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Chapter One
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“A woman disappeared,” Rachel said. “So what?”

“I still have her bag.”

“I suppose she was half your age. Right, Andy?”

“She was in her twenties.”

“Like I said, half your age. Women are unpredictable. Especially young women.”

“I’m not forty until next June. And that is beside the point.”

“Andy, you’re making a big deal out of nothing. Again.”

Rachel wasn’t even watching me. She was busy rolling tacos. We were sitting in the kitchen of her cousin’s taquería in Durango, Durango, Mexico. I assumed that the colonial city was usually peaceful, but tonight all the inhabitants had decided to order crispy fried tacos at the same time. Since two of the employees had called in sick, Rachel was pitching in. I had offered to help, but she claimed my hands were too big to use the right amount of filling.

I was confident I could roll tacos just fine, but at the moment, I knew Rachel didn’t trust my judgment. Maybe she was right. Maybe the woman’s disappearance was nothing. But it didn’t feel like nothing. It felt like the moment you realize you rolled through a stop sign and you look around to make sure no police officers saw you do it. You’re relieved no one was around to write you a ticket, but you still feel wrong.

I dug around in my pocket and brought out my koboloy, my set of Greek worry beads. The small pieces of metal slid back and forth on a chain. Since they fit in my pocket, I always carried them. When I didn’t know what to do with myself, I twirled the beads. I’d learned the right way to do so by holding them between my first two fingers, flipping them over my hand, catching them with my thumb, and repeating the process. The motion calmed me. Usually.

Tonight I needed every calming device possible. I’d breezed into the taco joint from the airport an hour earlier, but my trip south of the border to join Rachel had been a rocky one. Rachel Campanello wasn’t exactly my girlfriend, but she was a fellow mariachi player and occasional lover. I hoped this would be one of those occasions, but she hadn’t appreciated my weeks of silence. How could I call up to say that I was still out of a job and unsure what to do with my life? It was my brother Joey who had encouraged me to take a road trip from Southern California all the way to Arizona, but by the time I’d shown up on Rachel’s doorstep in Tucson, she was in Mexico visiting cousins.

I’d made it as far as Hermosillo when I missed the connecting flight to Durango. Since it was a daily flight, I was stuck for another twenty-three hours. Had there been a rainstorm, I wouldn’t have been so annoyed. Instead there was no visible reason for the delay. The afternoon was sunny and calm. No mechanics were servicing the plane. Hence the issue was one of perspective. In Mexico people rarely hurried. They weren’t hardwired that way. Perhaps they sensed their lives were out of their control, so they didn’t worry about things. No doubt they lived better because of it. 

The passengers had been placated with free rooms at the cushy airport hotel. I’d spent the evening alternating between languid laps in the pool and intermittent chats with a fellow passenger, an attractive woman with spiky blond hair and hazel eyes. Claire was en route to Durango to visit a college friend who taught at an elementary school. When her cell phone beeped, she checked the caller I.D., asked me to watch her bag, and walked off in high heels, a red bikini made mostly of straps, and a towel.

She never came back. I brought her bag with me to the airport the following afternoon, but she never appeared. A day later, I still couldn’t figure out what had happened.

Rachel finished rolling a set of five tacos destined for the deep fryer and speared them with a toothpick as if they’d misbehaved. “Are you sure you heard that woman correctly?”

“I’m a violinist, Rachel. If there’s anything I trust, it’s my hearing.”

Rachel nodded as she spread potato mash onto the next tortilla. Every time I tried to dismiss the incident, I envisioned my fellow passenger on the cover of a gossip magazine. Phrases repeated themselves ad nauseum: woman relaxes at the pool, leaves her bag, doesn’t return. Happens all the time. 

Except that it didn’t happen all the time. The story was absurd. Yet when I’d gone to the hotel lobby, the clerks were unconcerned. They didn’t speak a word of English, so they were disappointed when my Spanish was fluent and they had no excuse to ignore me. But they wouldn’t help me either. The most they would do was ring Claire’s room, but she didn’t answer. When I hounded them long enough, they gave me her room number, but she didn’t open the door.

Rachel rolled another tortilla. Her fingers were as petite as she was, and her motions were quick and practiced. Maybe I couldn’t have helped efficiently after all.

“Andy, this woman you met changed her plans. That’s all. Why don’t you relax and forget the whole thing?”

The setting worked against me. In contrast to the tranquil dysfunction of the airport, Taquitos Meli was a madhouse. Meli herself was trying to take orders, accept payments, and serve customers at the same time. A young guy named Manuel was operating the deep fryer. The other employee, an older woman named Teresa, was washing dishes so fast I felt dizzy watching her.

Even though I’d spent eighteen years leading a mariachi band in a Mexican restaurant in California, I’d rarely ventured into the kitchen. And I’d never been behind the scenes at a mom-and-pop taco operation such as this one. The smell of singed tortillas dominated whiffs of salsa and beer while the hum of the crowd in the adjoining rooms filled the air with waves of gossip, parental directives, and flirtation.

On any other night, I could have done as Rachel suggested. Instead I couldn’t ignore my gut. I had indigestion on an empty stomach. Since I was thin and tall, that didn’t happen often.

Rachel speared another set of tacos. “Three thousand dollars isn’t that much in the scheme of things.”

“Seems like a lot of money to me.”

“To me too. But not in the scheme of things.”

Rachel was referring to the contents of Claire’s bag. When I’d finally gotten chilly out on the pool deck, I’d carried the bag back to my room. After staring at it for a couple of hours, I overcame feelings of being a thief and opened it. On top was a scarf. Below was a makeup kit and a romance novel with a cowboy on the front. A plastic baggie in a side pocket contained a driver’s license, a Visa card, various business cards from establishments in Tucson, and a twenty-dollar bill. At the bottom of the bag, I found a white business envelope. Inside I expected to find Claire’s boarding pass. The pass was there, but behind it was a stack of hundred-dollar bills.

I could imagine leaving behind a pair of sunglasses or a jacket. I’d done that often enough myself. I’d never once left behind several thousand dollars in cash. 

“Why is everyone in Durango ravenous tonight?” Rachel asked as a gang of new customers flooded the entrance. “At this rate, we won’t get out of here until two a.m.”

“Aren’t there any other taco joints around here?” I asked.

Rachel reached for the bowl of mashed frijoles. “Ricos Tacos de Carne is around the corner. They only sell carne asada and cebollitas, but they do a huge business.” Roasted meat and roasted onions. They were the staple of my favorite kind of Mexican dining.

Rachel snapped her fingers in my direction. “When you travel, you meet strange people who do things that don’t make sense. You should know that.”

“She didn’t seem strange.”

Rachel stopped her actions long enough to wink at me. “Andy Veracruz, you have rotten luck with fellow travelers. I can’t figure out if you’re unlucky or nosy.”

“I’m not sure.”

I leaned back against the uncomfortable metal chair. The taquería had been furnished with free merchandise from Cerveza Cabeza Roja. The tacky advertising from Redhead Beer didn’t deter the clientele. Instead of leaving, the customers lingered over empty plates. Their banter escalated. They bought extra drinks.

I sipped my beer. It was so bitter that I had to drink it slowly. “It was nice of your sister to help me track you down.”

Rachel pried open a bottle of Coke with a house key. “Gina felt sorry for you. She thinks she’s in love, so at the moment she’s more trusting.”

It was more accurate to say that Gina had rescued me. I’d driven all night from Squid Bay, a resort town south of L.A., to Tucson. By the time I reached Rachel’s doorstep, I needed a shave and a shower and a cup of coffee. Instead I found out that the friend I’d come to visit was eight hundred miles away.

“Gina let me store my luggage in your apartment.”

“It’s technically a duplex, but, yes, she mentioned that.”

“I’m sorry I didn’t call. Or write. Or anything.”

Rachel pursed her lips as if to say, right, you didn’t do any of those things. “Of course, the last time we were together, it was hard to say whether things were going well or not.”

After a couple of weeks on a remote Greek island that was no paradise, I’d hightailed it back to the US to help my brother Joey convalesce from an accident that Rachel also blamed on me. She had subsequently expected me to act like a boyfriend. I had not.

For the moment, I was saved from trying to make amends by Meli, who had come over with plates of tacos. The slender woman was a darker version of Rachel. She wore a buzz cut that made her look harsh, but she had a ready smile that took attention away from a long white scar that streaked down her cheek. She kicked off her shoes as she sat down. Now that the rush was over and the final orders were frying, she could catch her breath.

When I bit into my first taco, the tortilla crunched appropriately. The potato filling had been salted to perfection. “Delicious!”

“I’m glad,” Meli said. Then she switched to Spanish. “I never get this much business on a Wednesday, Andy. Maybe you brought me good luck.”

“No. I don’t do that for anyone.”

“Rachel, is your friend always so hard on himself?” 

Rachel sized me up. “He takes on the world in his spare time.”

Meli pointed her fork at me. “Maybe your feng shui is wrong.”

“I need more than Chinese house decorations.”

Meli dripped so much hot sauce on her taco that I assumed she would scald herself. “What you need is a definition of feng shui, but we can discuss that later. For now, tell me about this mysterious Claire.”  

I repeated all the details, but my story failed to impress Meli any more than it impressed Rachel. Instead Meli reached for more hot sauce.

“I wouldn’t care except that she left a lot of cash in her bag,” I said.

That wasn’t true. I cared because I couldn’t get the incident out of my mind, because my father had taught Joey and me to protect women, because I still felt unsettled. Grown women didn’t claim they’d be right back and then disappear unless they were in the midst of a lover’s quarrel. Claire and I weren’t lovers, and we hadn’t been quarreling. There had to be another explanation. 

“I wouldn’t want Claire to think I stole the money,” I said. “Plus I have her driver’s license and a credit card.”

“You might as well keep them,” Meli said. “She’s probably dead.”

“Dead?!”

“Don’t you read the newspapers? People disappear all the time these days.”

“You think she was kidnapped?”

Meli shrugged in a way that said “yes.”

“Wouldn’t kidnappers ask for a ransom?” I stammered.

“Around here they want attention,” Meli said. “Once in a while they go for the money.”

“They wouldn’t kidnap someone from an airport hotel, would they?”

Meli stabbed some cabbage strips, a traditional addition to an order of crispy fried tacos. “My cousin-in-law was kidnapped from Home Depot in the middle of the afternoon. He was found dead a month later on the highway to the sierra. It’s hard to say what kidnappers might do.”

Rachel waved her fork. “I thought your cousin-in-law was sleeping with the mayor’s wife.”

“Maybe. But that was never confirmed.”

I took a big slug of beer, but my throat was still dry. I was the moviegoer who had bought a ticket to a cartoon but stumbled into the horror film. I couldn’t understand why anyone would think to kidnap Claire. She wasn’t on her way to visit anyone famous. Or rich. 

“Maybe we can track down her friend,” I suggested. “We could visit some of the local elementary schools that offer English instruction.”

Meli cocked her head. She didn’t have to mention that a city with over half a million people would have a lot of elementary schools.

“She can’t be dead,” I said. “Anyway, I can’t keep the money.”

“Give it to charity if you have a guilty conscience,” Meli laughed.  

Rachel winked at me. “I know some good cat shelters in Tucson.”

“Charity?” asked a young man as he slid into the table’s extra chair. “I’m a good charity. No, a great one. You have extra money? I can help.” He was as dark as Meli but had more angular features. He had short black hair that had recently been trimmed, and he wore a frayed gray T-shirt that read “ardinals” in plush red letters. When he smiled, a mouthful of teeth showed, which gave him a goofy look. I liked him immediately. 

Meli playfully put her palm on the man’s forehead and pushed him away. “I never asked to have a younger brother!”

“Just trying to help.” He offered me his hand. “I’m Kique. You’re the guy that lost the woman?”

Kique, pronounced Key-Kay, was the usual Hispanic nickname for Enrique. He grinned as we shook.

“Yes. Well, no. She wasn’t mine to lose.”

“Want to do me a favor? There’s this girl who thinks she’s my girlfriend, but she’s not. Think you could lose her for me?”

The man wouldn’t stop ribbing me until I promised to try. His mirth was contagious, and I needed every drop of it. I’d met a woman who vanished. Something was wrong with the whole scenario. I wouldn’t feel right again until I knew where she’d gone. And why.
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Chapter Two
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After we finally wrapped things up at the taquería, Kique drove Meli and Rachel and me the short distance to Tierra Blanca, an older neighborhood south of the city center. Kique lived with his parents while Meli had built an assortment of rooms off the back end of the parents’ structure. Since Rachel was staying with Meli, I would be staying at her place as well.

We tumbled into Meli’s living room, a rectangle that contained a couch long enough for six people and a coffee table that stretched in front of it.

“Let’s see what’s in that damned bag,” Rachel said. 

I poured Claire’s possessions over the table.

Rachel snatched up the romance novel. “Roz Denny Fox,” she said, reading the author’s name. “Never heard of her.”

Meli picked up a makeup container. “Cover Girl Blush. How old did you say she was?”

“Late twenties, early thirties.”

I handed Rachel and Meli the baggie full of credit cards. “What do you make of this stuff?”

Rachel scrutinized each item. “A credit card that she doesn’t use. Notice that it expired three months ago. A Starbucks card. Typical. A Triple A card because she doesn’t know how to change a tire.” She looked up at me. “That’s not a slur. Neither do I.”

Rachel continued looking through the cards. “Health insurance. Yoga Oasis membership.” She read aloud from the driver’s license: “Ellen Claire Trevor, 1332 E. Lemon Street, Apt. 16D, Tucson AZ. That’s interesting.”

“How so?” 

Rachel shrugged. “The address is east of the university, which means it’s not far from my house.”

“Good area, bad area?”

“Nothing special.”

Rachel’s tone of voice told me that “nothing special” was also what she thought of Claire.

“Is this her?” Meli held out a picture of a brunette who was crouching beside two small children. The boy was taller than the girl and looked a couple of years older. All three were grinning as if the photographer had waved a parrot at them.

“No.”

“Maybe this is the friend she was coming to visit,” Meli said.

“What makes you say that?”

She showed me the picture again. “The kids look Mexican.”

They were not only darker than the woman, but their hair was black instead of brown. The girl wore a pink ribbon while the boy showed off a toothless grin.

“Are you sure she was coming to visit a girlfriend?” Kique asked. He was checking the small pockets of the bag.

“Why?”

He pulled out a package of condoms. “Just asking.” Then he pocketed them. “I might as well keep these, right? If the woman is dead, she won’t need them.”

“Why do you all keep saying she’s dead?”

“Law of averages,” Kique said. 

“What do you think, Rachel?” Meli asked.

“Claire might be missing, but I’m right here. And I could use a nightcap.”

Rachel got up and went to the kitchen. Meli went to check on her son and daughter. The kids usually slept across the garden at their aunt’s house. Kique went to retrieve an iPad. That left me studying the living room. The lighting was bad, but the house had a welcoming, lived-in look. The room was tidy, but fuzz stuck to the tan throw rug. The edges of the couch were frayed. The coffee table had a dozen nicks I noticed without trying to.

I was happy for the comfort of a living space that reminded me of the disorder of my own apartment. It had been a long, trying day. I’d gone to breakfast early to find Claire, and I’d lingered, hoping to run into her. No luck. When I went to knock on her door, the maids were cleaning the room. There were no signs of its recent inhabitant.

Stretching my limbs, I leaned back against Meli’s couch. Above me, a large mirror made the room seem twice as large as it was. The other walls were decorated with laminated maps, the kind that had smiling pizza pies to advertise restaurants and grinning sharks to beckon visitors to the beach. Without bothering to get up, I guessed at the destinations. The top map was Mazatlán, no doubt, which was the beach town closest to Durango. Another map was probably Puerta Vallarta, which would be the second closest. A third map surely depicted Tucson since Rachel frequently came to visit.

I’d picked up a similar map of Hermosillo. In the morning I’d taken a cab to the downtown area to kill a few hours but spent most of the time at an outdoor café next to the main square. It was a typical Mexican town, which meant that the main flow of pedestrian traffic revolved around the gazebo that dominated the square. I reasoned that if I sat there long enough, Claire would walk by. Instead I saw mothers dragging whining kids behind them and street vendors hawking watermelon slices sprinkled with hot sauce and lime.

A would-be mariachi band—they were missing the trumpet—came by three times to ask me what song I wanted to hear. “¿Guantanamera?” they asked hopefully. They were practically panting. “¿La bamba? ¿Cielito lindo?” On the third round I’d shut them up by asking in correct Spanish if they would teach me El rey del barrio, King of the Hood, the latest hit from the eponymous telenovela that had premiered three weeks earlier. In Mexico, soap operas aired at night, thus reaching a huge audience. Time and time again, the shows’ theme songs became popular favorites, and every worthwhile mariachi band learned them as quickly as possible.

Back in Squid Bay, my fellow musicians and I had taken pride in learning new hits within a couple of weeks. Then we took bets as to how fast the songs would become requests. Sometimes it took a month. Sometimes a dramatic turn in the soap opera gave it critical mass such as when a woman left her husband of many decades or when one man killed another in a jealous rage. 

The trio at the café hadn’t learned the song yet. They weren’t musicians. Instead they were three guys who could play basic chords and howl common lyrics. They knew the standards because that was what drunks asked for, and drunks were their best customers. Such men (never women, in my experience) asked for the same songs again and again, paying for them every time.

Disgruntled, the trio shuffled over to a table of tourists. Within moments they were singing Spanish Eyes, and everybody was happy but me. I didn’t appreciate hearing other people play the music that I enjoyed playing myself, especially when they played it badly. The strings on the vihuela were sharp and the bottom string on the guitarrón was unraveling, but at least those problems could be fixed. The violinist defied all odds by playing every other note out of tune. The problem was that he didn’t realize it.

The memories of the terrible sounds made me shudder. I tried to forget them by kicking off my Tevas and resting my feet on the coffee table. Meli’s house was the kind where you felt at home without asking permission. Rachel’s cousin seemed as nice as Rachel herself. Meli was friendly and open. Since I was a friend of Rachel’s, I was welcome. Meli didn’t seem to have a single qualm about hosting a last-minute guest despite any extra inconvenience. Nor did my sudden arrival visibly faze her. She seemed to handle last-minute changes as if they were expected.

So did Rachel. The two women were completely in synch with one another, and their easy manner calmed me too. Similarly, Rachel was completely at home in Durango. She was obviously a regular at the taqueria, but no doubt she could have easily slipped into a dozen similar scenes around town. Kique and Meli seemed more like her siblings than her cousins. Their easy camaraderie suggested that everything would work out all right.

Yet despite the sincere welcome, I couldn’t settle in. The cousins’ nonchalant attitude about a possible kidnapping puzzled me. I ordered my judgmental self to shut up, but I couldn’t shake my uneasiness. Maybe kidnappings were too commonplace in Mexico to warrant attention. My new friends couldn’t care about a lone, missing woman because they needed to keep their own sanity. In Mexico the spiral of life was pointed straight to hell. If you got in the way, you went down too.

Rachel came back with a bottle of brandy, glasses with ice, and a Coke.

“Ready for a cuba?”

“I probably need it.”

Rachel poured me some Presidente, Mexican brandy, and added a thin layer of soda. I wasn’t sure a drink would stop my thoughts from bouncing about, but I was willing to find out through experience. Claire’s disappearance seemed like the kind of bad omen no rational person would ignore. I’d lied to Meli. I’d read plenty about the increase in violence, but as most everybody else in Mexico, I figured that if I ignored the news decisively enough, it would go away.

“There could be some other explanation for Claire,” Rachel said, reading my mind. “Not that I can think of one.” She poured herself a Coke and added a few drops of brandy. “She got a call about a sick relative. She got a call about a sick friend. She returned to the airport to take the next flight home.”

“Very possible.” But not at all likely. Claire hadn’t seemed concerned when we missed our flight. She seemed matter-of-fact. I couldn’t imagine her receiving news that would immediately dictate a change of plans.

When I leaned back against the couch, a sharp object pierced my back. I pulled a toy clown from underneath the shaggy orange covering. There were no other signs of Meli’s children. Ariana was six and her brother Reynaldo was four. Rachel assured me that I’d have plenty of time to play with them.

“You’re sure Meli doesn’t mind my staying here?”

Rachel laughed. “One extra person around here doesn’t make any difference.”

She’d already explained the set-up. Meli’s parents owned a house on a large piece of property. By now Meli’s two sisters, Lupita and Daniela, had built houses adjacent to the main structure. Both had families of their own. Hence all day long, the various children ran from one house to the other. During the day, Meli took care of the kids who were too young to be in school. In the evenings, one of her sisters took over. The parents, and Kique, were only a shout away.

Rachel stretched her legs over the coffee table. “Meli doesn’t mind because I told her you’re okay, Veracruz. But I’ll tell you the truth, I’m not sure what I feel about you. At all.”

“It’s okay if we’re just friends.”

“That’s what you said last time.”

“This time I mean it.”

The lie was a white one. I wanted her to be my lover or maybe more than that, but I wasn’t sure how much more. Rachel was smart, fun, and attractive. She was a fairly decent musician herself, which made her the first woman I’d ever dated who could come close to understanding me. That also meant she was a logical candidate for a long-term relationship, but I couldn’t think that far ahead. I had too many ifs to deal with first. If I couldn’t get a decent job in Tucson, there wouldn’t be any point to our moving forward because we would just have to turn around and retrace our steps. Between her family and her mariachi job, I was pretty sure I couldn’t dislodge her from Southern Arizona even if I tried, which I wouldn’t.

“You had to leave California,” Rachel stated.

“Not in so many words.”

“Which words, then?”

I wasn’t ready to talk about the three a.m. hang-ups. I couldn’t be sure they meant anything. I couldn’t be sure my ex-boss had that long of a reach. Moreover, I wasn’t ready to admit that nightly prank calls could unnerve me. It had been my brother who had done that. “You need to protect yourself,” he kept telling me. “At least install an alarm system. And get a new phone number.”

For the short term, I hadn’t done either. At least I’d taken his advice to leave town.

Gently, I laid my left leg over hers. I was pleased that she didn’t squirm or frown, but she acted as if she hadn’t noticed. “I can’t find any mariachi work in Squid Bay. Las Cometas doesn’t need extra players. I could move to L.A., but I’m not sure I’d fit in.” The L.A. guys played well. They were the best in the US. The problem was that in the top groups, too many musicians did substance. The assumption was that if you played with them, you found a way to fit in. I wasn’t willing to go that far.

“There’s no chance Noche Azul will reopen?”

“Not that I can imagine.” My former restaurant had closed after the boss was jailed for ordering a hit. I knew way too much about it and didn’t want to talk about it now. Or ever. Losing the restaurant where I’d played five nights a week had been like losing a limb. Maybe worse. 

Rachel drained her glass. “I feel like I’m a convenience. You needed a vacation and you flew to the Aegean.  Now you need to get away, and you’ve come all the way to Durango. I admit. It’s a good place to chill for a while.”

I squirmed. Suddenly I wondered if I’d let my straight, limp hair grow too long or whether the shirt I’d been wearing for the past two days was too dirty. Usually I didn’t notice such things, so I thought about that as well.

“Your sister said you’d be glad to see me.”

Rachel stretched her arms, flexing her muscles. She looked like a tennis player: lithe, strong, energetic, petite. That was one of the things I liked about her; she was in great shape, but she neither hid her assets nor flaunted them. “It so happens that I need you too.”

The living room didn’t feel like a trap, but I could have easily been mistaken. “That’s good.”

“Not really. That big quinceañera I have to go to?”

I nodded. Rachel hadn’t taken off work for a week on a whim. She’d come to attend the coming-out party for her cousin Daniela’s daughter. Traditionally that meant a mass followed by a wedding-style shindig with a dinner and live music.

“I need a date. An ex-boyfriend is playing in the band.”

Rachel was a few years younger than I, but she’d never married either. I imagined her with a string of good-looking men, none of whom were interesting enough to hold her attention for more than a few months at a time.

“Accompanying you to a party sounds easy enough,” I said.

“In theory. How’s your dancing?”

I never danced. Up until a couple of months earlier, I’d always been too busy playing. By now everything had changed. Not only had the restaurant closed, but the group had disbanded. I was out of the only real job I’d held since college.

“My dancing might not be up to par.”

“That’s what I was afraid of. You might need to practice.”

Her tone had lightened, but I could hardly blame her for having third and fourth thoughts about me. I didn’t know how to be a traditional boyfriend. I’d never much tried.

“I appreciate your hosting me, Rachel. And hearing me out.”

“I’ll give you this much. You’re always surprising.”

Kique came back into the room holding out his iPad. “Andy, did this friend of yours ‘espik espanish’?” He imitated a Mexican who knew one phrase in English.

“Not a word.”

“Listen to this: ‘Kidnapping is not only on the rise, but it’s estimated to have skyrocketed three hundred percent. Over a hundred kidnap/murders were reported at one seaside resort alone. The biggest targets are wealthy Mexican nationals. The next category is foreigners, especially affluent monolinguals.’ Did this woman you lost have expensive-looking clothes?”

“The last time I saw her she was wearing a swimsuit. There was so little material I can’t tell you whether it was expensive or not.”

“And before that?”

I tried to remember. Her clothes hadn’t stood out to me, but I’d been more focused on getting a room at the airport hotel than on fashion design.

“I guess.”

Meli came back from her sister’s house. Since the kids were sleeping peacefully, she assured us that they would be over early in the morning with plenty of energy.

“Andy, my sister Lupita called her friend who works at The American School. There are two male teachers from Texas, but no women.”

“Are there any other schools that offer extensive English classes?”

“Escuela Juan Diego,” said Kique. “Last year they were advertising for native speakers. That would be the most likely place to check. Rachel?”

“I know, I know,” she told Kique. “I’ll take Mr. Busybody over there in the morning.”

Kique nodded. “I’d go myself, but I’ve got a class at the Law School at nine o’clock, and the professor growls if we come in late.”

“That’s all right. One quick trip to the school might buy Andy some peace of mind.”

With that they drank to my health. Then to Claire’s. I’d been wrong, of course. My new friends had been listening more carefully than I realized. They cared about a missing woman but needed time to put everything into perspective. By staying detached, they stayed sane.

I couldn’t blame them, but I appreciated how they’d come together to address the issue. Probably there wasn’t an issue anyway but rather a logical explanation I’d failed to see. Claire was fine. She found an alternate flight on another airline or decided to complete the journey by bus. I shouldn’t have thought twice about her. The money was a mystery, but it was merely cash. After a reasonable period of time, maybe I’d start using it.

Kique begged off to go study a few cases. Meli headed upstairs.

Meanwhile Rachel stood and offered me her hand. “I’ll show you to your room.”

My room? This didn’t sound promising. She picked up my suitcase before I could do so myself and led me through the hall to a boy’s bedroom. The rectangle was so small that it only held a set of bunk beds and a chest of drawers. A crouching Spiderman covered the long wall. A curtained window took most of the other.

“Reynaldo is loaning you his room,” Rachel told me. “He’s delighted because he thinks that means you’ll be willing to play with him. You will, won’t you?”

“Of course. But where will you sleep?”

“Upstairs with Meli.”

Rachel vanished before I could ask any more questions. I hadn’t even noticed there was an upstairs. I plunked myself on the lower bunk bed and accidentally banged my head against the upper one. Being six-feet tall had disadvantages. This was one of them. Since I couldn’t sit on the bed, I had to lie down instead.

I had a perfect view of Spiderman from the waist to the feet. As I contemplated my new superhero, I wished I’d never met a woman named Claire.

It wasn’t the last time the thought would cross my mind.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Three
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The sun was bright and hot as Rachel and I walked down Las Alamedas, a tree-lined boulevard that led from the edge of Tierra Blanca, which was Meli’s part of town, to the Parque Guardiana. Only a few cars rumbled past. By now everyone who was hurrying to work had already gotten there. The few vendors we passed knew it was too early to entice us either with paletas, which were popsicles, or chile-flavored mangos. Instead the vendors left us alone.

Escuela Juan Diego stood on Volantín between Granada and Calle Allende. The grounds of the private elementary school were bordered by a black wrought-iron fence, but the gate was open. The short walkway led to a long, one-story rectangular building with a rust-colored façade. A banner proclaiming the school’s name stretched across the doorway, but a fold in the cloth hid half the letters.

The grounds didn’t include a visible parking lot, but several dusty cars were parked out front along with a black Cadillac that had been recently washed, probably that morning. Or maybe it just shined in the sun. Either the car was new or the paint job was.

“This school must pay well,” I said.

“If you’re the director or his secretary.”

“Secretaries make good money?”

“If they sleep with the right bosses.”

Despite her much smaller stature, Rachel pushed in front of me.

“Did I say something wrong?” I asked when I caught up. “Usually I don’t make you angry until lunchtime.”

Rachel stopped abruptly, and I had to jump sideways to avoid running into her.

“Sorry. Not your fault. Wasn’t thinking.”

“You don’t have to go in with me if you don’t want to. It’s a stupid mission anyway, but I can handle it myself.”

I could imagine what Rachel was thinking. I was meddling again. Instead of living my life as a normal person, I let small things bother me. Small things such as being handed a purse full of money. Instead I should look the other way. That’s what normal people did. Otherwise they’d never be able to get on with their lives.

Unfortunately, I couldn’t walk away. Something was so wrong that I needed an explanation for it. I wouldn’t be able to relax until I’d found one. Maybe it was my curiosity that was working overtime. My imagination. It all stemmed from a work hazard. When I was performing mariachi music, I studied people. I tried to figure them out. And when they committed actions that were way outside the norm, my guard went up. Presumably at some point that very awareness would help me. It would alert me to danger, prevent me from walking into an oncoming car, stop me from entering a bar where people were fighting, keep me away from random gunfire.

But for the moment, what my curiosity did was to get the best of me and irritate everyone else. The feeling wasn’t pretty.

“I don’t mind coming with you,” Rachel said.

“Don’t worry about me,” I said. “I can find my way back to the house.” Indeed, since leaving Meli’s place we’d only made two turns, and I’d paid attention to both of them.

Rachel stopped me by putting her hand on my chest. “No, no, I’m fine.” She softened her voice. “You reminded me of something without meaning to. It’s not your fault.”

“Something unpleasant.”

“Did I mention Meli’s sister Daniela?  She used to have a good position as a secretary at the university. She quit when her boss said she could either sleep with him or find a new job.”

“Rotten choice.”

“She was pregnant at the time. As I recall, she wrote a letter of resignation and sent it to the guy’s wife.”

I wanted to say “rough town,” but I knew better than to make a joke. The situation was too true to be funny. I corresponded with my cousin’s wife who lived in Aguascalientes, and she complained about the macho world surrounding her in every other email. Mexico had come a long way, but it still had an awfully long way to go. I wasn’t sure things would ever change enough to make a difference. There were pockets of exceptions, but they were still islands in a man’s world.

“This town is living about a hundred years in the past,” Rachel said. “Maybe two hundred. I don’t understand how any of the American teachers can stand it here. Or why.”

Rachel was being harsh. There were plenty of things to appreciate about Mexico. The lifestyle. The loyalty to family and friends. The music. The tacos. 

Then there were all the problems. 

The entryway brought us into a courtyard bordered by classrooms on three sides. From several rooms we heard the simultaneous echoes of recitations. To the right was a corridor which led to an office marked “Director.”

“Sure we’re in the right place?” I asked.

“Sure.”

The secretary’s desk was empty, but the door to the adjoining room was ajar. A man who was probably in his fifties was reading the newspaper from the luxury of sitting behind a huge desk in an air-conditioned office. He was wearing a black suit, which seemed incongruent with both the temperature and the casual surroundings. When the man saw us, he threw on a fake smile and beckoned us inside.

“Hello!” The man came out from around the desk so fast I was surprised he didn’t knock anything from it. “I’m David Barranco. You must be Izekiel’s parents. I’m so glad you could stop by.” His enthusiasm spoke money. His accent said more like Texas. 

“We’re not parents,” Rachel started.

“We’d like to be, of course,” I said as he pumped my hand. “But right now, we’re looking for Miss Janet.”

He stopped pumping, and we jerked to a standstill as if the puppeteer had been called off to another show, one that was way more important. “No Miss Janet here.”

“We might have the wrong name,” Rachel said. “We’re looking for a teacher from Arizona.”

“No.” Barranco folded his arms over his chest. “We have no one like that.” He leaned against his desk as if it were a fortress that could support his weight no matter what nonsense left his mouth.
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