
Chapter One 

			Thursday, September 1, 2022

			“So much blood. I didn’t think there’d be so much blood.” Kinji Abe shook his head, unable to turn his eyes away from the sidewalk slathered in thick, gelatinous goo. Under the dim streetlight the black plasma seemed to suck the last bit of light from the sky. Kinji blinked, but even behind his eyelids, all he saw was blood.

			“What’s that, old man?” Gamaliel looked up from his squatting position next to the body.

			Kinji stirred slowly at the sound of Gamaliel’s voice and turned to look at him but could not bring himself to answer. The shock had rendered him speechless.

			“Come on, let’s get you back to the house. There’s nothing we can do for him now.” Gamaliel stood and reached out to turn the octogenarian away from the scene.

			“Frank’s dead,” Kinji said. “I can’t believe Frank’s dead.”

			“I know. Neither can I, but the cops are on their way. Maybe they’ll be able to figure out what happened.” Gamaliel steered Kinji through the small crowd that had started to gather. He guided him around the corner store to his house next door. Kinji let Gamaliel help him inside. For the first time in forever, Kinji felt his full eighty-three years. No. Older. So old. Everything ached and exhaustion swept over him. So tired. He breathed in deeply, precipitating a yawn. But how could he sleep? Surely the death of Frank Vásquez would not let him sleep. Maybe he’d just rest his eyes for a few minutes. He ambled to his worn recliner and fell into it, waving a hand in dismissal.

			“I’m okay, son. Go be with your cousin. He shouldn’t be alone out there.” Kinji reached for the throw blanket on the back of his chair. “Here. Take this and cover him.” He leaned back and closed his eyes. Gamaliel took the blanket and headed back out. Kinji knew he’d come back to check on him later. He was a good boy. Frank, not so much. But no one deserves to die that way, bleeding out on the sidewalk. Kinji shook his head and leaned back in the chair, his hands going to the growing tightness in his chest. A tear escaped his right eye. How could it have come to this? Kinji squeezed his eyes shut, slowly relaxing his eyelids, exhaustion and sleep overtaking him.

			* * *

			Gamaliel approached the body tentatively, still in a daze. He shook the blanket open to extend it over his cousin when a police officer he hadn’t seen shouted for him to stop and get away from the body. He was the first officer on the scene and was tying yellow tape to Mrs. Barba’s chain-link fence, trying to establish a perimeter, telling people to back away. Gamaliel froze next to the body. He held the blanket up to his chest, unsure what to do.

			“I said, get away! Move!”

			Gamaliel took hesitant side steps away from the body.

			“He’s my cousin,” he said.

			“Okay. Stand over there and don’t go anywhere,” the officer said, pointing to the fence where he’d tied the yellow tape. He wrapped it around a signpost at the curb. Gamaliel walked around the body and the signpost and then sank to the sidewalk, still holding Kinji’s blanket to his chest, his back against the fence. Mrs. Barba wouldn’t be happy about this scene if she were in town. She kept her sidewalk and curb as clean as old Mrs. Ito used to when Gamaliel was little. He and Frank knew not to litter in front of either house. No, Mrs. Barba would not be happy at all.

			Gamaliel stared at his cousin. He looked like he did when he slept on his stomach. He’d done that since he was a kid, one leg straight and the other bent at the hip and knee, one arm bent under his head and the other nearly tucked under his chest. Kinji was right—there was so much blood. Gamaliel had tried feeling for a pulse but found none. Another LAPD SUV arrived, its headlights lighting up the body in an eerie glow. The blood went from matte to shimmering. Gamaliel blinked at it and looked at his cousin more closely. Frank’s hands were bloody, one with an index finger at attention. He’d probably tried stemming the blood with his hands.

			Everything after that was a blur of shouted questions. Was that blood on his hands? On his pants? On his shoes too? How’d it get there? What had he done? He remembered he’d tried feeling for a pulse. But now, his own pulse raced enough to trigger a warning from his smartwatch, the only luxury he allowed himself other than his phone and camera. He stared at the red letters indicating something about a heart rate above a hundred beats per minute after more than ten minutes of inactivity. He’d been told not to move, and he’d obeyed, but now an officer with a pockmarked face rested a hand on his gun holster and ordered him to stand, drop the blanket, and face the fence, hands behind his head. Another officer patted him down, handcuffed him, and had him sit again. He couldn’t bring himself to answer any questions.

			“Fine,” the acne officer said. “You’ll talk to Homicide.”

			Gamaliel startled at that. He was having trouble thinking straight, and now he felt the blood drain from his face. His mouth went dry. It was a good thing he was up against the fence because he might have face-planted otherwise. How had he gotten himself into this mess? How had Frank gotten him into this mess? His mom had conditioned Gamaliel to avoid the police at all costs. She’d given him “the talk” about his immigration status one day when he was little and had tried to take candy from the Abe Grocery.

			“They’ll turn you over to La Migra and they’ll send you back to Mexico because we don’t have papers,” she’d warned. Most kids his age were afraid of El Cucuy, the boogeyman who hid under children’s beds. Growing up, Gamaliel was much more afraid of La Migra. And now, here he was in handcuffs, detained by the LAPD, who could turn him over to the green-uniformed agents.

			By the time detectives arrived, a larger crowd had formed and had followed instructions to move farther back. His wrists and shoulders ached, but Gamaliel was more concerned about his mom seeing him like this. Good thing tonight was one of her church nights. He worried he needed to check on Kinji. The old man seemed to have a hard time with Frank’s death, and it wouldn’t help if they took Gamaliel into custody. But he hadn’t done anything. He’d been on his way back from photographing a protest at Mariachi Plaza. He’d whizzed by the spot on his bike and had seen what he thought was a homeless man on the sidewalk. After storing his bike, he’d run his camera and backpack up to the apartment he shared with his mom above the store. He’d seen Kinji sitting on his porch and had told him he was going to see about the homeless man because they didn’t want him panhandling near the store—maybe give him some food and water and send him on his way. When he’d discovered it was Frank, he’d felt for a pulse and, feeling none, had run back to alert Kinji while tapping out 911 on his cell phone. They’d both returned to the body together, Gamaliel on hold.

			But now, two detectives directed a forensic technician to take swabs from Gamaliel’s hands, pants, and shoes, and take photos as well. He had recovered enough from the shock to know he was in trouble. He tried to explain that he’d found the body, that he’d bent down to feel for a pulse, that he’d been away at a protest. No, maybe he should stop mentioning the protest.

			“Get a lawyer, ese!” someone shouted from a porch across the street. The veterano cholos, former gang members, had a front-row seat to the spectacle. Other onlookers had moved farther down the street when detectives arrived. When he drew laughter from his friends, the guy repeated his suggestion. He made a good point.

			“I want to speak with an attorney,” Gamaliel said.

			“You aren’t even under arrest yet,” the Latino detective said.

			“I want a lawyer,” Gamaliel tried again.

			“Fine,” an Asian detective said. He helped him up and walked him to a black, unmarked sedan that cried out “undercover police car.”

			“You can answer questions at the station, then,” the Latino cop said. The other detective read him his Miranda rights. He was under arrest, after all.

			“Mijo!” Gamaliel’s mom shouted for her son from the other side of the yellow tape.

			“Llámale a Jesse!” her son shouted back before feeling a hand on his head as he got into the cops’ car. His mom would know to call his friend Jesse Ávila for help. 

			




Chapter Ten

			Yolanda drove to San Marino, the Beverly Hills of the San Gabriel Valley—without all the high-end shops and traffic. The old money in this bedroom community tolerated the wide avenue of Huntington Drive because the transit-dependent help had to get to them somehow. The Garcias lived north of it, the more “desirable” part of town. A quick glance at her background search app told Yolanda that Hector and Lisa lived there with their dad. The system had not yet recorded the mother’s death. Oscar, the eldest son, lived with his own family in nearby San Gabriel, south of Huntington Drive. Yolanda went by both homes to rule out a white pickup truck. Trucks weren’t as common in these neighborhoods as in Boyle Heights, unless you counted the gardeners.

			She wondered what the old money thought of the new-moneyed Garcias and Asian families moving in. Of course, old money now went well beyond the Europeans who’d married into Mexican land grant families, who had in turn taken the land from the original Tongva-Gabrielino natives. Yolanda and Sydney had once walked through the San Gabriel Cemetery after a friend’s funeral. The older tombstones reflected the names of some of the early families—the Roses, the Stonemans, and the Pattons, among others. The most famous Patton had a tombstone, but Sydney had informed her that he was buried in Arlington National Cemetery.

			Yolanda parked across the wide street from a stately manor on a block where the green lawns ran all the way to the curb. She didn’t find the neighborhood very inviting. Why no sidewalks? She couldn’t imagine growing up in a house like this one with its dark-red, brick façade, Doric columns, and tall French windows.

			A black BMW in the driveway indicated that Hector might be home. A white Mercedes in front of it meant someone else was home too, probably a good thing. Yolanda decided to approach the house before her black Jeep, the only car on the street, drew the attention of any neighbors or the San Marino police.

			At the door, a young woman with dyed, jet-black hair greeted Yolanda. She wore black leggings and a loose black top that made for an odd yoga-goth aesthetic. When Yolanda asked for Hector, the woman shouted toward the back of the house.

			“Hey, Hector! Someone’s here to see you. My Uber’s here, gotta go.”

			With that, the woman walked out to a silver car pulling up to the curb. Yolanda closed the door behind her. The house was quiet except for the sound of steady, electronic pinging and water dripping, accompanied by somber electronic music. Yolanda recognized the sounds of a video game that Jesse used to play. She walked toward it, through the foyer, past an ornate, oak staircase. She wasn’t surprised when she heard the electronic blast of machine gun fire, grunting, and glass shattering. Beyond a modern kitchen that belied the dated exterior of the house, a young man sat on a sofa in a sunroom. He faced a large television screen and punched his thumbs into a game controller, leaning side to side as if avoiding gunfire coming at his avatar on the screen. Yolanda knocked lightly on the doorframe, then harder when he didn’t respond.

			“Gimme a sec,” he said without looking away from the screen. She waited in the doorway until his avatar took a head shot and cartoon blood splattered all over the screen. “Aaagh!” He threw the controller on the sofa, stood, and turned to Yolanda, arched eyebrows and O-shaped lips telegraphing his surprise. He was taller than Jesse, Gamaliel, and Turi. More hormones from more meat growing up, Yolanda thought. She’d bet he ate meat more often than once or twice a week like her own family had when she was a kid. He had leisure time to hit the gym too, judging from the look of his biceps stretching the sleeves of his long-sleeved T-shirt.

			“Who the hell are you?” he asked.

			“Good afternoon to you too,” she said, taking a step down into the sunroom, her card in hand. “My name is Yolanda Ávila. Your sister let me in. At least I think it was your sister heading out to catch an Uber.”

			“Oh,” he said. “You looking for me?”

			“Yes, you’re Hector Garcia, right?”

			“The one and only,” he said with a smile, spreading out his arms and turning on the charm. He was a good-looking young man in his late twenties. His smile disappeared when he read Yolanda’s card.

			“Private investigator?”

			“Yes. I’m trying to help Mr. Abe after Frank Vásquez’s death. Can I ask you a bit about him and Mr. Abe?”

			His breeding got the best of him, and he offered Yolanda a seat, pointing to an armchair next to the sofa, and something to drink.

			“Thanks, I’ll take a water, please.”

			He hopped up to the kitchen. He didn’t skip leg days either, Yolanda thought, watching his tan calves ripple below dress shorts. He returned with a Perrier for her—of course—and a Diet Coke for himself. She would have preferred still water but thanked him and took the fizzy water instead.

			“I heard what happened. So sad,” he said, shaking his head while popping the tab of his soda can. He took a long drink before retaking his seat on the sofa and spreading his arms across its back. He crossed an ankle over a knee, a Reef flip-flop exposing the built-in bottle opener in its sole. Yolanda did not want to like the guy, but she noted that she had the same flip-flops, if a bit more worn.

			“I understand you and Frank were scheduled to meet Mr. Abe on Thursday night.”

			“Frank was supposed to call me to confirm, but he never did. I figured it was off,” he said, lifting a hand and letting it fall on the sofa back again.

			“Did you call Mr. Abe to let him know it was off?”

			“No,” he said, leaning forward and focusing on the soda he now held with both hands between his knees. “It was Frank’s meeting. Figured he’d do that. But don’t know if he did. He was a little flaky like that. Good guy but scattered sometimes.” Yolanda noted that he was the first person to call Frank a good guy. Why would he deny going by the store? Had he killed Frank? Had he found him and been too freaked out to stay and report it? People did that sometimes, but she’d bet he had more to do with Frank’s death.

			“How’d you guys meet?”

			“At Xela’s in Boyle Heights a couple of years back, I think. Before the pandemic. Went to check out the crowd for an LAFC game. My brother took our season tickets for his kid’s birthday, but I wanted to watch with real fans, you know? Ever been?”

			“To Xela’s? Sure. Not to an LAFC game, though. Heard they have quite the fans.”

			“Best soccer fans in the country,” he said. “Wish we had our tickets out in the North End, but Dad wanted a corporate suite.” Yolanda had heard that LAFC games were quite a spectacle, but she didn’t argue that she thought the newly minted Angel City games were more wholesome and family-oriented. Women’s teams did not draw as much beer-splashing as men’s teams. Damn, she was starting to feel old.

			“So, you and Frank started hanging out after that?”

			“Well, I wouldn’t say hanging out, really.”

			“But he was trying to help you buy the Abe property.”

			“Well, that was more recent. When I told him I’d gotten my real estate license, he asked about commissions and stuff. Said he knew about a property that an older guy might want to offload. Went by a few times, and I thought our company might be interested in developing it. It’s a good-sized corner lot.”

			“Did you ever speak to Mr. Abe?”

			“A couple of times, but he didn’t seem interested. Then, Frank said the old man was sick and might have a change of heart.”

			“Sick?”

			“Yeah. Said his mom told him the old man had heart issues.”

			Yolanda thought for a moment. Kinji hadn’t mentioned it, but his age would make that almost automatic, she thought.

			“Know of anyone who might have it in for Frank?”

			“Sure. Those anti-gentrification activists who picket our developments. One of the leaders lives across the street from the Abe property. I told Frank that would make it harder to develop.”

			“But you were still interested in buying it?”

			“Or representing Mr. Abe if he was interested in selling. Or a buyer.” He took a last drink of his soda and placed it on the coffee table, signaling the conversation was over. Yolanda sat back and sipped her Perrier.

			“Tell me something, Hector. I was going through some social media accounts and came across this. What do you make of it?” They leaned toward each other to see a screenshot of the comment on his account: “I know where you got the money for that party.”

			“Where the f—”

			“Language, mijo.” A barrel-chested man with bronze skin and thinning gray hair appeared at the doorway. Yolanda and Hector both stood to greet him. He stepped down into the sunroom, his dark slacks as tight against his thighs as his white polo shirt against his chest and protruding gut.

			“Hey, ’apá,” Hector said, recovering. He glanced at the business card on the coffee table. “Um, this is Yolanda Ávila, a friend of Frank Vásquez.” He motioned to Yolanda with one hand, then to his father with the other. “Yolanda, this is my dad, Rolando Garcia.”

			“My condolences,” the older man said, shaking Yolanda’s hand with his fingers instead of his whole hand. She didn’t know why, but that always turned her off. It was like they couldn’t be bothered with social graces and just went through the motions, dismissive. And Yolanda didn’t like being dismissed. She straightened her back.

			“Thank you. Actually, I’m a friend of his cousin,” she said. “I think your son was more of a friend to Frank.”

			The man’s eyes turned to his son, and Hector came to his side.

			“She was just leaving,” he said, smiling. The smile didn’t reach his eyes.

			“Actually, I was just getting started asking about Frank,” she said. The older Garcia raised a single eyebrow at his son. Hector swallowed hard when his father motioned them back to the seating area. His father joined him on the sofa. “I’m a private investigator,” Yolanda continued. “I’m helping Frank’s cousin, Gamaliel Campamoche, and the owner of the store, Kinji Abe. Trying to find out more about Frank’s actions before he was killed.”

			Hector flexed his jaw and reached for his empty soda can but didn’t try taking a drink. He turned the can in his hands instead.

			“Then, we must help however we can,” the older Garcia said, turning to his son.

			“Sure,” Hector said. “That’s why we’re talking.”

			“And what did Ms. Ávila show you that upset you so much?” his father asked.

			“A comment on a social media post,” he said. “Nothing important, just some hater hating on one of our parties.”

			“May I see it?”

			Yolanda leaned over to show Rolando Garcia the screenshot.

			“Just some jealous hater,” Hector said.

			The older man looked at the post for a moment, frowning. When he looked up, his facial features relaxed, a blank expression on his face, his hands on his slacks.

			“Sometimes, it’s hard to have friends who don’t have what we have,” he said. “Envy is a terrible thing.”

			“Did Frank envy you?” Yolanda asked Hector. He said nothing, but tightened his lips.

			“Of course he must have,” his father said, answering for his son. “Probably couldn’t help it. But he was always welcome in our home. Now, if you’ll excuse us, we have a family gathering to attend. Please let us know if there is anything else we can do to help Frank’s family.”

			All three stood. Damn, she hated being dismissed, but Yolanda was glad the father had shown up.

			“So where did the money for that party come from?” she asked midway through the kitchen. When she turned back, she noted both Garcias frowning.

			“Doesn’t matter,” the older man said. He opened his hands in a you-never-know gesture. Or was it a shooing gesture to get her to move along and out of their house?

			Once she stepped outside, the Garcias couldn’t close the door fast enough. Yolanda walked to her car, confused. What the heck was all that about? The father seemed surprised by the question in the social media post, but he wasn’t going to allow any more questions of his son. And Hector didn’t share anything useful after his father had stepped in. Was the father protecting the son? Did she just tip him off to Hector’s embezzlement?

			Yolanda sat in her car pondering these questions when a San Marino police cruiser pulled up alongside. The officer in the passenger seat rolled down the window of his spanking new police car. She’d never driven one that clean when she was in the LAPD. Yolanda lowered her own window.

			“Can I help you?” she asked.

			“I was just about to ask you the same,” the officer said.

			“This is a public street, isn’t it?”

			Before she could get into an argument with the officer, Yolanda saw the Garcias exit the house and get into Hector’s car. Hector smirked at her before getting into the driver’s seat.

			“No worries, officer,” she said. “I was just leaving.” She turned on her ignition, and the officer waved with the back of his hand as if he couldn’t be bothered before pulling away. Okay, Yolanda thought, she wouldn’t want to be a rich person’s bouncer either, but did everyone in this town have to be so haughty?

			She pulled away from the curb, looking at the black BMW in her rearview mirror. The car headed in the opposite direction, toward San Gabriel. She drove away and made a couple of right turns before ending up back on Huntington Drive. Oscar Garcia’s house was in the middle of a block not far away, so Yolanda was careful to turn onto a side street rather than drive in front of the house. From a spot near the corner, she saw Hector’s car parked in front of the house. If there was a “family event” happening, it was a pretty small one. Hector’s was the only car parked on the street on that block. She decided to wait to see how long they’d be and was grateful that the growing darkness would give her a bit more cover. The San Gabriel police weren’t at the beck and call of its citizens like the San Marino police, but Yolanda sank low in her seat, not wanting to attract any attention. A couple of cars parked across the street gave her some hope that she wouldn’t get a visit from the local cops.

			While she waited, Yolanda texted Sydney to let her know she might be a while on a last-minute stakeout and not to wait for her for dinner. She’d been doing that more often than she’d like lately. Typing the text made her stomach rumble. She was glad for the protein bars she kept in her car. Even with melting chocolate, they were still good. The warm water in her water bottle was another story.

			Fortunately for her and her bladder, she didn’t have to wait long. Less than an hour later, Rolando and Hector Garcia walked down the driveway at a fast clip, or rather, Rolando did. Hector tried to keep up, the pretty boy charm gone. His bent head, and hands in his shorts pockets, made him look like a little boy who was in trouble. He took his hands out of his pockets to catch up to his father and get into the driver’s seat. Yolanda waited a moment after they pulled away before following. There was no traffic, so she had no car to shield her from the Garcias. Even in the dark, they’d be able to make out her Jeep. Why hadn’t she gotten a nondescript sedan instead? She had to let them go and swung around an adjacent street to see if they’d gone home. When she drove by the house in San Marino, sure enough, Hector’s car was in the driveway again. She kept driving, thinking there was nothing more she could do there.

			Yolanda decided to swing by Turi’s mechanic on the way home, hoping he was as hardworking as her dad and would still be open on a Saturday.

			“Este pendejo,” the mechanic she’d seen with Turi said, pointing with his chin at a younger mechanic sweeping a car bay. He’d told her they were getting ready to close the shop for the day. “I drive stick,” the man mimicked. The young man focused on sweeping. “Now he’s going to fix the lights.”

			“Dígame,” Yolanda said, trying to connect in Spanish. “Did both tailgate lights work on that truck before they broke? Or was one of them out.”

			“Quién sabe,” the man said, shaking his head. “Can’t tell now with the damage this muchacho caused.”

			Well, that was unhelpful. Yolanda thanked him and was glad he expressed no curiosity as to why she was asking. He was still upset at the cost he’d have to absorb to fix Turi’s truck.

			On her way home Yolanda received a notification on her phone of a voice mail on her office landline. She loved the feature. It gave her time to check voice mail and figure out if she had to do anything before returning calls. Now that most people preferred texts or email, some considered it rude to leave a voice mail. It meant the rare ones were usually important. She listened to the message.

			“This is Oscar Garcia. Please call me as soon as possible…”

			




Chapter Eleven

			Why call when you can speak in person? That was Yolanda’s thought as she turned around and headed back to San Gabriel. But first she called Christine Jacobs to give her a heads-up. The woman didn’t answer. Yolanda recalled Christine telling her she was going home to shower. She didn’t want to leave a voice mail, but she couldn’t text while driving. She figured it was best to be sure and leave a message in case Oscar called her after she met with him.

			“Hi, Christine. It’s Yolanda Ávila. Sorry to leave a voice mail, but thought you’d want to know that I’ve met with Hector and Rolando Garcia. I’m about to meet with Oscar. I didn’t, and won’t, tell them anything about our meeting nor about the account irregularities you found. I’m focusing on the social media post. But I’ll tell Oscar Garcia that I’d check the company financials if I were him. That will lead him back to you, but it’s up to you whether you want to tell him about our meeting. I won’t. Hope Jack is doing okay.”

			Darkness enveloped the dimly lit streets in San Gabriel. Here it was an aesthetic choice, not the result of copper theft taking out streetlights. Oscar Garcia had the same build as his father, but about thirty pounds lighter. He was several years older than his brother and sister, maybe in his midforties. Yolanda thought he must be the son from a first marriage. She recalled that Christine had said Mrs. Garcia had died recently and had been a bookkeeper with the firm. Yolanda wondered if she’d been the second wife—an employee, no less. Her catty senses told her that the second Mrs. Garcia had stayed close to the office, perhaps with good reason, but what did she know?

			Focus, Yolanda thought to herself. She followed Oscar to an overstuffed chair in the living room off a small foyer. Beyond the formal living room, divided by French doors, was a larger family room that looked like an addition. Unlike the well-appointed Architectural Digest living room with its antique end tables and tasteful home décor sconces and vases, the family room was full of children’s toys around an antique chest that served as a coffee table.

			“My wife is putting the kids to sleep,” Oscar said. “Would you like a drink? I was just about to make myself a boulevardier.”

			“Ooh, that sounds lovely,” Yolanda said, wondering if the house made her use the word lovely—not something in her regular vocabulary. But she loved a good boulevardier. “If you have mezcal, I’ll have it with that instead of bourbon.”

			Oscar, who’d started to walk through the foyer, stopped in his tracks and turned around with a smile—not as charming as his brother’s, but more genuine.

			“Mezcal? I’ve never tried it that way. I’ll give it a shot. Come on over and we’ll make it how you like it.”

			Yolanda joined him and walked into a formal dining room with a built-in wet bar. They talked about their favorite sweet vermouths and Yolanda’s preference for just a little Campari. She explained that the recipe was one of her friend Mel’s secrets and that she was always trying to guess the proportions at home. She suggested he visit Las Adelitas in Highland Park. It probably wasn’t his kind of place, but it didn’t hurt to sound friendly. Back in the living room, they each took an overstuffed chair facing a large sofa and the front windows, their backs to the French doors and the family room. The end table between them conveniently held leather coasters embossed with a fleur-de-lis. Oscar spoke first.

			“This is pretty good,” he said, raising his glass to Yolanda. After Yolanda raised her own glass in response, he continued, “My father and my brother say you paid them a visit today.”

			Yolanda savored the first sip of her perfectly balanced cocktail before answering. Maybe she’d finally gotten the proportions right: An ounce and a half of mezcal, three-quarters of an ounce of sweet vermouth, and a quarter ounce of Campari.

			“I did, indeed, pay them a visit.” What was it with her speech in this house? Indeed? Really? “Did they say what they were concerned about?” It was better to be the one asking the questions than having to answer them.

			“They said you are investigating the death of one of Hector’s friends. Is he a suspect?”

			“You tell me. Should he be?”

			“I don’t see any reason why.”

			“Would blackmail be a good reason?”

			“Blackmail? Blackmail over what?”

			“Mr. Garcia,” Yolanda said, putting down her drink.

			“Oscar. Please.”

			“Oscar, in my business, when you come across a taunt like the one on Hector’s social media post, you are well-advised to look into the finances of the person being taunted. If they find that threatening, it’s generally a good idea to dig deeper. Your brother seemed a bit spooked. And your dad seemed protective of him. Worried, but protective.”

			“I like that you cut to the chase, Ms. Ávila.”

			“Yolanda. Please.”

			“Yolanda, then. My brother was my stepmother’s favorite.”

			Bingo, Yolanda thought. Second wife, indeed.

			“Got my dad to give him more leeway than he ever gave me. But tell me, what am I really looking at here? What do you know?”

			“I don’t know much other than that your brother and his friend were supposed to meet a property owner together. Your brother may have been seen in the area, and his friend shows up dead of a stab wound. Then I find that comment on one of his social media posts. What would you think?”

			“Is that all you have?” Oscar put down his own drink and leaned back in his chair. He drew his hands together, his fingertips touching, his brow furrowed in thought. To Yolanda he seemed like a serious businessman trying to figure out what kind of mess his brother had created.

			“There may be more, but I’m not at liberty to say. How involved is your brother in the family business?”

			“It’s more like a hobby to him. Not something he takes seriously.” Oscar flipped his hand as if to shoo away the thought of taking his brother seriously and took his rocks glass again.

			“Listen, I can’t tell you how to run your business, but I’d look into any financials having to do with your brother if I were you. Tell me something else.” Yolanda waited for him to look up from his drink. “Did your brother do cocaine?”

			“I don’t know,” he said, pausing a moment. “But I wouldn’t be surprised. Do you think he’s after money for drugs?”

			“Don’t know. But his friend may have been into cocaine.” Yolanda looked at the man dropping his shoulders. Was that in resignation of trouble from his brother? “And his friend likely could not afford a habit.”

			“Damn it.” He lifted his glass to his lips then put it back on the coaster as if he’d lost his taste for it.

			Yolanda, for her part, savored another sip of her own. Both sat in silence, Yolanda giving him all the time he needed to say anything else. She’d taken another sip before Oscar finally spoke again.

			“My brother is not a killer,” he said. “He may have gotten himself into a mess, and I’ll check his accounts, but he’s just a spoiled kid who’s always had everything handed to him. Dad made him get rid of that ridiculous Ferrari after my stepmother passed. Can’t do business in poor neighborhoods flaunting a car like that. She covered for him in the office, and maybe now that she’s gone, he’s in over his head. But he’s no killer.”

			Yolanda let that sit. Blackmail can make people do unpredictable things, she thought. Oscar downed his drink and stood.

			“Thank you for sharing this information with me.” He stood and extended his hand, making Yolanda stand to take it, but not before she took a final sip as well. She pulled out a card to hand to Oscar.

			“Can you keep me posted and let me know if you see any irregularities in Hector’s accounts? Anything he could have been blackmailed for?”

			“I can’t promise that,” Oscar said, thinking. He collected himself and turned to walk Yolanda out. At least he’d admitted that blood may be thick enough to cover for his brother.

			At her car, Yolanda’s stomach gurgled. She hadn’t had much to eat all day and didn’t feel like having another protein bar. Didn’t go with the cocktail she still savored in her mouth. She’d stop for tacos on the way home. Taco truck tacos were more nutritious than protein bars, according to her brother.

			Yolanda headed back down Huntington Drive, stopping at the first taco truck in El Sereno, the first neighborhood within the Los Angeles city limit. Neither San Marino nor South Pasadena would dare allow them on their streets. She got extra tacos in case Sydney wanted some, but she couldn’t help herself and ate one in the car before heading home with the rest. The fresh onion, cilantro, and tender meat replaced the taste of the cocktail. She considered her next steps while turning onto Monterey Road and up Via Marisol. The steep street was named after the daughter of the councilman who’d expedited city permits for development of multiple condominium buildings on her hill. It was a good thing her townhouse complex had dealt with landfill subsidence well before she’d bought her own.

			Yolanda climbed up the wide arc of the hill. It seemed darker than usual. Had copper thieves hit the streetlights here too? She slowed to study the light posts to her right for signs of broken bases. The dry grass on the slope beyond did not reflect any light.

			She heard it before she felt it. Crunching, screeching metal. She tried looking to her left but felt herself thrown sideways in her car. All she could see was the white blur of inflating airbags. She felt her chest compressed by a tightening seat belt and panicked at the continuing screech of metal on metal, then the sensation of tumbling down the embankment.

			The Jeep came to a stop on its side, Yolanda on the bottom. She closed her eyes, trying to control her breathing, but she smelled gasoline. She had to get out. She grasped at her seat belt, tried to find the release, but her fingers felt like the hot dog fingers in that crazy movie. Why couldn’t she undo the seat belt? A man’s voice carried over the buzzing in her ears.

			“You okay? Gotta get you out! Gonna break the windshield.”

			At the same time that her fingers finally found the seat belt release, the already smashed windshield collapsed like wet paper. She could make out a man with a long, dark beard. Two women stood at a distance. One of them appeared to be on her phone. Yolanda tried reaching out to the man with both arms, but her left arm wouldn’t budge. By the time she realized she was lying on it, the man had reached in, pulling her right arm while removing the seat belt over her head. She tried to lift herself up, but her legs weren’t cooperating. Was she paralyzed? A new wave of panic swept over her. The man managed to roll her onto his back and carried her a few yards, placing her gently on the ground next to one of the women. Yolanda glanced back at her car and saw it propped up against a tree before it burst into flames. It was the last thing she saw before passing out, wondering why her clothes smelled of onion and cilantro.

			




Chapter Twelve

			When she came to, Yolanda pushed away smelling salts, still in a daze. Her left arm was killing her, but at least she could feel it. She couldn’t say the same for her legs. She tried wiggling her toes but wasn’t sure if she was getting anywhere when she felt a sharp pain up her legs to her lower back. Damn, that hurt. But at least she could feel the pain.

			“Ma’am, we’re gonna immobilize you,” she heard a paramedic say. She glanced toward his silhouette. Beyond him she saw water dripping from the tree that had stopped her car. What was that onion smell? Before she could ponder it any longer, she heard Sydney’s voice.

			“Stop! Let me check her before you move her.”

			Yolanda turned to the voice.

			“I’m a doctor. She’s my wife.”

			Yolanda tried to smile at Sydney but couldn’t see her clearly in the darkness. She saw her face come and go with the flashing lights. Sydney knelt beside her, and Yolanda puckered her lips, thinking she was going in for a kiss. But Sydney was all business, running her palms over her wife’s body.

			“Broken left arm,” Sydney said to the paramedics. Then she turned to Yolanda. “I’m here, love. Any pain or numbness in your legs?”

			“Both. My back too. Please tell me I’m not paralyzed.”

			Sydney’s face didn’t look optimistic, but she tried to smile and asked Yolanda to try rotating her ankles.

			“They work,” Sydney said, relief in her voice. “But the paramedics need to immobilize you to make sure. They’re going to put you on a board and then a gurney and get you to the hospital. I’ll go with you,” she said. Then, she shouted to the paramedics. “Cold packs!”

			Yolanda’s panic subsided. She knew she was in good hands with Sydney. Her forearm hurt like hell, but she was worried about her legs. She bent both slightly at the knee before one of the paramedics tied them down to a board and lifted her onto a gurney, Sydney at her side. A woman came up to Sydney and gave her a cell phone.

			“This flew out of the car,” she said, pointing up the hill.

			“Are you the one who called me?” Sydney asked.

			“Yes,” the woman said. “We found her driver’s license in the phone wallet. She had a sticker listing you as her emergency contact on the back. I should do that too.”

			“Thank god,” Sydney said. She hugged the woman. “Thank you so much. And, yes, I’m an ER doctor. I can tell you it’s a good idea to do that.” She’d been the one who’d suggested it to Yolanda after her last incident requiring a trip to the hospital. She exchanged contact information with the woman and the man Yolanda now recognized as the one who’d pulled her out of her car.

			“Thank you,” Yolanda called out before the paramedics placed her in an ambulance. Sydney ran toward her and hopped into the ambulance before it drove away. Then she was Dr. Garrett again.

			“Let me check your eyes,” she said, blinding Yolanda with a pen light.

			“Which hospital, Doc?” a paramedic asked.

			“County,” Sydney said.

			“Wait. Not your hospital?” Yolanda asked.

			“They’ll have more immediate emergency care for spinal injuries at County,” Sydney said. “Just in case you have one,” she added. “Try to relax.”

			“How can I relax with that news?” Yolanda said. She closed her eyes at her wife’s raised eyebrow.

			At the hospital, one flurry of activity followed another. She was wheeled through hallways, placed on tables with lots of machinery, and in and out of an emergency room bay. Yolanda barely kept track of it all. She felt woozy. Had they given her pain medication? She would have been more alarmed had Sydney not been by her side the entire time. The Sydney shouting orders to the paramedics had settled into the Sydney she knew. Back in the emergency room bay, Yolanda noted the difference.

			“That was some take-charge, kick-ass shit with the paramedics.” She tried winking at her wife, but it must have come off as if she had something in her eye because Sydney did not respond. “Why so quiet now?”

			“You’re my wife,” Sydney said, looking her in the eye and squeezing her hand. “I wouldn’t let a spouse call the shots in my ER either. But don’t worry, I’m on top of it.”

			“Never a doubt. But thought maybe it meant bad news for a while there.”

			Sydney smiled at that and squeezed Yolanda’s hand again. “You know, you really should stop trying to interpret my silence.”

			“Then don’t be. Silent, I mean.”

			“Fair enough. How about I fill you in on your condition?”

			“Perfect.”

			Sydney ran down the numerous tests they had run on Yolanda. Her left arm had broken in two places, but with fractures that should heal well. Her back X-ray showed a small herniation in one disc that could be treated with physical therapy and rest. Lots of rest. But her back and leg muscles had tensed so much during the impact that she’d need muscle relaxants to unfreeze them. And, again, rest. Lots of rest.

			“But I have to get to Kinji Abe tomorrow afternoon,” Yolanda insisted.

			“Love, your body has been through significant trauma. If you interfere with your recuperation, you’ll only make it worse.”

			“Do I have a concussion?”

			“No.”

			“Are they keeping me overnight?”

			“No, unfortunately. Staying here is probably the only way to get you to rest.”

			“What if I promise to not do anything until tomorrow afternoon?”

			Sydney gave her a side-eye and shook her head, but she didn’t say no.

			“Okay, I promise. I’m going to nap now. Wake me up when I get to go home.”

			Sydney leaned over
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