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      Guillermo’s lungs burned and he stopped underneath the carport and relished the feel of the blood pulsing through his veins, pumping through his muscles, and his heart hammering in his chest.

      Sweat trickled down his neck and soaked his A-shirt. The sun was low in the west and the sky was a gash of red and pink. The weather had broken, merciful. The summer monsoon season in Phoenix had retreated, the humidity discarded, and the cool evening air invigorated Guillermo.

      October brought cooler evenings. A month ago he would have preferred to go into his trailer with the swamp cooler and out of the heat, but tonight with the sweat pouring down his face and neck, he preferred to catch his breath outside after his run and stand in the low light of the dying day.

      With the sun low in the sky, the mesquite’s shadow stretched to the edge of the carport. The mesquite tree stood tall with two limbs that had crossed over one another a long time ago. Then, sometime later, the limbs crossed back over one another again, creating a twisted look like two flexible human fingers that managed to do a double cross. Guillermo wondered how the tree could survive in this twisted way. The mesquite was far from broken or dying. Off shoots of smaller limbs and branches twisted among one another, some curling back to launch back up through the upper canopy of the tree. The leaves were narrow, long, and feathery. Green all year long. And the thick thorns on the branches could either be used as toothpicks or pierce human flesh.

      The mesquite was on his cousin’s property. They lived on the south side of Phoenix where more subdivisions were being built but they were still out of reach of the development for at least a mile. Out here, there wasn’t much except for rock and dust, and a landscape dotted with palm trees. Some palm trees still had their skirts and in the evening light they looked like angels with their wings tight against their backs as if they were cowering at the incessant approach of night.

      His own little space on his cousin’s property included the one-bedroom trailer with a carport with ample space for his Challenger, barbells, workout bench, and heavy bag. Inside the trailer, he also had his office, but he never met his clients here on the property on the southern outskirts of the city. As a private detective or a fixer (a fijador), he went out to meet his clients. Someday soon, Guillermo hoped he could get an office closer to downtown so that he could offer his services to lawyers and insurance agents.

      Maria, his cousin, and her family lived in the eight-room ranch style home. She worked as a professor of Latin American studies at Arizona State University and her husband, Marco, was a successful businessman with a car repair business with six locations scattered in the east and west valleys.

      At the front of the house the landscape was more cultivated with cactus and agave. In the back where Guillermo’s trailer was, some palm trees, and the twisted mesquite.

      “Hey, Guillermo.”

      He pivoted on his feet, raising dust over his shoes. He looked downward to find Jose’s friend, Reikan, eyes wide, hands up, and he took a step backwards. He hadn’t heard the boy approach from the back of the house.

      “Whoa, I didn’t think it was possible to scare you.”

      Reikan wore blue jeans and dark blue shirt with a Captain America shield on the front of it. He’d been coming home with Jose after school for the past three days, and yesterday he even stayed for dinner. They watched movies, played Nintendo, or played soccer in the dusty yard underneath the Khadrawy Palm Trees (Reikan knew palm trees from visiting Iraq where his father and mother were born).

      Like Guillermo, Reikan was first-generation American born. Reikan had long bangs, tall and skinny with long limbs. He was the second youngest—at twelve—sibling in a family of three boys and five girls.

      “You got some good sneak,” Guillermo said.

      He gave the boy a smile, fully aware there had been a wild look in his eye when the boy surprised him. Guillermo wasn’t enamored with that part of himself. If he was religious like his mother, he’d call it the devil, but he didn’t believe in a god or devil. There was only humanity, which contained extremes, from the love and generosity of a college professor leaving water for illegals crossing the U.S. Mexican border to the darker and violent gringos that shoot—for sport—illegals crossing the border.

      The dark part of himself surfaced when needed and served him well. He had found little atonement. The respites helped, like when he had been alone in the dying light of day contemplating the twisted growth of a mesquite tree. He helped others with generosity and service, finding justice within the light and dark extremes of humanity.

      Reikan returned the smile and Guillermo felt relieved. The air smelled earthy and sweet, the smell of the mesquite tree. He felt relaxed after his run, like water ready to pool on the ground. But he wasn’t ready to be done. Physical exertion was another thing—paradoxically—that calmed him. He still had some heavy-bag work to do underneath the carport, behind the back bumper of his Challenger.

      Then Reikan’s smile slipped away like the sun and he rubbed at his left arm. “I wanted to talk to you, is all.”

      “Go for it.”

      “My sister is missing. I have a bad feeling about it.”

      The boy couldn’t stop staring at the tattoos running up Guillermo’s exposed arms and neck.

      “What’s the bad feeling?” he asked.

      “My father didn’t like how Nadia was acting. Always complaining she was wearing tight jeans and stuff like that. He didn’t like the way she took selfies with boys. To me they just had their arms around each other when I saw them, but my father called it hugging.”

      “What about the bad feeling, Reikan?”

      The boy looked down at his feet as he scraped at the dirt. “It’s complicated.”

      “Has your father called the police?”

      He nodded and continued to rub at his left arm.

      “How old is Nadia?”

      “Eighteen.”

      “She live outside the house?”

      “Yes. That’s the problem. My father thinks she should stay with the family. Only leave when she’s married to someone. There was such a man when we visited Iraq. Nadia didn’t want anything to do with him.”

      “They don’t sound like they’re on good terms, your sister and father. Nadia is keeping her distance.”

      Reikan shook his head side to side like an animal snapping the neck of a small animal.

      “No,” he said. “He warned her. He told her if she didn’t come around there would be consequences.”

      Guillermo felt a cold stone drop into his stomach. Now he had a bad feeling about this. Some people came to this country with the ways from their former one. The old ways were too powerful to give up, no matter what the cost.

      “All the more reason to stay away,” Guillermo said, hoping that was all there was to it.

      “Nobody has seen her. Not her friends. Nobody.” Reikan pulled his phone out of his front pocket. “I’ll show you something else.”

      Reikan carried an old Nokia phone, even small in the boy’s hands. He pressed some of the buttons on the face as he said, “I saw this man outside when I went to school this morning. He sits in a pickup truck with peeling paint on the hood. He asked if I’ve seen my sister, Nadia. When I said no, he said to ‘tell my father people would like to know where she is.’ He said, ‘Tell him it’s a matter of little time before they know. Soon my little Muslim,’ he called me, ‘tell him soon.’”

      Reikan then held out his phone for him. “I took his picture. He thought I’d show it to my father, but my father already knows this man has been around.”

      Guillermo took the phone and said, “Your father knows this man?”

      “I think so. He makes my father very angry.”

      When Guillermo raised the phone to his face he recognized the Caucasian man with the gray beard. A bad feeling tightened around his spine. It was not a good thing that Reikan’s father knew this man or his services.

      Guillermo, however, held his facial expression as hard as stone not to give anything away.

      He gave the phone back to Reikan who looked up at him with all the hope of a meek little dog in the pound. As if the picture meant everything. It meant there was proof something bad had happened to Nadia.

      Damnit to hell, the kid was right.

      Guillermo’s heartbeat had slowed from his run. His mouth was dry, his body in need of water.

      “Would you like something to drink?” he asked Reikan. “I’m parched. We can talk more about your sister after I get us drinks.”

      “No thank you, I’m not thirsty,” he said.

      “Come sit with me while I have some agua.”

      With a glance at the back of the house, Reikan followed

      The gray bearded white man in the picture was Jesus, pronounced in the Spanish form, “hay-soos.”

      Jesus dealt with the dead. He hid the bodies of the murdered. Bodies hidden to hobble any form of justice. He’d make a body vanish for anyone.

      The carport was wide enough for two cars, but Guillermo only had the Challenger. The extended carport, however, reached over the front stoop and provided shade. He pointed Reikan to the two green plastic chairs next to the steps. Guillermo’s bottle of water was sitting on the upside down milk crate between the chairs. When he sat down he grabbed the bottle, opened it, and drank deeply as he watched Reikan. The boy had stopped rubbing his arm, but he still fidgeted. This time his feet, his red Converse shoes, scraped back and forth on the gravel in the driveway.

      The water hit Guillermo’s tongue and seemed to fill every pore there. The water sharpened his focus and as often
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