
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Mariachi Meddler

        

        
        
          An Andy Veracruz Mystery, Volume 1

        

        
        
          D.R. Ransdell

        

        
          Published by D.R. Ransdell, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      MARIACHI MEDDLER

    

    
      First edition. June 10, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 D.R. Ransdell.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8230642626

    

    
    
      Written by D.R. Ransdell.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    To Mom and Dad,

for all their love and encouragement

 and for putting up with all those years of violin practice

      

    


Mariachi Meddler

An Andy Veracruz Mystery Book 1

by

––––––––

[image: ]


D. R. Ransdell

Other Titles by D.R. Ransdell

​

Fiction:

Campanello Travels

Amirosian Nights .

Thai Twist

Carillon Chase

––––––––

[image: ]


Andy Veracruz Mysteries

Island Casualty

Dizzy in Durango

Substitute Soloist

Brotherly Love

Sofi & Cenzo Mysteries

Party Wine

Non-Fiction:

Secrets of a Mariachi Violinist

Mariachi Meddler

––––––––

[image: ]


Copyright 2017 by D. R. Ransdell, all rights reserved.

No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission except in the case of brief quotations for use in articles and reviews. 

––––––––

[image: ]


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance of the fictional characters to actual persons living or dead is entirely coincidental. 

An earlier version of this story was published as Mariachi Murder.

––––––––

[image: ]


Cover Art by Peter O’Connor at Bespoke Book Covers

Dedication

To Mom and Dad,

for all their love and encouragement

and for putting up with all those years of violin practice



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER ONE


[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


“ANDY, WOULD YOU COME up to my office for a minute?”

I ripped off the broken E string and strapped the violin in its case. My instincts told me to be on guard, but what can you say when your boss makes a direct request? A decade older than I, he was more an uncle than an employer. “No problem, Rolando.”

I worked my way through the kitchen, where Corinna was directing clean-up activities, exited through the restaurant’s back door, and trudged up the spiral stairs to the makeshift office on the second floor. Being called in was never a good sign. Usually it meant that Rolando needed a special favor. Even if he was willing to pay for it, the time/money ratio never worked out in my favor.

Occasionally I’d resolved not to let Rolando Díaz get the best of me, but the results always backfired. I felt guilty if I didn’t do what he asked because I was indebted to him. Years earlier, he’d hired me to play at Noche Azul Restaurant even though I didn’t know enough mariachi arrangements to pull my weight. By now the restaurant was home.

“Take a load off,” Rolando told me as he sat at the round table that dominated the room.

“Want a brandy?”

“All right,” I said cautiously as I sat across from him. For small favors he bribed me with beer.

“How did things go tonight?” he asked.

Since working my way up to the position of bandleader, I was responsible for decisions on stage. As we reached the end of one song, I called out the next. I had to balance tempos, give the musicians equal numbers of solos, and satisfy audience requests. In case of emergency I had to cover for the trumpet player by playing his melody lines on the violin or cover for a rhythm player by picking up the guitar. I liked the work and was good at it, but by the end of the night, the decision-making wore me out.

“Things went fine until that drunk insisted on singing with us.”

Volunteer singers were a common nuisance. We didn’t mind the granddaughter belting out a favorite tune or the husband surprising his wife with a ballad, but when a guest singer approached the stage while clutching a Tecate, we knew we were in trouble.

“He wasn’t so bad,” Rolando said.

This was not true. The balding crooner with the straw cowboy hat had started off beat and never found his way on. He mangled intonation as if it were a matter of style. As an extra embarrassment, after we beat him through El moro de Cumpas, a corrido about a famous horse race, he insisted on slaughtering Pelea de gallos, a huapango about a chicken fight.

“The crowd loved him,” Rolando continued.

“His friends loved him. Everyone else whipped out cell phones so they wouldn’t have to pay attention.”

“Lighten up, Andy. You take everything too seriously.”

“He forgot the last verse of El moro de Cumpas.

“Everybody knows which horse won the race. Big deal.”

“I’m trying to save our audience from bad music.”

“Hardly anyone noticed.”

“I know, I know.” I always told myself not to be too critical, but then I didn’t listen.

“Andy, our audiences love you because they know you love music and try your best to please them. That’s good enough for anybody.”

“You didn’t call me up here to ask about tonight’s performances.”

“You’re right, Andy. You’ve always been perceptive.”

I didn’t reply. I could tell he was buttering me up, so I rehearsed excuses in my mind: “I can’t help you after hours because I’m expecting a call from my brother,” or “I can’t open the restaurant for you tomorrow afternoon because I promised to help my elderly next-door neighbor,” or, best of all, “I can’t run errands for you because I promised to take my two nieces to the beach.”

Rolando finished one shot and poured himself another. “I need to ask you a favor. I want you to keep an eye on my wife.”

The metal sundials on my traje jingled as I lost my balance and nearly fell from the chair. Yiolanda strutted through Noche Azul in such skintight clothing that I was afraid she might stop breathing. Every night I kept an eye on her even though I promised myself not to. So many men fell at her feet that I didn’t want to get trampled in the crowd.

“Why can’t you keep an eye on her yourself?” I asked.

“I have to pop down to Mexico.”

“At the height of the tourist season?”

Rolando rarely left Squid Bay to travel forty minutes north to L.A., let alone to go anywhere else. He wasn’t opposed to vacation, but the restaurant business was competitive, and he was always worried that another mariachi restaurant would get the edge. Each evening he patrolled the restaurant from the moment it opened, greeting customers or milling around. If need be, Rolando might be chopping onions in the kitchen or patting the backs of coughing customers who’d swallowed more hot sauce than they could handle. In between he would run back and forth to the cash register to handle tabs.

“Yiolanda can run the restaurant,” he continued. “I’ve got to attend my sister’s granddaughter’s baptism in San Carlos. You’re looking at the godfather.”

“Can’t it wait?”

“She’s my only grandniece. I can’t refuse.”

I took off my moño, a kind of floppy bow tie, and loosened my top shirt buttons. Squid Bay had broken a record that afternoon with a high of ninety-six. Since we’d barely hit July, the temperature signaled a miserable summer. We’d sweat all evening on stage even though we hadn’t worn our jackets.

My boss rubbed his rough chin, which was evidence of a hurried shave. “You must think I’m stupid to have married a much younger woman.”

“She’s not that young.”

“When you’re fifty, a thirty-five-year-old is a teenager. Wait a dozen years. You’ll see what I mean. And then there are her moods. Who knows what goes through that head of hers? One day she snaps at me and the next day she’s cooing. If you ever find a woman who has only one mood, marry her.” He ran his fingers through salt and pepper hair. “This is God’s way of punishing success.”

“It’s not your fault you fell for her.”

Yiolanda was the perfect fantasy because she didn’t work at flirting. It came as naturally as walking did to the rest of us. Once she got your attention, her pale eyes bored into you, egging you on. The feeling was always worse in the summer. On sweaty nights, she wore nothing under her dress.

“Anyway,” I continued, “why me?”

“You’ve worked for me longer than the others.”

This I could blame on selective memory. I was merely the first musician Rolando had hired himself, the others having been hired by his father. Instead I was the musician Rolando had logged more drinking hours with. Before he’d married, we used to drink Coronas all night with the staff as soon as the other customers left. Sometimes we didn’t leave Noche Azul until dawn.

Rolando rotated his shot glass without picking it up. “Also, you're loyal. I know you can be discreet. And you live close by.”

This much was true. I lived a brisk seven-minute walk from the restaurant. I knew the timing exactly because I always cut it too close. “When are you leaving?”

“Tomorrow morning.”

“Should I stay and help Yiolanda lock up after we close the restaurant?”

“No. Post yourself near the back door and see if anyone is waiting for her at the end of the night.”

“Should I watch for anything else?”

Rolando smiled so briefly I barely detected it. “I’m not sure.”

***
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THE EMPTY STREET SPREAD below me like a cloak. I focused on the broken tiles on the roof of St. Michael’s, the walls protecting its yard, and the sidewalks where children woke me with the sound of their tricycles on lazy afternoons. My neighbors were asleep, but the Circle-K catty-corner to my building was open 24/7. The fellow who ran it stood outside, chatting with the owner of Hotel Osborn, which was next door. Evidently the hotel still had vacancies. By three a.m., I would have given up.

My fifth-floor balcony stretched the length of my bedroom. Lodged between two weather-beaten chairs, a cracked wooden box doubled as a table. Opposite the chairs, a metal rack designed for flowerpots hung from the railing. Since I’d already killed half a dozen tomato plants and an equal number of philodendrons, I’d filled the rack with magazines and a bottle of brandy. Sometimes I had a shot when I got home, but tonight it was too hot.

For the past three years, I’d refrained from telling Rolando that his wife was cheating on him. I’d never considered that he would be better off knowing. Probably he did know. Even though we talked about everything else, we never discussed Yiolanda.

The trumpet player and I had spotted Yiolanda around Squid Bay with various men. Lately I’d seen her leaving the Osborn with Marco Antonio Gutiérrez, the out-of-tune third violin player from Las Cometas. A tall, graying man who supposedly owned enough real estate that he didn’t need a regular day job, Marco Antonio claimed that he played in a mariachi because he loved his heritage and because music gave him luck with women. He was a poor violinist but a reasonable singer, gregarious enough to interact with an audience. More importantly, he was the financial backing of Las Cometas, so they weren’t about to get rid of him. He’d produced both their albums even though the first one had lost money and I imagined a similar fate awaited the sequel.

Although I hadn’t been watching for them, I’d seen Marco Antonio leave the Osborn with Yiolanda three times in the last month. Each time they’d been surrounded by noontime traffic, but Yiolanda always stood out in a crowd. I’d considered ways to broach the subject with Rolando, but I hadn’t come up with a plan.

Sweat dripped off my forehead and fell onto the balcony with a splat. This was the second day of the heat wave. During daylight hours, thanks to occasional breezes and frequent trips to the beach, I tolerated my lack of air conditioning without complaint. At night I felt cornered because the morning promised another scorching day. For a moment I almost thought my brother Joey was right—get a regular job, move to the burbs, and rent an apartment with decent air conditioning. Then I wouldn’t have to associate summer nights with uncomfortable heat and uncomfortable heat with Yiolanda.

For now I was as stuck as Rolando was. He didn’t want to be a godfather, and I didn’t want to be meddling between him and his wife.
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WHEN I ARRIVED AT WORK the next evening, Yiolanda was sitting with Sergio, the vihuela player, at a table near the kitchen. She wore a skirt as bright as blue porcelain and a blouse that accentuated the lace underneath. Her flowery perfume offset the heavy air.

“What happened?” Yiolanda asked. “You got so bored at home you decided to come on time?”

Yiolanda disliked me because I never complimented her the way everyone else did. I swallowed the barb and held out my hand. “Can I borrow the keys? I need something from the office.” She dug a key chain out of a small handbag and tossed it to me.

I slid out the back door and up the spiral staircase. The shot glasses Rolando and I had used were still on the table. I already felt his absence. His calm demeanor was a buffer between the customers and the staff. He cared about profit, but given the high death rate in the private restaurant business, he was more concerned that Noche Azul simply succeed. He worked even more now that his father, the original owner, had passed. Díaz Senior had bought the restaurant so he would have a steady place to perform music, and he’d been devastated to admit that his son was tone deaf in both ears.

Finally the man had to give up on his dream of providing a place for his son to sing mariachi songs and be content that his eldest wanted to continue the tradition at all.

By now Rolando owned a fancy condo in Corona del Mar, an area that demanded a higher income and more respect, but before he’d married, Rolando had used the upstairs office as a living room. The room extended to a bedroom that held a twin bed and an old chair. Beyond that was a small bathroom whose window overlooked the roof. One night when we’d stayed up drinking, Rolando had left with a date and accidentally locked Pablo and me inside. So drunk we could barely walk, we'd climbed out the bathroom window and crawled down the trellis over the restaurant’s front door. It was one of my fondest memories.

I chuckled as I entered the bedroom, but then I sobered up. The only wall decoration was a photograph taken at Rolando’s wedding when he and his bride cut the cake. I towered behind them, a fidgety best man who was worried about the groom.

I bent down and took my spare violin from under the bed. My cheap Chinese violin was not as good as my Roth, but I used it whenever I was too rushed to get back to my apartment or whenever I'd forgotten to replace busted strings.

On my way out of the office, I noticed that the message machine was blinking. People often called the restaurant to make reservations or inquire about our schedule. Dennis, the headwaiter, handled most of the calls, but tonight he had his hands full with a big reservation, and Yiolanda was too busy flirting to worry about business.

The orange light blinked at half-second intervals. I pressed play. A las cuatro, said an unfamiliar male voice. At four o’clock. The message had been recorded a few minutes earlier. I listened to it several times, but I couldn’t identify the caller. He had a mild Hispanic accent, meaning that he probably spoke English more natively than Spanish. He didn’t sound like a kid or an old man; any male between eighteen and eighty was a candidate.

When I returned downstairs, Yiolanda and Sergio were still locked in discussion. I handed her the keys. “There’s a message on the phone machine.”

“It’ll wait,” Yiolanda yawned. She got up and headed towards the cashier’s desk while Sergio and I joined Pablo and Hernando, the guitarrón player, on stage.

“Good gossip?” I asked.

Sergio blew a speck of dust from his vihuela. “I never listen. It’s enough to watch.”

We started playing, but I couldn’t concentrate. Without trying to, my line of sight fell on Yiolanda. During lulls, she pulled her state-of- the-art cell phone from beneath her mini-skirt. She wore the phone on her left thigh like a weapon. While she yakked away, she nodded vaguely at arriving customers as if surprised they’d come to hear us play.

“I hate mariachi music,” she’d told me the night we met. But she never explained why she married a man who owned a mariachi restaurant. For the first few months, I disbelieved her. It was only after witnessing her complete indifference as to whether we played our most boring rendition of Volver, volver, a standard about a repentant lover, or our best Cascabel, a difficult song with multiple rhythm patterns, that I took her at her word.

The first two sets sped by without my noticing them. After ten o’clock, a gang of new customers came in: two elderly men with their extended families. When they beckoned to us, we left the haven of the stage to play at their table, catering to their requests by struggling through songs we rarely played and accepting the tips they offered every few songs.

I noticed the two men who came in because I was close enough to have an unobstructed view of the restaurant’s entrance. Dapper suits suggested the East Coast. Blond hair suggested California. When Yiolanda tried to seat them, they raised their voices and gestured, looming over her like icebergs.

Mid-song I edged my way to her, fiddle in hand. “Is there some problem?” I asked. Too late it occurred to me that she might not want my help.

“These men thought we had Suiza Gold,” Yiolanda said slowly. “I’ve explained that we’ve run out.”

Suiza Gold was a popular tequila and one of the most expensive. Since the restaurant made a tidy profit on each shot, we never ran out. At most Yiolanda needed to retrieve another bottle from the office.

“The gentlemen are disappointed,” she continued.

The pair showed no expression. They had similar features, and their hair was the same shiny blond. The man standing on Yiolanda’s left had wavy hair; his companion’s was cropped. Otherwise they were interchangeable.

“Did you try La Bota Izquierda?” I pointed north. “It’s a bar down the street. They keep about twenty varieties of tequila on hand at all times. Certainly they’ll have Suiza Gold.”

“I guess we can’t find what we want here,” said the wavy-haired man. His accent matched his tailored suit. 

“I guess not.”

For several seconds, the man held my gaze. When he turned to leave, the other man did the same.

Yiolanda stared after them as if she needed to witness their departure.

“Most customers aren’t so picky about their tequila,” I said.

“True. But if our restaurant came highly recommended, perhaps the men had a reason to be angry. Anyway, thanks for coming over.”

Something was terribly wrong. Yiolanda had never before thanked me.

“Would you mind locking up with me tonight?” she asked.

“Not at all.”

I returned to my place around the table where my compadres were pushing their way through another semi-familiar song.

We quit early after the two families left. I hovered near Yiolanda, but the evening was back to normal. Yiolanda and I had to wait for the dishwashers to finish up and for Corinna to inventory fresh food. A customer called to ask if we were still open. Though Yiolanda was subdued, she didn’t seem concerned.

As we stood together securing the door, her perfume tickled my nose.

***

[image: ]


I KEPT THINKING ABOUT the phone message. I was sure about two things: The message was meant for Yiolanda, and it had nothing to do with the restaurant. Since I didn’t want to risk falling asleep, I called Stefani, who was agreeable when I invited myself over to her cozy apartment in Costa Mesa. Her sofa was comfortable and still smelled new. Better yet she had an air conditioner. She always turned it on when she suspected we’d be heating things up.

Stefani wasn’t my girlfriend, but we got together sometimes. We’d met months earlier at a bar where casual complaints about dry spells in the bedroom led us straight to hers. Later she wanted to take things to a higher level, but I assured her I wasn’t relationship material. Not only did I work late five nights a week, but I also always preferred playing to entertaining a date.

When I arrived, Stefani was planted on the sofa watching Cary Grant mess his way through Bringing Up Baby. While she watched the ending, I leafed through a newsmagazine. I hadn’t realized gas prices were expected to rise another twenty percent. That gave me one more reason to stick to my motor scooter instead of buying a car. The occasional rain was inconvenient, but Southern California rarely froze, I walked to work, and my brother loaned me his car when I needed one. Joey kidded me that I’d never find a real girlfriend until I graduated to a real vehicle. “My Vespa is vintage,” I would tell him. “It doesn’t start half the time!” he always replied. His comment was a fond exaggeration. The scooter usually started.

After reading all the credits, Stefani flicked off the TV. “I love that film.”

I didn’t find it memorable, but I was thankful I didn’t have to compete with the male lead. “You’re lovelier than Katharine Hepburn,” I said, taking her hand as she sat on my lap. She did look lovely. Her hair was squashed from lying in different angles against the cushions, giving her a sleepy, disorganized look. The sheer nightgown revealed the outline of her breasts whenever she turned sideways.

“I’m glad you called,” she whispered.

“I was afraid you might have been asleep.”

“In that case I wouldn’t have answered the phone.”

That’s as much dialog as we managed. Usually Stefani undressed me and folded my clothes neatly on a bedside clothes hamper, but tonight she scattered them from the living room to her narrow double bed.

Afterwards I sat up straight, cradling Stefani in my arms while she snuggled into my shoulder. “I’ve missed you,” she said.

“I’ve missed you too.”

“At work I was so busy this week that I didn’t have a moment to myself.” She booked flights on California Air all day, so summer was her busy season. “Now I can relax.”

But I couldn’t. I kept reviewing the scene with the two men. Something was wrong about it. For Yiolanda to lie was nothing. For her to seem intimidated was out of character.

“Where shall we go for vacation?” Stefani asked. “California Air is running cheap flights to Puerto Vallarta at the end of the season. We could go for the week.”

“Sounds great.” Last season she’d wanted me to go to Maui, but since Joey couldn’t cover for me at the restaurant, I’d been excused.

Somewhere, I’d seen the man with cropped hair before. “Would you rather go somewhere else?”

I didn’t want to go anywhere with Stefani for a week. In the first place, even though we’d talked about it, I was afraid that she would take my going on vacation with her as a sign that I was heading towards boyfriend status. More importantly, I didn’t like to spend time away from Noche Azul. Whenever I took too many nights off at a stretch, I lost my edge. The only way I could remember the vast repertoire was to perform it consistently. Otherwise the words went right out of my head. I’d tried to explain the situation to Stefani on several occasions, but she couldn’t understand why I wouldn’t jump at the chance to spend a week alone with her.

“Puerto Vallarta sounds fine.” Normally I might have protested, but since the end of the season was two months away, I had plenty of time to decide how to wiggle out of her grasp.

I kissed the top of her head. “I’m in your hands.”

Possibly the men with the shiny hair were associated with the Three Stars Hotel, which was a couple of blocks south of my apartment. I’d heard that Europeans owned it, but I hadn’t been inside the lobby since they remodeled it from a Holiday Inn.

“We need to pick just the right spot.”

I stroked her hair. My own was boringly straight. Her soft black tufts were easier to play with.

“Then we’ll make just the right baby.”

I jerked away without trying to. I miscalculated the space on her bed and fell off, hitting my head on the nightstand. The alarm clock crashed onto my chest before bouncing along the floor.

“What?”

She peered at me from over the bed as a mother peers into a crib. “I said, ‘Then we’ll make the right baby.’”

My bare hip stung from landing on the tip of a high-heeled shoe. I lifted myself up long enough to sweep away the shoe but stayed on the floor where I felt safe.

She stretched sideways along the edge of the bed and propped her head on one hand. “You’ll be a good father. Very smart.”

“I’ve told you over and over that I’m not ready to be serious.”

“Oh, Andy! I know that. But sooner or later you’ll change your mind. Anyway, you don’t have to worry. We don’t have to get married.”

“We had an understanding.”

“I understand you. Really I do. But enough’s enough. You’re scared. That’s all. You need to relax and grow up a little bit. I’ll take care of everything else.”

I couldn’t speak. Her entire psychoanalysis of me had lasted three seconds. I felt like a pickle in a jar waiting to be speared and sliced.

She rolled over on her back and patted her stomach. “I don’t like giving up my figure, but it can’t be helped.”

I stood, searching for dignity as I brushed off the dirt. “I’m especially not ready for children.”

“You’re nearly forty. My parents had me when they were half your age.”

I stepped into my shorts, which had landed by the foot of the bed. Stefani’s parents’ decisions didn’t have anything to do with me.

Stefani inserted her hand under the elastic waistband of my shorts and pulled me closer to her. “A half hour ago you said you loved me.”

Not fair. She’d posed the question at an inopportune moment, so the most I’d managed was a grunt.

“Having a family is different.”

She knelt on the bed, making us nearly eye level. “Don’t you see? I’m ready to love you with everything! I’m ready to give you a baby!”

I fished my shirt from the hall, angling into it without bothering about buttons. “I don’t want a long-term commitment. I’ve told you that repeatedly.”

She slid under the sheets and kicked her legs. “You said you loved me!” Her voice was muffled, but I could distinguish each word.

I sat on the bed and tried to rub her shoulder, but she scooted away. “You’re a wonderful woman,” I told her. I wasn’t sure if I meant it, but at any rate she pretended not to hear.

I slid my feet into my Tevas without strapping down the Velcro. The clock on the nightstand read three-forty in red letters. I had just enough time to swing by Yiolanda’s.
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THE DÍAZ CONDO WAS dark. So were the others in the complex. I turned off my motor scooter and counted a few passing cars before deciding I had better ways to use my time.

The night traffic was so sparse that I still reached my apartment too quickly. I wasn’t ready to resign myself to hot, stale rooms. I parked my scooter and sauntered towards the main drag of Squid Bay. I’d moved to the area after taking the job at Noche Azul, which was in the heart of the commercial section. For the most part the town offered everything I needed, including a space to think.

Nestled between suburban sprawls, the town was a haven for tourists because the alcove that housed the beach broke the waves and allowed for swimming instead of surfing. Families loved Squid Bay for that reason. The hotels varied in price, but most were smart enough to offer package deals during the week. The tactic ensured streams of visitors that kept our restaurant full of new customers.

Usually Squid Bay enjoyed an ocean breeze, but tonight the street and the air were dead. As soon as I started moving I felt sweat at my armpits, but I liked walking when it was quiet. I had the illusion that the street was mine. I made a full circle around the block before starting up a side street.

I kicked myself for not anticipating the situation with Stefani. I should have known that the age references she’d made lately weren’t random. She was thirty-two. Over the last few months she’d repeatedly told me that it was a good age. Stupidly I had agreed. I’d let things get out of hand, and now I’d have to make a quick decision as to how to get away from her. Though I liked the woman, living with her and a baby in my two-room apartment or giving up my comfortable life to live out in Costa Mesa were equally unappealing.

I circled by the clock tower, envying its vantage point. I needed one. Stefani and I had fun together, but there were several reasons we weren’t right for one another. She pretended to care about my music, but she didn’t know Pedro Infante from José Alfredo Jiménez. It was one thing if the audience didn’t know the difference between a romantic film star and pistol-toting ranchero, but I needed a partner that did.

I couldn’t blame Stefani for wanting a traditional life, but I was used to working in a restaurant half the night and sleeping half the day. In theory, Stefani was in favor of my music career, but if we hooked up, it wouldn’t be long until she’d want me to take a “real” job that would put us on the same schedule. Every once in a while she reminded me that since I had a degree in architecture, I might as well use it, but I didn’t feel the same need. Besides, I exercised my skills when Joey overbooked himself and called me in to supervise small projects. In exchange he played for me whenever I needed a night off. I wasn’t a skilled architect and he wasn’t a skilled violin player, but we liked the change in routine.

As I turned onto Hickory Street, the image snapped into focus. I’d seen the wavy-haired man at a nearby café the week before. He’d been sitting by himself.

“Aah!”

The shout was accompanied by running feet. Half a block ahead of me, a woman darted across my path. She wore a light dress, sandals, and a scarf that covered her head. For a millisecond she paused and glanced in my direction. I thought I recognized her.

“Yiolanda!” Running, I reached the intersection and turned down a side street.

The figure had disappeared. The streets were as deserted as before. Overhead the street lamps buzzed like cicadas.

I retraced my steps and kept walking. I went past the library and continued towards Flower. My steps echoed against the deserted sidewalk.

The hike from the clock tower to the library had taken me nine minutes. My best time was seven, but when I moved that fast, my heart thumped afterwards and I sweat through my clothes.

When I found a bench, I sat and kicked off my sandals. Yiolanda hadn’t worn a dress to the restaurant that evening, I’d never seen her wearing a scarf, and although she walked briskly, I couldn’t imagine her running. Many women had her basic form and would have cried out after turning an ankle on the old-fashioned brick streets.

I headed back along Mills Lane, but I didn’t make it straight home. Moments later a squad car whipped passed me before turning into the alley.

I followed the vehicle. A group of sleepy, half-clad neighbors had already gathered. The first person I recognized was Peter, whose bakery overlooked the street. I sidled through the crowd to reach him.

“What’s going on?”

“Don’t tell me the commotion woke you.”

“The noise doesn’t carry that far. I was out walking.”

“Be glad you weren’t going to the same place as the guy over there.”

I followed Peter to the edge of the on-lookers. We wormed our way through the crowd until we could see the man who lay crumpled on the curb.

“Shot through the back.”

The man lay face down. He’d split his pants, so a flicker of white showed through the black crease.

“Let us through,” said a policeman. He was followed by another.

Without ceremony they rolled the victim onto his back. My mouth fell as I recognized Marco Antonio Gutiérrez.

“My neighbor said he heard shots,” Peter continued. “I didn’t hear anything until a few minutes ago. It’s a funny thing, isn’t it?”

“Funny.”

He snapped his fingers in front of my face. “You don’t look so hot. Why don’t you come in for a coffee while I finish mixing up the doughnuts?”

“Thanks, Peter. Another time.”

I melted through the bystanders, trying not to look left or right as I propelled myself home.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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WHEN I GOT TO VERACRUZ Office Designs, the secretary waved me into Joey’s office. My brother was buried in sketches for his next project. Rolls of designs littered the couch and the desk. His office was always a mess, proof that he had endless clients and that he could juggle multiple projects without getting them mixed up. My brother was a calm, collected entrepreneur. Despite my thirteen-month advantage, Joey was more focused and more financially successful. The irony was that we looked so much alike that people thought we were twins even though during the summer I always turned a deeper shade of brown.

“Andy!” He paper-weighted the plans so we could embrace. “Don’t tell me it’s Friday already!”

Our weekly lunch gig wasn’t until the next day, but I smiled so weakly that he sobered up.

“Are you all right? You’re pale.” 

“I haven’t slept.”

“We had a record high yesterday. You were too hot to sleep. I’m telling you, you need to invest in air conditioning.”

“The temperature wasn’t the problem.”

“Maybe you had a few drinks last night, and—”

“I haven’t been drinking.”

“That’s what I was afraid of.” Joey reached into his top desk drawer to retrieve his wallet. “Walk around the corner with me? I only have a few minutes.”

We headed outside where the pounding sun promised another extreme high. Our favorite lunch spot, Super Souvlaki, was only a block away. While I waited for him to pick up a gyro, I sat on an outside bench where scraggly trees offered strips of shifting shade.

“You haven’t looked this worried since you thought you flunked chemistry,” he said when he joined me.

“I did flunk chemistry. This is worse.”

He removed the plastic wrapping from his gyro as if it were gauze protecting a wound. “Your health?”

I shook my head.

He nodded, unwrapping another layer. “Finances?”

“No.” I didn’t make much money, but neither did I spend much. Joey knew that. He was stalling as he thought things through. Then he sat back, holding the pita bread at an angle so that the white sauce spilled on the concrete and not on his shoe. “You got a girl in trouble?”

“Stefani would like to be in trouble, but that’s another story. The only part of this story that concerns Stefani is that I was leaving her place early this morning.”

“Leaving, not arriving?”

I nodded with a curl of my lip.

“My god, bro.’ What happened?”

“Last night there was a murder around the corner from the restaurant.”

“Marco Antonio Gutiérrez from Las Cometas. I read about it in the paper. Don’t we know him?”

“He played in that junior mariachi group with us.”

“In high school?”

“Middle school.”

“Drug dealer?”

It was a hazard of the job. Late nights often led to drugs and alcohol, one reason I’d tried so hard to stay away from L.A. proper and get a job in the relatively safe haven of Squid Bay. Drugs existed there too, but at least they were better hidden. “He wasn’t the type to deal drugs.”

“Very odd. Still, I wouldn’t be too worried about it. I don’t think your neighborhood is becoming unsafe per se. Such incidents happen, especially in bouts of extreme weather. Even in my neighborhood, a house got cleaned out last week. The owners were out of town, and—”

“I may know someone who was involved in the murder.”

Joey didn’t notice he’d dropped an onion slice on the ground. “Have you spoken to the police?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“I think it was Yiolanda.”

“Yiolanda?”

“She was sleeping with the guy. I’ve seen them together lots of times.”

Joey threw the rest of the pita into the paper sack. “And now you don’t want to go to the police because you’re worried about implicating your boss’s wife in a murder?”

“I’m worried I might be wrong.”

“Oh, yeah. I’d be worried too.” His cell phone beeped, and he silenced it with a quick tap. “I’ve got to get back.”

We started to the office without speaking while cars rolled past, their windows closed tightly to retain canned air.

“Give me a percentage,” Joey told me when we reached the crosswalk next to his building.

“Twenty.”

“Twenty per cent it was her?”

“Twenty per cent it wasn’t.”

Joey sighed as we paused again outside his office building. “Want to meet with some potential clients for me?”

He was only half kidding. He disliked initial meetings with clients because they asked questions that couldn’t be answered until a project had started. When they found out how much their visions would cost, the clients often ran the other way. Joey could have sent me in his stead because not even his secretary would have noticed the difference. We’d grown up switching places because we were successful at it. As young adults only our parents could tell us apart.

Our father could even distinguish between us on his deathbed. Our mother had become senile, so at the end she couldn’t recognize either of us.

“I’ll pass on the meeting. I wouldn’t be able to concentrate.”

With a single swipe, he removed the sweat from his forehead. “You better not keep this bottled up. Come over after work tonight and we’ll talk more about it.”

“I won’t get off until late.”

“I’ll wait in the living room. If I fall asleep, let yourself in and wake me up.”

***
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JOEY AND HIS WIFE LIVED a few miles east of my apartment next to the community theater in Lemon Hills, a higher-class version of Squid Bay. He and his family occupied the middle house of a set of three on a dead-end street that had been truncated to make way for a highway that hadn’t yet been built. I climbed the backdoor steps quietly, mindful of sleeping children.

I unlatched the door and entered the living room where Joey was stretched out on one of the oversized couches, dozing peacefully. The glass-top coffee table before him was clean except for an empty carton of chocolate ice cream. I sat on the love seat catty-corner to him and coughed until he heard me.

He struggled to a sitting position. “Grab me a glass of water, will you? There’s cold in the fridge. Get something for yourself.”

I brought two glasses of water and sat quietly while Joey drank most of his.

Joey blinked. “You look worse than before.”

“It was a strange evening. Yiolanda never showed up, so the restaurant had to run on automatic.” I kicked off my boots and plunked my feet on the coffee table.

“Why does that seem strange? She hates the restaurant anyway.”

“She’s supposed to be in charge while Rolando is out of town.”

Joey rubbed a wrinkle on his forehead. “He took off during the tourist season?”

“He went to San Carlos to become the godfather of his sister’s new granddaughter. He left a couple of days ago.”

“Yiolanda is in charge? How have she and Rolando been getting along?”

“All right as far as I can tell.”

Joey finished his water and set the glass down with a ping. “Who took care of business this evening?”

“Dennis ran back and forth from the cash register to the tables all night long. He should have worn running shoes.”

“That’s Dennis for you. He takes his job so seriously.”

“We all do. If we hope to keep working, we can’t afford to give customers a bad experience.”
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