the small knapsack on his back bouncing with every step. His heart thudded and he felt the sweet, sharp elixir of adrenaline.

















one






I glanced at the computer printout that rested on the passenger seat of the rental car, a casual picture of a grandmother and granddaughter, arms linked, faces aglow with laughter and love. The bright photograph had been scanned into a computer half a world away and the resulting crisp picture that had issued from my daughters computer was one of the small miracles that no one remarks in todays technological wonderland. The grandmother, Gina Wilson, was one of my oldest friends, a shining memory from the happiest years of my life. The granddaughter, Iris Chavez, was a child Id come to know because she spent much of her growing up time with Gina. Iris was near in age to my own granddaughter, Diana.


The faces in the photograph were sharply different, despite their laughter on the day the picture was snapped on a sunny summer afternoon at Laguna. It wasnt simply a matter of age. Ginas short-cropped white hair and Dresden china pale skin and Iriss richly raven curls and creamily dusky complexion made a lovely contrast. Ginas sharply planed features were arresting, her light green eyes curious and skeptical, her smile amused yet with a sardonic undercurrent, as befitted a woman whod been one of the cleverest political reporters of her time. Iriss face was cherubic, still so young there were no lines. Her eyes were also green, but there was no challenge in Iriss gaze. Instead eagerness vied with uncertainty. Iriss bow of a mouth was marked with brilliantly red lipstick, but the vivid color couldnt hide vulnerability.


The two sets of green eyes were the only real resemblance in the photograph. What had Gina once told me? Shed looked out the window at Iris playing in the yard and smilingly observed, Iris is the image of her father, except for her eyes.


Iris. The name brought to my mind the vision of a slim blonde with startlingly blue eyes. But not this Iris. Not Iris Chavez, whom I remembered as a giggling little girl with a mop of curly black hair and later as a plump, eager-to-please teenager. A sweet, bouncy, cheerful girl. Id not seen Iris or Gina in several years. Yet when the phone rang yesterday at my daughters home in east Texas, Id immediately recognized Ginas voice and just as swiftly known there was trouble. Or, to be precise, realized immediately that Gina was terribly afraid.


I hoped that soon, very soon, I could call Gina and say everything was okay. I slowed for a red light, checked my map. Although San Antonio streets often change names, I was finding my way without difficulty. Ginas directions had been clear and careful. Almost there.


Gina hated to ask for help, but there is nothing you wont do, no mile you wont walk, no mountain you wont climb, no effort you wont make for a grandchild. I understand that. I have two grandchildren of my own.


I didnt blame Gina for being frightened. Even though Gina was half a world away, Gina in Majorca, Iris in San Antonio, they kept in close touch by E-mail. At least once or twice a week, they exchanged messages. It was their custom to chat on Saturday morning Iriss time, Saturday afternoon Ginas time in Majorca.


Nothing, Henrie O, nothing since last Wednesday. And Iris never misses E-mailing on Saturday mornings without telling me in advance that she will skip. Ive sent message after message. Ive called and called. Theres no answer. I thought of contacting the police. But what could I tell them? That I havent received an E-mail? That I cant get her on the phone? Thats not enough to report her as missing. She paused. And maybe shes just out of town with a friend. Oh, there could be many reasons. I dont want to embarrass her. But I cant wait any longer. Ginas voice quavered.


E-mail. It links us to the world no matter where we live. It was through a casual E-mail that Gina knew I was visiting my daughter, Emily, and that I was only a three-hour drive from San Antonio, where Iris lived. And yes, my days were free. I was no longer teaching, though Id decided to keep my home in the Missouri college town where Id been on the journalism faculty for several years. And yes, I could easily go to San Antonio and yes, I would do that for my frightened friend.


Id received Ginas call early this morning. Now, the answer was near. Perhaps I would find Iris at her apartment. If I didnt find her, I would go to the store where she worked and perhaps wed both laugh andafter shed called her grandmother, assured her she was fineIris would offer to buy me a cold raspa, the shaved-ice confection so dear to San Antonians, and I would stay a few days in this lovely citywhat better place to do some early Christmas shopping?then resume my visit at my daughters.


I turned to my left, my right, and found the apartment house at the end of the street. I locked my car and stood in the shadow of a palm tree. I hated leaving the windows up. September marks fall in the north. In San Antonio, sunny warm days continue. Oh, an occasional cold front will drop the temperature into the low eighties. Sweat beaded my face. My soft cotton dress clung to me. I took a deep breath of moist air softer than skin lotion.


The two-story stuccoed apartment building, La Casita, was bordered by dusty flower beds with a few stalks of parched impatiens. A narrow parking lot abutted the building. I stepped into the lot, shaded my eyes. I spotted Iriss car immediately. A fifteen-year-old coupe with a battered left fender and one headlight lower than the other. Gina had described the car perfectly. A rattletrap, but thats all she can afford. She had it painted pink and green, said it made the car laugh. Oh, Henrie O, I can see her now, giggling and pointing to the car. She gave the car a name, tooWhiffle. Thats when Gina choked back a sob.


It was easy to see the car. Not only was it spectacularly, jauntily painted in swirls, bright even by San Antonio standards, it was one of only three cars in the small lot. I walked to the car. The windows were down. Was Iris habitually careless? Had she parked the car expecting to return shortly? Or did she figure nobody would steal a dilapidated old car painted in pink and green swirls? A candy striped beach towel was crumpled in the front seat. A couple of paperback books were on the floor, the latest by Nora Roberts and Merline Lovelace. On a pink sheet, oversize printing reminded: Cinnamon rolls, eggs, rum. Pick up cleaning. Buy sugar for pralines.


I hoped the sudden constriction in my chest was nothing more than the press of heat and humidity. The car worried me. Id called Iriss apartment before I left Emilys house, called again on my cell phone when I reached the outskirts of San Antonio. No answer. Sighting Iriss car, after my last fruitless phone call, worried me. If her car was in the lot, why didnt she answer her phone?


The neighborhood was quiet, somnolent. An ordinary, unremarkable, pleasant Sunday in a modest neighborhood off Broadway, not far from Incarnate Word College.


I stepped through an archway, welcoming the shade. The apartment house was built around a bricked courtyard. Once there had been a central fountain. No water pulsed now. The tiles were chipped, some were missing. But a huge magnolia flourished, dappling benches on either side of the fountain with shade. Glossy leaves had drifted into the fountain. The ground floor apartment doors opened to the courtyard. On the second floor, they opened to a narrow exposed corridor.


On the second-floor corridor, an elderly man shuffled to an end apartment, unlocked the door, closed it behind him. Otherwise, there was no one about. A wooden arrow with faded red lettersManagerpointed toward the back of the courtyard.


I walked up the stairs. Apartment 26 was halfway up the corridor. Two windows looked out to the courtyard. The slatted blinds were closed. I knocked sharply. The sound was loud in the Sunday quiet. Behind me, the magnolia leaves suddenly rustled. A crow erupted into flight, his strident caw startling.


I knocked again, bent my head to listen. No sound. No movement. I rattled the knob. I stepped to the nearest window, gave a tug. It didnt budge. Iris might be casual about her car, but as a young woman living alone she wasnt foolish enough to leave her windows unlocked. A little thing. It made me feel better. There could be a dozen reasons why her car was in the lot. Maybe the battery was dead. Maybe she was out with a friend.


Anything was possible. But that, of course, was why I had come. Please, God, let it simply be thoughtlessness, an energetic girl too consumed in living to remember that her grandmother looked forward to cheerful E-mail messages and waited expectantly every Saturday for a connection to bring them close despite the thousands of miles that separated them.


Please, God. This was a child dear to me and a child beloved to Gina. Gina, my dear friend, my old friend, the kind of friend you make when life is full of promise and the future is greater than the past. No matter how often or how rarely you meet, there is a bond that defies time and age. And IrisI remembered a visit years ago, oh, she couldnt have been more than ten or twelveher cheeks flushed with excitement, her eyes sparkling, Iris had bustled about Ginas small apartment, setting a table for tea, bringing us dainty finger sandwiches of peanut butter and jelly and pimiento and pound cake cut in slices and waiting eagerly to hear our cries of delight. A girl who always tried hard to please.


This morning, Id reassured Gina that she was too quick to worry, that there could be many reasons why Iris hadnt E-mailed on schedule. Gina said, I know. I know, but I heard her sudden quick breath and knew the fears she didnt want to voice. Gina and I had both spent many years as reporters. We learned that all things were possible, and some of them were ugly indeed.


I gave one final demanding knock on the scuffed wooden door, then swung around, walked swiftly to the stairs and down. Brown-edged magnolia leaves crunched underfoot as I crossed the courtyard. When I reached the door marked Manager, I heard the tinny sound of television. This time my knock was answered.


Yes? An imposing woman in a green-striped smock and black slacks looked at me without interest. She looked to be in her fifties, with dark salt-and-pepper hair and a stoic expression, a woman who no longer had great expectations of life.


I hope you can help me. One advantage of age is the projection of a non-threatening image. My dark hair is streaked with silver. I hope the lines in my face reflect reason and good humor. Im Henrietta Collins. I havent been able to reach Iris Chavez in Apartment 26. I knocked on her door, but there was no answer even though her car is in the parking lot. Iris is the granddaughter of a close friend.


A thin black-and-gray striped cat edged inside the open door. The manager gave an exclamation of annoyance and waved her hand, shooing it back into the courtyard. These cats. People leave them and think the good Lord will provide. But her dark eyes studied me.


Iriss grandmother has been trying to get in touch with her for almost a week. Shes concerned that Iris might be ill and I promised to check on her. May I come in? I moved forward.


She hesitated, then stepped back to let me enter. The window air conditioner scarcely cooled the tiny apartment. Bright shawls draped two easy chairs. A silver-flecked German shepherd was splayed on the tiled floor. The dogs cool eyes watched me carefully. The television shared a corner with a shrine to Mary.


The manager looked me over, from my short-cropped hair, a new style, to my navy blue dress, comfortable for travel, to my well-worn but well-made leather purse, to my sensible navy flats.


She lifted her big shoulders in a shrug. The rent has not been paid. It is due this morning.


I flipped open my purse, pulled out my checkbook. How much is the rent?


Three hundred and twenty-five dollars.


I wrote the check, handed it to her.


She studied the check, then frowned, her face heavy and questioning. You do not live here. I need a local address.


Im not sure where Ill be staying. You can get in touch with me through the store where Iris works. I was presuming, but that was my next stop. Tesoros. On the River Walk.


She didnt write the name down. Perhaps she already knew where Iris worked. Or perhaps she had a good memory. Her glance had moved past me, to the television set and the drama unfolding on its small screen.


When did you last see Iris?


Her shrug was dismissive, uninterested. I dont know. Some days ago. She was leaving.


What time of day?


On the screen, a woman sobbed, pushed away from the smoothly handsome man. An ad flashed.


The manager flicked an irritated look at me. People come and go. I pay no attention. What does it matter to me? Oh, I think it was afternoon. Maybe Wednesday, maybe Thursday. Shes a silly girl, always smiling and walking so fast.


I held out my hand. Id like a key to the apartment.


She glanced at the check in her hand, then moved heavily to a desk near the door. She opened a drawer, pulled out a ring of keys, thumbed through them, detached one.


Thank you. I glanced back as I stepped out the door. I wished I could read the look on her face. Was it suspicion? Curiosity? Or something more? A quiet calculation, a conclusion?


I didnt like that last look shed given me. But I was in a hurry to get into Iriss apartment. I was walking swiftly up the second floor corridor when I realized that she had not asked me to return the key. Did that indicate a knowledge that Iris would not return and therefore would not protest this invasion of her privacy, or did it simply indicate indifference?


When I reached the door, I knocked one more time, waited, then shoved the key quickly into the lock, turned the knob. As the door swung open, relief washed over me. The air in this small, scantily furnished apartment was hot, stale, and slightly sour, but there was no stomach-turning stench. Iris, dead or alive, was not here.


But I doubted Iriss apartment customarily looked this way. Books were tumbled out of their orange crate cases. The pink throw that no doubt usually covered the dingy mustard-yellow sofa straggled over one end. Sofa cushions were bunched on the floor, their covers unzipped, tufts of foam rubber protruding. Near the single closet, shoes and clothes were humped in an uneven mound. A black vinyl wheeled suitcase lay on its side, every zipper undone, exposing empty compartments. The dresser drawers had been dumped too, the drawers upended, their contentslingerie, cotton tops, shortsspilled onto the floor. The single bed along the back wall was askew. The mattress, stripped of sheets, lay on the floor. The box springs leaned against the metal frame. In the small bathroom, towels and washcloths made another untidy heap near the open cabinet. In the tiny kitchenette, cabinet doors were flung wide.


I stepped inside, closed the door. Skirting the helter-skelter piles, I crossed to the window air conditioner and turned it on. It would take a while, longer probably than I would be here, for the room to cool. And that was all there was, the one room, now littered with the bits and pieces of Iriss life.


I stood with my back to the air conditioner, welcoming the waft of chill air, and surveyed the chaos. Chaos but no destruction. This was not wanton vandalism. Moreover, there were odd exceptions to the disorder. Spices sat in order in a spice rack. Photographs on a pine end table appeared undisturbed. A thick swath of paper with a half-finished watercolor was clipped to an artists easel. The box of watercolors was closed. Nearby, a small oil painting was propped in a wooden chair. When I walked close to the easel, I saw that Iris was copying the painting, a common-place exercise for budding artists.


What is the childrens game? Smaller than a bread box, bigger than an orange?


The searcher hadnt been looking for tiny itemswitness the undisturbed spicesor for pieces of paper that could be hidden, for example, behind a picture in a frame, or for anything larger than a suitcase might contain.


I studied the open suitcase. A box, say, could be a maximum of four inches deep, twelve inches wide, eighteen inches across. A box or an object. Or objects.


This was not the work of an ordinary thief. Such a thief, looking for items easy to pawn or sell, might have passed up the small oil painting even though it appeared to me to be out of the ordinary. But a thief would have taken the television set on a stand across from the sofa, the headset lying on the kitchen table, the mobile telephone, the computer on a card table. Or, for that matter, the answering machine. The red light winked on the answering machine. Fifteen recorded calls.


When I punched rewind and listened, I recognized Ginas voice on seven of the calls, but every so often there was a call and no voice; nothing, simply silence. Of course, it isnt unusual for people to call and decide not to leave a message. But that many? Was someone calling to see if Iris had returned? I glanced around the room. There was only the one telephone and the inexpensive recorder. But no caller ID. How nice that would have been.


I reached out, then let my hand fall. I must call Gina. But not yet. The news I could offer would only frighten her more. All I could say was that Id not found Iris and her apartment showed the effects of a hurried but thorough search.


There was one last hope. A slender hope, but it staved off the moment when I must place a call to Majorca. I found the telephone directory, looked up a number, dialed.


Tesoros. How may I help you? It was a young mans voice, well educated and pleasant.


May I speak to Iris Chavez, please.


It is well to listen to silences as well as speech. The pause pulsed with tension. I realized abruptly I should not have called first.


His answer was stiff. Im sorry. She doesnt work here anymore. Sorry I cant help you.


The line went dead.















two






SAN Antonios River Walk is a place where dreams have been made and broken. It would be easy to dismiss todays River Walk as a commercial lure, but the river, sweet product of artesian springs, made life possible ten thousand years ago, when the land knew the occasional nomadic Indian, and the water still makes life possible, though its function is as different now as a present day shopkeeper from a hunter and gatherer. Todays River Walk, the creation of visionary architect Robert Hugman, hosts lodging, shops, restaurants and romance, drawing an unceasing flow of visitors who seek a glamorous respite from the everyday world.


If any city represents the glory of Texas, it is San Antonio, where Spaniards, Indians, cowboys, and European immigrants created a multilayered culture unlike that of any other city. The mission San Antonio de Valero was founded May 1, 1718, the result of a missionary journey made by Father Antonio de San Buenaventura Olivares in 1709. Fifteen Spanish families from the Canary Islands arrived in 1731 to establish near the mission the town of San Fernando de Bxar, which became the town of San Antonio. In 1794, the mission was turned into a fort staffed by a Spanish cavalry company named for the town from which it came, San Jos y Santiago del Alamo. The fort became known by the cavalry name, shortened to Alamo. After Mexico achieved independence from Spain, Mexican armies and Texas colonists struggled for control of Texas. In a passage of arms celebrated forever in Texas, the 180 defenders of the Alamo refused to surrender and died to a man after a thirteen-day siege that ended March 6, 1836. Eventually, San Antonio, the heart of Texas, became a part of the United States and the lovely city by the river drew immigrants from Europe, especially Germans. San Antonio remains unlike any other American city. Some cities have elements of San Antonios intertwined culture, but none match it for sheer exuberance and colorful individuality, permeated by Hispanic grace, German industry, and Southern gentility.


The River Walk is modern San Antonios heart, attracting well over a million visitors a year, just as the flowing waters in earlier years attracted, in turn, nomadic Indians, Spanish friars, and German immigrants.


I sat at an outside table and sipped iced tea and looked across the placid green water, water that once ran red with blood. In the aftermath of the battle for the Alamo, Mayor Ruiz burned the bodies of the defenders. Charged with interring the bodies of Santa Anas slain, the mayor buried as many as he could and dumped the rest into the river.


Today a barge glided past, the passengers smiling, taking pictures, welcoming the brief escape from the sun as they passed beneath the occasional arched stone bridges. I shaded my eyes. In a moment, I would cross the near bridge, my goal the three-story stucco building directly opposite. The river is bordered by wide sidewalks. Stone walls serve as the rivers banks as it meanders through the city. The restaurants and shops on the River Walk are the first floor of buildings that open to the downtown streets on their second floor.


The breeze rustled tall cottonwoods. Sunlight striking through shifting leaves made filigree patterns on the buildings and the stone walk. Some of the buildings looked very old and some startlingly modern. The stuccoed structure directly opposite was old, the walls probably a foot or so thick. But the curved glass windows that provided a magnificent display area were a renovation. The shining shop windows contrasted oddly with the ornate iron grillwork of the second-floor balconies, each with blue pots holding bright red canna lilies. A white wooden sign hung from an iron post. Gilt letters announced simply: Tesoros. At one corner of the building hung another sign: La Mariposa. An arrow pointed up the stone stairs. A glistening monarch butterfly was painted hovering above the arrow. Gilt letters beneath proclaimed: The River Walks Oldest Bed & Breakfast.


A silver bell rang a sweet clear tone whenever the ornate carved green door of Tesoros opened. Customers were casually but expensively dressed. As I watched, a young man appeared in one of the windows, arranging a display of pottery. I caught quick glimpses of him, his face in shadowshining dark hair, a fashionable goatee perfectly trimmed, deft movements. An older man walked slowly around the corner of the building, carrying a pail and a squeegee. His shoulders were bowed, his eyes downcast. The windows looked quite clean, but he walked at a deliberate pace to the near window, carefully put down his pail, then slowly began to wash the sparkling glass.


I spent half an hour at the caf, taking the time to consider how I should approach the store. Sometimes frankness can be effective. Sometimes it can be foolish. I knew nothing about Tesoros, about the people who owned it, about Iris Chavezs job there. In the years when I was a reporter, I prepared exhaustively for interviews, reading every bit of material I could discover about my subject. But Id had no idea when I drove toward San Antonio that I would have any need for knowledge about the store where Ginas granddaughter worked, other than its location. But when I telephoned and asked for Iris Chavez, the connection was broken. That was surely odd. Yet, during this short observation, Id seen nothing remarkable about the store or its clientele, nothing that could even hint at why one of its employees had disappeared. If she had.


I finished my tea, left a bill on the table, and strolled to the bridge. I stopped at the top of the bridge and looked at the green water and at the occasional palms and lacy ferns and bright flowers that promised a never-ending summer. The river curved lazily around a bend, creating an intimate pocket of stores and people enjoying a lovely Sunday afternoon in September. It was hard to connect this holiday picture with the shabby little apartment and Iriss disarranged belongings and the blinking red light on the telephone answering machine, signaling calls for reassurance and calls where no one spoke.


When I reached the front of the store, I glanced in the first window, the window even now being meticulously scrubbed by the stooped man who seemed oblivious both to its cleanliness and to the constant mill of pedestrians behind him.


Ive looked in many shop windows in far distant countries. Im not a shopper. I have no desire to own treasures of any kind. But I appreciate beauty, even beauty priced beyond the reach of most and certainly beyond my reach.


A magnificent glazed pottery jar dominated the display. Stylized birds, flowers and palms in gold and black glistened against a finely hatched background. Two glazed plates were to the left of the jar. One featured a woman villager, her hat filled with fruit, and the second a man gathering up the fruits of harvest while his donkey rested. On the right of the jar were two dramatic dinner plates with greenish and gold peacocks and flower motifs against a tomato-red background.


A card announced in calligraphic script: Tlaquepaque style, glazed pottery from the state of Jalisco.


The other window was as bright with color as a field of Texas wildflowers. The young man, arms folded, studied his arrangement of a dozen or so clay banks. The banks were created to hold coins, but now it would take a fistful of dollars to buy them. I especially liked the orange lion and pink polka-dotted pig.


This card announced: Santa Cruz de las Huertas, 1920-1930.


The silvery bell sang as I opened the door. I still wasnt sure how to proceed, whether to be direct or oblique. Whatever I did, I hoped I made the right choice. Id found nothing in Iriss apartment to lead me to her. This store was my last hope. I stepped inside to coolness and quiet, to a sense of serenity. Classical guitar music played softly. The wall on my right held a striking Rivera mural, a surging crowd, yet each face distinct, the whole vibrating with passion, protest, and pride.


I saw only one customer, a slim blonde with ash-fine hair drawn back in a chignon, who waited by the front counter. The woman behind the cash register was ringing up the purchase, a wooden bas-relief of a farmer leading a donkey laden with corn-filled baskets.


I wandered among the display islands, slabs cut from big tree trunks that had been dried and glazed. The shiny, rocklike platforms sat on wrought-iron supports. Spotlights inset in the ceiling highlighted each display. There was a glorious diversity: three-dimensional clay figures including a set of Mexican presidents by the celebrated Panduro family, Talavera tiles, flower-decorated bowls by Enrique Ventosa. Several wall cabinets held ornate silver pieces, trays, candlesticks, pitchers. A bookcase contained Day of the Dead representations, including a skeleton poking his head out of a rocket ship. I wandered among the islands and knew that I was indeed in the presence of treasures. It was the same sensation I felt on a visit to a grand museum. It would take weeks to appreciate the collection here, a lifetime to understand the many kinds of art.


I paused at a display of carved wooden animals from Oaxaca. If I were a tourist, here for pleasure, these works would tempt me. The brightly colored animal figurespink giraffes, spotted rhinos, lemon tigersspoke of a world of unleashed imagination, the artists ebullient recognition that the pulse of life is more than is ever seen by the eye alone, that the spirit of joy colors every reality.


The flip of that coin reminded me that behind light there is dark, that I could not accept the serenity and beauty of this room as the totality of this place.


I reached the back of the long, wide room and turned to face the entrance. The young man still worked in the display window. The woman behind the main counter finished ringing up the sale. Well be happy to ship the panel. Please put your address on this card Her voice had the liquid grace of a speaker who also speaks Spanish. It is a melodious cadence familiar in San Antonio. The blonde gave a languid thank you and drifted toward the door. The woman at the cash desk glanced toward me.


I had a sense of energy and vigor barely contained. Lustrous black hair streaked with silver poufed from a broad curved forehead. Deep set dark eyes glittered with restless intelligence. Her skin was smooth and creamy, her lips scarlet as a tanagers wing. She wore a crisp white blouse embroidered with a peacock, its tail spread in iridescent glory. She might have been stunningly attractive, but deep lines bracketed her mouth, and her eyes were pools of sullen fire. One hand moved abruptly, rattling the silver bracelets on her arm.


May I help you? It was a polite query, spoken with a perfect intonation for this expensive shop, a gentle offer but unobtrusive, undemanding. And, I would guess, at odds with this womans questing, rebellious nature.


Yes. May I speak with Iris Chavez?


Just for an instant, I thought her eyes flared in shock. Was she surprised? Alarmed? Angry? The fleeting expression came and went so quickly, I was unsure of its meaning. But I certainly read the meaning of the frown that pulled her dark brows into a straight hard line. That girl! Id like to talk to her, too. Her voice was no longer melodious. It bristled with disgust. Gone off without a word to anybody. No sense of responsibility. I thought shed at least show up this weekend. She knows the weekend is our busiest time. And were in the middle of preparing for the auction. Well, she neednt think she can come to work here only when it suits her fancy.



Its important that I contact her. I spoke sharply. When was she last here?


She looked at me icily. Who are you? The demand was just this side of rude.


Henrietta Collins. Iriss grandmother, Gina Wilson, is a close friend of mine. Iris customarily gets in touch with her grandmother every Saturday. But Gina heard nothing from her this Saturday. Moreover, Gina has heard nothing from Iris since last Wednesday. Gina is very concerned and I promised her I would find Iris. I spoke pleasantly, but with intensity because I, too, was increasingly concerned. No answer at Iriss apartment. The apartment searched. And now, a girl who had left her job unexpectedly.


Oh. The irritation seeped out of the womans strong face, replaced by uncertainty. She lifted a hand to smooth her unruly hair and the bracelets jingled, silver on silver. I called her apartment Friday. And again Saturday morning. There was no answer either time. I didnt try again.


The front door opened.


A middle-aged couple in polo shirts and Bermuda shorts entered. The woman made a soft cooing sound. Oh, that air-conditioning. It feels wonderful. I placed her accent somewhere near Montreal.


The woman at the cash desk glanced toward the couple, then her hand moved swiftly. Faintly I heard a buzzer. She looked past me at the newcomers. Hello. A swift smile. Bienvenidos a Tesoros. May I help you?


Thanks. Well just look around. The woman smiled. She stepped past us, then stopped with a delighted exclamation. Oh, Johnny, look. The woman grabbed his arm. Those candlesticks are just what we need. She pointed at a pair of cobalt-blue Talavera candlesticks.


A brown door, almost indistinguishable from the wall, opened at the back of the store. The man who strode through, head high, dark eyes flashing, knew that he was handsome. Bold dark eyes dominated a long face that could have stared out commandingly from a thirteenth-century Spanish tapestry, almost oval, with a high-bridged nose and sharp chin with a deep cleft. But there was no gloom here, no somber soldier marching in a Crusade. His broad mouth stretched in a merry smile. He knew women responded to him, knew he was a hell of a guy. Im not ordinarily impressed with cocky men, yet my mouth curved in an answering smile. Yes, he was cocky, but he brought with him an energy and enthusiasm that immediately charmed.


He came right up to the cash desk, gripped my hand. Hi. Im Tony Garza. His voice exuded good humor, eagerness.


Hello. I was still smiling. Henrietta Collins.


The woman behind the cash desk apparently wasnt charmed. Her voice was dry. Tony, this is a friend of Iriss grandmother. She wants to know when Iris was last here. If youll take over, Ill check the time sheets.


Iris? His dark eyebrows rose. Isnt she around? He glanced toward the front of the store.


Tonynow her tone was long-sufferingI told you she skipped out on Thursday. Well, she hasnt come back. Her grandmothers worried and asked Mrs. Collins to check on her.


His face immediately became serious, but it was obviously an unaccustomed look. Oh, hey, thats too bad. Well, anything we can do to help, you just let us know. He squeezed my hands again, let them drop. Then he shrugged and his smile was rueful. You know these kids, here today, gone tomorrow. Butand he shed the concern like a stripper tossing off a garterIm sure shell be back and sorry shes worried anyone. Iris is a sweetheart. Okay, Susana, check the times and see if you can help this lady.


She nodded, but there was no smile on her face as she stepped out from behind the counter. She started toward the back of the store.


I was right behind her.


She stopped at the brown door. It may take me a few minutes. Theres a love seat in that alcove. She pointed toward a cozy nook with a tile-topped table and an array of art magazines.


Thanks, but Id like to come with you. It will give me a better picture of Iriss job hereto see the storeroom and offices.


Her hand, smooth, large and heavily ringed, tightened on the door handle. For an instant, I thought she was going to refuse me entry. But she shrugged, pushed through the door. We stepped into a bare but well-lit corridor. Three doors opened on the left, one double door on the right. A circular iron staircase curved at the end of the hall.


She gestured to her left. Our offices. The receiving area is to the right. Her brightly patterned skirt swished as she walked.


Does Iris work back here sometimes? Our shoes clicked on bare cement.


She opened the middle door, stood aside for me to enter. Sometimes she helped Rick with the unpacking.


Rick?



My nephew. Hes in charge of tagging every item with a price.


The office was small and jammed, a desk overflowing with catalogs, a full in-box, a pile of unopened correspondence, a telephone with caller ID. A computer terminal sat on a side desk, the printer on the floor. The stucco finish of the walls had aged to a light coffee color. A Fiesta calendar and a bulletin board with pinned notes hung behind the desk. A gilt baroque mirror filled the wall opposite the desk. The glass was so dark and warped, we shimmered like silver ghosts as we moved.


She slipped into the desk chair, punched on the computer. She clicked the mouse a half dozen times, then swung to face me. Iris punched the time clock at ten A.M. Thursday. She didnt punch out. She spoke evenly, but I heard a tight echo of anger.


I leaned forward, placed my hands palms-down on the desk, held her gaze. So you dont know if she ever left the store?


Her face flushed. Thats absurd. Shes a thoughtless girl who walked out without speaking to anyone. I found the door to the storeroom open. A fortune in art works with no one in attendance. Where did she go? Not that we care. She stood, stared at me haughtily.


I rose and our gazes were level. Did you look for her?


She threw her hands up and the bracelets jangled. Everywhere. Here. In the storeroom. Upstairs in the bed-and-breakfast. No, she is not on our premises. She disappeared Thursday afternoon without a trace. Where she went or why, I have no idea. She spoke with utter assurance. You must look elsewhere. She fingered the shiny gold beads of a long looping necklace, beads intermixed with gold coins, gold jaguars, and gold parrots, ending with a filigree butterfly. You are here to find her. It was almost an accusation. Her dark eyes watched me intently. Who are her friends? Surely someone knows where she is.


I hope someone does. But Im from out of town. I need help. Do you know anything about Iriss friends? Can you tell me anyone she knew, anyone I can talk to?


Her slender fingers, the nails glossy red, twirled the beads and the tiny clicks seemed loud in the silence between us. I knew she didnt hear the sound, that this was a familiar, automatic action that accompanied thought. Her face was composed, but her eyes narrowed in concentration. Abruptly, she nodded.


She reached down to the desk, pressed a button on an intercom. Tony, send Rick here. She clicked off the machine. No please or thank you, nor even a wait for confirmation.


As we waited, I asked, Let me see. Iris started working for you I hesitated.


In April. She was watching the door.


And in all that time, did she ever miss work? Leave without explanation?


Of course not. It was almost a hiss. I dont put up with any nonsense, I can tell you that. I didnt want to hire her. I was against it from the first. Believe me, she did everything right. I insisted on it. Resentment glistened in her eyes, thinned her bright lips.


I wondered if she realized how at odds that answer was with her immediate assumption that Iris was simply a thoughtless girl whod walked out of the store without a word.


The door swung open, and the young man whod been at work in the front window ducked his head to enter. There was a strong family resemblance to the older man, Tony, whod taken Susanas place at the cash desk: the same tight dark curly hair, aquiline nose, and deep-set dark eyes. Rick, too, was tall and husky with an athletes build. A small, fashionable goatee and crisp mustache framed a poets mouth, sensuous and sensitive.


He looked from me to his aunt. Although his glance was pleasant, I sensed a tension, an uneasiness, almost a flash of fear.


His aunt nodded toward me. This is Mrs. Collins. Shes looking for Iris, wants to know who her friends are, where she might be. The womans hand tightly clasped her necklace.


His face turned cold and haughty. I already told you, Susana, I dont know where she is. And I dont care where she is. If she wants to go off with some guy, thats her business. Just leave me the hell out of it. And he turned and was through the door, slamming it behind him.


Uh-oh, a lovers quarrel. That was not pleasant, but it was certainly better than some of the possibilities Id begun to consider. I didnt hesitate. I darted to the door and yanked it open. My shoes clattered on the cement flooring. I hurried up the hall to the back entrance to the showroom.


Rick. Rick, wait! I caught up with him in the middle of the store. He stopped beside a huge pottery lion, faced me, his back against the pottery.


I stared into wary dark eyes. Why was this young man so tense? He looked past me, watched his aunt approach.


I spoke quickly. Rick, either you talk to me, or you can talk to the police.


For heavens sake, Rick. His aunt tossed her head and that mass of dark hair quivered. Whats gotten into you? If you know who that girls friends are, tell this woman. We certainly dont want the police coming around here.


The police. His eyes flickered between us. You dont need to go to the police. Iris He took a quick, sharp breath. Shes just off on a trip. He tried to laugh. Sorry. I didnt mean to get upset. Buthe clasped his big hands together, twisted themI guess I took too much for granted. I thought Iris liked me. And then Thursday, she told me she was going to Padre with a guy she met last weekend.


What guy? Whats his name? I opened my purse, pulled out a pen and small notepad.


Those big hands twisted again. It took him a long time to answer and when he did, the name came in a spurt. Jack. Jack Smith.


Where did she meet him? I tried to hold his gaze, but his eyes shifted away from me.


I dont know. Now his voice was defensive, irritated. I mean, God, she didnt tell me.


Okay, Rick. Let me get it straight. I spoke quietly. You and Iris have been dating


He threw out his hands. Not exactly dating. Kind of hanging out together. Nothing serious.


Sure. Nothing serious. But friends. Right?


Yeah. Friends. He took a deep breath.


The wooden floor creaked as his aunt stepped closer. But I didnt take my eyes off his sullen face. Okay, youve hung out, gone places. Where did you usually go?


He shifted from one foot to the other. Oh, well, sometimes Mi Tierra. And theres a coffeehouse in Monte Vista



I held out the notepad to him. Please. Write them down.


He took the pad and pen, stared down at it, and scrawled some names, then thrust the pad at me.


How about women friends? I wished now Id looked through Iriss apartment for an address book. Did anyone her age keep an address book? I didnt know. But Id look hard when I returned to her apartment.


His almond-shaped eyes blinked. Some of the tension eased out of his body. Oh, yeah, well, she used to go shopping with Shandy Valdez. But Shandys just moved. To Dallas.


Do you have her address in Dallas?


He looked relieved. No. Shes going to write and tell us when she finds a place.


I see. All right, Rick.


His relief was almost embarrassing.


I smiled. In case I need to talk to you, what is your phone number?


He rattled it off. Interesting. That was information he didnt mind giving.


And you are Rick Garza?


He looked surprised. No. No, Im Rick Reyes. His eyes narrowed.


Did he think I should have known his name if I was close to Iris? Maybe so. But I couldnt guess which questions might excite suspicion. And these were answers I had to have.


I slipped the pad and pen into my purse. Thank you for helping me. And Rick. I looked at him, then at his aunt. Please, if you hear from Iris, ask her to call her Grandmother Wilson. Tell Iris her grandmother is terribly worried about her.


I walked to the door, then looked back.



Two faces watched me, the womans hard and thoughtful, the young mans tense and wary.


Mrs. Garza. My tone was tentative, but I guessed Tony Garza was her husband.


She smoothed her stiff hair.
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