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He held his hat over his gun in his hip holster as he sat down on the wooden pew underneath the majestic dome of the baroque church. With his eyes on the altar, he placed his hat down on the pew. He rested his hand on the cool metal of the Glock. The gently swaying flames of the candles relaxed his vigilant eyes, and he fell asleep. Father Anselmo Domingo tapped on the wooden pew the detective was sleeping on, and the sound echoed through the quiet church.

Wake up, Bernardo!

The priests projecting voice startled Detective Bernardo Bravo awake, and he tightened his hold on his gun. As his eyes focused on the priest, he lifted his grip from the weapon. He smiled at Father Anselmo, then reached for his hat. As they walked toward the cathedral doors, the detective asked, Busy day?

Thanks to God, the priest confirmed as they walked out into the night air. He looked out into the dark and asked the detective, Did you have a busy day?

Yes, thanks to evil, Bernardo griped.

The evening is beautiful; we will fill the night with the sound of music, Father Anselmo encouraged.

Lets pray romance is in the air, the detective said as he put on his hat with a smile.
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The priest and the detective strode up the illuminated stone path toward the veranda of a quaint mansion that served as the bands headquarters. Twelve musicians, spread among the verandas couches and chairs and dressed in elegant mariachi attire, their instruments not far from their reach, welcomed the duo with cheers.

Good evening, brothers-in-instruments, Detective Bernardo greeted as he walked up the stairs.

The priest stopped at the bottom of the steps and looked up at the evening sky, dotted with a billion stars. Not a dark cloud in the sky. I hope that is a sign that music will be the only call for tonight.

The twelve men on the veranda nodded.

The priest and the detective entered the mansion and went into different bedrooms to change into their mariachi attire.

Father Anselmo had two callings, the priesthood and singing, and everyone in town agreed that he was gifted. When he wore his collar, he sang to glorify God, and when he was in his mariachi attire, he sang about love and for love. Like Father Anselmo, the other members of the Romancing Midnight mariachi band were also professionals. In this beloved group of musicians, there was a priest, a detective, a lawyer, a doctor, an accountant, a therapist, a bank vice president, an artist, a butcher, a civil engineer, a police officer, a jeweler, a mechanic, and a hotel owner. Those professions are callings to many, but for these band members, they were day jobs. They considered music their calling. Still, the Romancing Midnight members professions were often put into service by those who sought them out musically for matters of the heart. These are some of the stories of how the members of Romancing Midnight transformed lives.




Betrayal

Good evening, he called out in a cracking voice. The musicians, sitting under the grand verandas elegant hanging fans, put their attention toward the man standing before them with his eyes cast down.

Good evening, the musicians responded.

Sit down, son, Father Anselmo instructed as he motioned to the love seat across from them.

He quickly climbed the stairs and sat down, then wiped the sweat off his brow with a shaking hand.

Eloy Cruz stood up.

I am fine, Doctor, the man assured him.

Eloy sat back down as the rest of the musicians nodded at the man to continue.

How can we help you? Gasper Robles asked as he caressed the harp by his side.

The man waited a few moments, and then he looked up at all fourteen members of Romancing Midnight and declared, in a voice just above a whisper, You are my last hope.

What is her name? Danilo Garcia asked, putting down his violin.

Laura, he said as he choked back his heartache.

How can we help you with Laura? Renaldo Valdez asked, cradling his guitar across his lap.

She found me in her sisters bed, the man blurted out in a tone filled with regret.

The whooshing sounds from the blades of the hanging fans cut into the silence of the speechless musicians.

The priest exclaimed, For the love of God.

This is not good, Danilo said as he picked his violin back up.

It is not what you think! the man cried, defending himself.

Is that what you said to Laura? Detective Bernardo questioned.

Please allow me to explain.
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Sandras coquettish demeanor was no different from that in yesterdays nude session. No one in the classroom suspected that the father of the young woman whose curves they were capturing in their sketchbooks had died. At the end of the class, Sandra ignored the robe held open by her assistant. She walked past the students to the large closet in the back of the classroom. The full-size mirror in the closet reflected her nude body as she coated her lips with red lipstick.

I have terrible news for you, Ms. Sandra, her assistant said as she willed herself to drape the robe on Sandra.

Must be terrible, as you will not relate it to me while I am nude.

Your mother is now dead too. She suffered a heart attack, her assistant said.

Sandra threw off her robe and looked at herself in the mirror, admiring her new red lipstick, then announced, I guess I need to go home.

Two weeks later, Sandra impatiently listened to the clicking of her sisters heels racing toward her. Laura wrapped her arms around her younger sister.

Its hot in here, Sandra complained.

I am so happy you came home. You look great, Laura said.

You lost weight. Our parents passing must have been hard on you, but you look great. Now were like twins, Sandra said.

Make yourself at home. Take your luggage to your old room.

Ill sleep in your room, Sandra said as she grabbed her luggage and marched up the stairs.

Lets have tea in your favorite part of the housethe courtyard, Laura invited as Sandra reached the top of the stairs.
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Sandra ceremoniously draped the crisp white napkin over her red skirt, looked at her sister, and sighed. How long do you plan to mourn and dress in all black? Its depressing! Sandra complained as her sister poured tea into her cup.

Mother cried because she knew she would die without seeing you, Laura said as she placed the teacup on an ivory saucer and handed it to Sandra.

Sandra took a sip and then asked, Where is your boyfriend?

Leo and I broke up, Laura said.

Didnt you want to marry him?

He has a drinking problem, Laura admitted in a sad tone.

You know why this is my favorite part of the house?

Because of the beautiful flowers and plants, Laura affirmed.

No. Because it is open to the world. No roof to stop the wind from diving in, the rain from showering in. When the tiles bake under the burning sun, I love to sprinkle water on them and watch the steam rise and evaporate into the arid, bright sunshine.

Laura choked on her tears.

Cry if you must! No need to be tough, Sandra said, annoyed.

Doesnt Mom and Dads passing affect you at all?

Why should it? We will all die. They had a good life. Heart attacks did them in, not murder, Sandra said as she selected a cookie.

Laura cried softly into her napkin.

Was she buried next to her husband?

Yes, our mother was buried next to our father, Laura stated.

Sandra put down the first cookie, selected another cookie and bit into it, then put it next to the other bitten cookie.

You are still posing nude, arent you?

It is art, dear sister, not porno. You sound like them, Sandra said.

You mean our parents.

Look, I dont want to keep you from your mourning. I came to see you, and 

Yes, you are included in the will, Laura confirmed.

Well, death has a way of balancing things out, Sandra said with a smirk.

We were always treated as equals, Laura argued.

Sandra picked up the last cookie she had tried and said, Equal in food, education, and health, but not in time, affection, and respect. You were our parents little honorable darling.

Mother cried because you did not come when Father died.

Guilt tears. No, angry tears because I did not come to release her from her guilt for not having doted on me as she doted on you so that she could pass in peace, Sandra said.

Laura picked up their parents last will and testament from the tea tray and handed it to Sandra. Our parents left you their bank accounts and stocks. The money is a sizable amount that you can live off.

Sandra quickly scanned the will, and then her eyes darted back to her sister.

Conspiring from the grave. They hoped that with this money, I would stop posing in the nude. Its art. They left you, their conservative daughter, the properties. They feared I would host orgies in their homes, Sandra said.

Well, in your line of work, youve made questionable friends, Laura defended.

I am going out for dinner. Sandra dropped the will onto the floor and marched away as her sister dissolved into tears.
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The first two drinks helped with the heartache. But the third drink amplified the dreaded nostalgia. Leo fought to force Laura out of his mind at the bar, but the overflow of alcohol in his veins wouldnt permit it. Sitting in the dark corner didnt shield him from the boisterous merriment of couples celebrating Valentines Day. The romantic music played by the trio of guitarists became too much for his broken heart. Leo staggered out of the bar. The nights wind made him feel ill, and the deserted streets amplified his loneliness.

A mutual friend had orchestrated for Leo and Laura to meet. It was on that blind date with Laura that his life was illuminated by love at first sight. But the love that had brightened his life had deserted him, leaving him in a cold darkness filled with pain.

His drunk mind, in concert with his broken heart, put him on a path that delivered him to below Lauras balcony. Looking up at the dark, windowed doors filled him with anger over the breakup, the pain of losing her, and the longing to be at her side.

On his third try, he managed to scale the sturdy trellis of the climbing purple morning glory plant without falling back to the ground, landing on the balcony with a victorious thump. Thanking the stars that the doors were unlocked, he quietly crept into the dark room. He took off his shirt and pants, then slipped into Lauras bed.
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Sandra pressed her bare chest against the warmth of Leos back. She smiled as her hand seductively coasted from his shoulder down his arm and then rested on his hand. His fingers interlocking into hers startled her awake. As her eyes adjusted to the low morning light, her sisters belongings reminded her where she was. Leo, sequestered in a hangover slumber, did not stir. Sandra got up and walked to the other side of the bed to see the face of the man she spent the night with. She looked at his chiseled, good-looking face, and she smiled. She laughed quietly when she realized the chiseled, good-looking face resting on the pillow was Leos face smiling at her from the photo on her sisters nightstand.
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I brought you coffee. Its strong and black, just like you like, Laura said as she kept her eyes on the silver tray with the two coffees and a basket of sweet bread. She placed the tray next to Leos smiling photo, then picked up the saucer and cup. Do you not smell the coffee? Laura invited.

A male grunt greeted her.

Disappointed and disgusted with her sister, she looked down at her bed. The saucer and coffee slipped out of her hand as the horror washed over her. It was not just a man but Leo. The hot coffee assaulted him awake. With a guttural cry, Leo jumped out of bed and came face to face with the love of his life, dressed in black, the color drained from her face.

Leos mind and heart raced as he tried to piece together his memories of the night before.

Laura stared at him from behind a wall of tears.

Sandra, dressed in a bathrobe, walked out of the bathroom, and as she rubbed her wet hair with a towel, she complained, Why all the commotion?

Laura inhaled and then demanded, Why him?

I didnt know who he was, not until this morning when I saw his photo on your nightstand.

You slept with my sister in my bed? Laura yelled in a voice filled with anger and pain.

No! No! Leo pleaded.

Lauras punches banging on his chest were not as painful as the fear that he had lost her forever.

Trembling, Laura pulled herself away from the bewildered Leo. Her tearful eyes glared at him.

Its not what you think! Leo protested.

You are going to deny it to my face? Laura said, angry and hurt.

She walked up to him, and after a moment of his silence, she slapped him across the face.

Her hand burning from the slap, she picked up his crumpled clothes, walked to the open doors, and tossed his clothing over the balcony onto the lawn below.

She is the only family I have left! She then pointed to the doors and yelled, Get out!

Sandra picked up a sweet roll, took a bite, and then sat down on the bed.

Laura faced the wall as Leo pulled himself over the balcony rail and climbed down. Laura turned to Sandra, who was dipping a piece of sweet bread in her coffee. After relishing the sweet morsel, she said, I like how the strong black coffee complements the sweet bread.

Laura walked out of the bedroom, closed the door, slammed her shaking body against it, and sobbed.
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Sandra sat at the table, reading the newspaper. The maid, distracted by the sight of Sandra and Lauras late parents obituaries, poured iced tea onto the tile floor.

You careless fool, you could have drenched me! Sandra screamed as Laura walked into the kitchen.

The maid fervently begged Sandras pardon as she mopped up the spilled tea.

I dont know why youre still here! You should be in an old peoples home, Sandra complained without looking up from the paper.

I will not allow you to disrespect Ana, Laura said as she sat down across from her sister.

Sandra put down the paper.

I see you read their obituaries.

Yes, and I also finished reading their will. Now I understand why the coffers are low; they were very charitable. Did they not think about our future when they were securing the future of others?

Stop exaggerating. Our parents left us good inheritances, Laura said angrily.

Are you still upset about whats-his-name?

His name is Leo, Laura shot back.

That drunkard has a lot to write home about, Sandra said and then laughed hysterically.

Laura took a sip of tea as she fought her tears.

As Sandra indulged in a strawberry, she said, Its not like you should care; you two broke up. And I support your decision to drop him like a bad drink. The man cannot think when he is drunk, and he snores like a boar.

Were you drunk? Laura demanded.

Nope, Sandra said as she poured salsa over her eggs.

Are you planning on seeing him again?

Sandra looked into her sisters eyes and then questioned, Why would I need to see him again?

Laura stared at the wall behind Sandra.

Sandra dropped the spoon into the salsa bowl, sending splashes of red across the white lace tablecloth. She ignored the mess and argued, Not even over their dead bodies do I have a chance to fight the will. They put in a clause that clearly and cruelly stipulates that if I outlive you, I can stay in our family homes while alive, but I cannot transfer the properties to anyone else because they are to be donated to the Sisters of Mercy upon my death. I hope they died with the fear that I would throw orgy parties in their old homes. So low is their opinion of me that they left me only money, whereas you get the properties that generate money off the land.

The money, if managed well, will last you, Laura said.

Did you promise them on their deathbed that you would join the Sisters of Mercy?

No. They feared you would sell the properties in order to

To take my show on the road and disrobe in every capital of the world?

Is that your desire?

Is it your fear? You do understand that posing nude for art and being a porn star are two different things, right? I am no different than you or our parents. I want a home. I want to belong. Our parents favored you and set it up so that they will provide for you until you die. They left me only money, thinking I would bankroll a lifestyle that would dry up the money. And when the money dries up, that would be my punishment.

Your eggs are getting old, I mean cold, Laura said.

Its hard to have an appetite where I am not welcome. I shall leave your home once the documents are signed, Sandra said as she stood up, letting her napkin drop to the floor.
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The aroma of coffee filtered through the rain that poured down on the cafs canopy as Laura sat waiting for Sandra. The sound of the pounding rain didnt drown Lauras thoughts of abandonment. Her father had died of a heart attack, and two days later, her mothers heart failed, and she had followed her husband to an early grave. Laura had broken it off with the love of her life due to his drinking, but being broken up didnt block the heartache of discovering he had slept with her sister. The heartache would fade in time. But the memory of their ultimate betrayal would follow her to her own grave.

Laura watched as a bright red umbrella held over the rushed crowd glided toward her. Under the red umbrella stood Sandra, wearing a red trench coat. Laura studied her sister as the rain poured down around her.

Did you bring the check? Sandra asked.

Yes.

Give it to me, and I will leave you be, Sandra said through the rain.

I ordered you a cup of coffee, strong and black like you like it, Laura said as she motioned her sister to take a seat across from her.

Sandra sat down and closed her umbrella. She removed her trench coat, revealing a black tank top and red skirt.

Sandra waited as Laura took a couple of sips from her coffee, and then Laura confessed, Last night I could not sleep. Despite what you may think, you are my only sibling, and I do love you. It is only with you that I can share memories of our childhood and our parents. Without you to share our recollections, those memories would be reduced to just snapshots of time. The check that I am going to give you is worth as much as both properties our parents left me.

Sandra put down her cup without taking her eyes off her sister. She opened her mouth to speak, but words failed to come out. Sandra turned away from Lauras eyes and stared at the pounding rain, then conceded, I do not understand.

Our parents calculated how much the properties would appreciate over a lifetime, and that is how much money they left you. They know how sentimental I am and of my need for familiarity; that is why they left me the properties. And yes, our parents did not think you would have a sentimental attachment to the properties or value our familial history enough to want to preserve the properties. But dollars to cents, we inherited the same.

Sandra stared at the pounding rain, and after a few seconds, she said, Our parents created an image of me that permitted them to hold contempt against me simply for posing nude in front of artists. They ridiculed my dream to be an artist while going out of their way to point out that I had no talent.

Laura gasped. That is why you put down the brush and started to pose.

They should not have ridiculed me, Sandra said as she looked at the rain.

They had higher aspirations for you, Laura said.

I hope they are lying in their graves, wishing they were more supportive about my desire to paint. That would have avoided me being painted.

Both sisters sat still and quiet, concentrating on the sound of the rain. After a couple of minutes, Sandra drank the last drops of coffee, stood up, and said, I will take the check now.

Laura handed her a thick envelope.

Sandra squeezed the envelope as her quizzical eyes looked at Laura. Then she tore it open and pulled out the check, along with a folded-up paper. As Sandra unfolded it, she realized it was the deed to one of the family properties, with her name on it.

Is this a joke?

You are my only relative. It is your home now.

The will 

The will did not stipulate that I cannot transfer property while alive. I suppose our parents hoped I would pass them on to my children. Besides, I can only live on one property. It is your home, and you are free to do what you want with it.

Your opinion of me has never been big, but you always had a big heart, Laura. This is a gesture I will never forget.

Sandra sat back down and gave her sister a coy smile, and then she asked, Did Mom and Dad know that Leo has an aversion to the front door?

Laura shot a painful glare at her sister at the mention of his name, but before she was able to utter a word, Sandra quipped, If our late parents knew that Leo preferred to climb up to the balcony to sneak into your bedroom, they would roll over in their graves.

Only when drunk.

Well, his drunkard heart must have forgotten that you two broke up when he climbed into your bed.

Laura looked at her, confused.

Sandra ignored Lauras gaze and put the envelope into her purse.

Still not understanding, Laura watched Sandra put on her coat.

Sandra walked out into the pouring rain and opened her umbrella. She took a couple of steps and then stopped. She looked over her right shoulder and said, I slept with Leo, but we did not have sex. I did not realize I had company until the morning. After discovering him in your bed, I got up and went to shower. As far as he knew, it was you who was lying on the other side of the bed. Sandra gave her stunned sister a warm smile and said, Come visit anytime.

Tears of relief rolled down Lauras cheeks as she watched Sandra strut away, holding her umbrella high against the pounding rain.
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The men, frozen with disbelief, stared at Leos desperate eyes.

In the world of a drunkard, always expect the unexpected. I cannot count the many times that being intoxicated resulted in a crisis, Edwardo Crespo said as he wiped the bell of his trumpet.

And he is an accountant, said Renaldo Valdez as he caressed the strings of his
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