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  Chapter One

The Brass Plate

The brass plate that went on the door at 1118 B Street, San Diego, on the morning of Tuesday, July ninth, in the bruised summer of 2034, was three and one-eighth inches by eight and one-quarter inches, lettered in a sans-serif font specified by the Office of Civic Memory's regulation 14-C-iii on the small private question of small private signage, and bore, in two lines centered, the words VANE & REED — INVESTIGATIONS.

The brass plate had been the subject, in the seventeen days between the lease signing on the twenty-third of June and the lettering on the ninth of July, of a small private internal argument between the two named principals of the agency, which had run, on the available record, through one professional dinner, two cups of coffee at the porch on Sunset Cliffs, and a single evening on the bench above the rocks at which Tasha Reed had, in advance of the lettering, also said Eli, the alphabetical fight is no longer the fight I am, in advance, willing to be having.

She had said it dry. She had said it without looking at me. She had said it the way you say a thing you have, in the past forty-five years, also already said about thirty-six other things and are no longer prepared to be persuaded out of by even a man you would, on the question, also be willing to go through a Bureau evidence-locker door for.

I told her my name was Vane, that the letter V came after R in the alphabet that the Republic and I had, in advance, both agreed to be using, and that the door, for that small private reason and for no other, would have to be Reed & Vane.

She said No.

I asked her if she wanted to talk about it.

She said No.

I asked her if there was anything in the way of considerations she would, in advance, also be willing to hear me make.

She said No.

The brass plate was lettered, three weeks later, by a small private craftsman on Fifth Avenue named Marvin Ezekiel Coombs Jr., who was at that hour eighty-three, a registered Compliant-Green-with-Yellow-Tabs, and who had inherited the engraving press from his father, Marvin Ezekiel Coombs Sr., who had received it in 1949 from his own father, Joshua Coombs of Beaumont, Texas, who had, in the bruised summer of 1919, also held in his own hand the small private certificate of manumission belonging to a man named January, who was, by the small private accounting of the family, the great-great-grandfather of the man at the engraving press on Fifth Avenue lettering the door of the agency I had, in advance, also wanted lettered the other way.

Marvin Junior, when I tried, on principle, to bring up the alphabetical question one final time, smiled at me with the patient smile of a man who had, in the past sixty-one years of his small private trade, also been hired to engrave the names of partnerships in the order the partnerships had, in advance, also agreed to be engraved in, and said, with the dryness of a man whose people had been holding the small private engraving press across four generations and one Republic, Mr. Vane. The lettering will be the lettering the lady said.

He set the V after the R on the plate the way he was paid, on the day, to also set it, and we did not speak again about the matter of the alphabet.

The door, when the brass plate was screwed in at nine seventeen that Tuesday morning, read VANE & REED — INVESTIGATIONS — because Tasha had said, on the evening before the lettering, that the alphabetical concession was the concession she was, in fact, willing to make, on the morning of the opening of an agency that was, in the public ordering of its named principals, also no longer the fight she was prepared, in the rest of her working life, to be having.

This was, on the page, the smallest of small private concessions. It was also, on the day, the moment that the agency began.

§

She stood at the curb on B Street smoking a cigarette she had quit, on the available evidence, three times since November.

The cigarette was a Lucky Strike. It was the brand her father had smoked. Her father had been a longshoreman in Long Beach for thirty-four years and had died, in March 2027, of a small private heart attack at three in the morning in the kitchen of his apartment on Cherry Avenue, where he had been making a cup of decaffeinated coffee at a small private hour at which decaffeinated coffee was, on the available evidence, also no longer in advance going to be necessary. She had smoked, since then, only on mornings she did not, in advance, also want to be having.

I leaned on my cane and watched her smoke.

The cane was an oak cane with a brass tip and a leather grip. It had belonged to a man named Calder, who was now a poet of rising regional reputation, and who had loaned it to me in May after the Bureau officer's bullet had passed through the soft tissue of my left thigh without, on the medical record, also taking the femoral artery on the way. The cane was older than I was. It had a small private dent near the brass tip that Calder said had been put there by his own grandfather striking a porch rail in a county in Mississippi the family no longer named.

The thigh hurt. The thigh had been hurting, on the small private accounting of pain that the body keeps, since the morning of the twenty-seventh of April. By the morning of the ninth of July it had become the kind of pain a man my age learns to consider, on the available evidence, also a roommate.

I was fifty.

I was, at the curb on B Street that morning, also the senior named principal of an agency whose name, by the door behind us, was no longer in alphabetical order.

I considered this a fair trade.

§

Mr. Tran came out of his office two doors down with two paper cups of coffee, one for Tasha and one for me, and the small private smile of a man who had, in the past nine years, also seen the agencies on B Street open and close in the proportions that, on the same available evidence, agencies on B Street also opened and closed in.

Mr. Tran was, that morning, in the third week of writing his third memoir.

His first memoir, The Boat, had been about a boat.

His second memoir, The Office, had been about an office, which was the office two doors down from ours and which had been, in 1979, also the office in which a small private tax accountant named Lyle Penrose had once shot himself in the temple over a federal audit that, on the same audit's subsequent review, had also been a clerical error.

His third memoir, also titled The Office, was about the same office.

I asked him, accepting the coffee, what the difference between the two memoirs was going to be.

He said The first one was about what happened in the office. The second one is going to be about what the office, in the meantime, also did to the man who has been, in the past nine years, also writing about it.

He said this in English. Mr. Tran's English was, by his own small private accounting, his fifth language. He had observed, over the course of the previous decade, that English was the language in which he could, on principle, also say the things he wanted to say while leaving the parts of them he did not yet, in his own internal accounting, also have words for in the language his mother had given him.

He gave Tasha her cup. She took it without looking at him. He understood this to be the small private affection a working detective gave, in his experience, to the small private things that arrived during the unkind hours of the morning of an unkind year.

He went back to his office to continue writing.

The Office, by the third memoir, was very busy.

§

Aaliyah came up B Street from the corner with her backpack and her school uniform and her seven-year-old's habit of stopping, on the sidewalk, every six and a half steps to look at something that the rest of the people on B Street had, in advance, also already decided was not worth stopping for. That morning the thing was a bottlecap.

She picked it up. She came over.

She said, Mr. Vane. Did the door letters get put on?

I said Yes.

She said Are they the way you wanted?

I said No.

She said Why not?

I said Because the lady said.

She nodded with the small private gravity of a seven-year-old who had, in advance, also already understood that the universe, on a number of small private questions, was, in the end, also organized according to what the lady said. She had inherited the gravity. The gravity had come down the line.

She showed me the bottlecap. It was a green bottlecap.

She said, The teacher said today we are doing colors. She said the color of my paper file is green. She said green is the color of compliance.

I asked her if she knew what compliance meant.

She thought about it.

She said It means you don't have to think.

I told her she had it about right.

She put the bottlecap in her pocket. She kissed Tasha on the cheek without slowing down. She continued, with her seven-year-old's gait, north up B Street, in the direction of a school whose paper files were color-coded according to a regulation whose authors had, in advance, also never met any of the children whose paper files they were color-coding.

I watched her go. Tasha watched her go. Neither of us said anything for a count of about eleven.

Then Tasha said, into her coffee cup, in the small private register she used for the lines that were also the prayers,

I know why the caged bird sings.

I said Yes.

She said I know why he beats his wing.

I said Yes.

She did not say the rest of the lines. She did not need to. The bird, on the morning of the ninth of July, was a small Black girl with a green bottlecap in her pocket walking north on B Street under a sky the color of an unfinished argument.

The cigarette went into the ashtray on the curb.

We went inside.

§

The office was twelve feet by fourteen feet with a single window that looked north onto B Street and a small private bathroom that had been the small private bathroom of the firm of Schreiber, Crandall & Reyes, attorneys-at-law, which had occupied 1118 B Street from 1971 to 2011 and which had, in its forty-year tenancy, also dissolved twice and reformed under different names in such a way that, by the time the third dissolution had been filed, the Office of Civic Memory's records on the matter were, in advance, also no longer in agreement with themselves.

There were two desks.

The desks had been purchased in May, by Tasha, from a small private vendor in Barrio Logan named Esperanza, who had bought the desks in 2018 from the estate of a court reporter in National City who had, by the available evidence, also taken her own life at a desk that was, on the day of its purchase from her estate, also still the desk she had taken her own life at. Esperanza had cleaned the desk. Esperanza had cleaned the desk twice. Esperanza had said, selling the desks to Tasha for one hundred and forty dollars apiece, that the desks were, by every available measurement, also no longer haunted, and that if the desks were haunted, the haunt was, by the same available measurement, on Esperanza's small private opinion, also a respectful one.

Tasha had bought the desks.

Tasha set hers under the window. I set mine across the room near the door, because in any office I had, in advance, ever worked in, also the man who could not run was the man who had to sit nearest to whoever was, on the available evidence, also coming in.

The bookcase was 1962 oak. It had not yet arrived. It was, that morning, still in the back room of the hardware store in Cedar Run, a town we had not yet, in advance, also been to.

There was, in the meantime, a single small private shelf above my desk. On it I had placed, in the order in which I had decided, the morning before, also to place them: a copy of Dunbar's Lyrics of Lowly Life, a copy of George Moses Horton's The Hope of Liberty, a copy of Frances E. W. Harper's Sketches of Southern Life, a copy of James Weldon Johnson's God's Trombones, a copy of Jean Toomer's Cane, a copy of Phillis Wheatley's 1773 Poems on Various Subjects, Religious and Moral, and a copy of the Civic Memory Act of 2021, which had been the act under which the country I was, in advance, in fact still a small private citizen of had, in the past thirteen years, also become the country it was no longer in advance willing to be.

The Civic
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