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1  An Accidental Meeting

Logan Reid woke up suddenly, his body tense. He could hear the sound of gunshots not far away. Too close for comfort. Too close to the apartments that he managed, Casa Pacifica. “Shit,” he muttered to himself. His wife, Zoey, was curled up against him, still asleep. Logan carefully edged himself away from her, rose to his feet, and quickly pulled on a t-shirt and jeans. He went into his living room, closing the bedroom door behind him.

He looked out of the big front window of his apartment, where he immediately saw a young man staggering in the street, a gun in his hand. The man clumsily lifted his arm into the air and shot the gun again. Logan heard another sound, this time coming from the hallway. Chito. He could hear Chito Alvarez, a detective with the Tucson Police Department, leaving his apartment and heading toward the front door of the building.

Logan opened his door just as Chito passed him.

“Call 911, Logan,” Chito said. “Tell them I’m here and that I told you to call.”

Logan nodded, returned to his apartment, found his phone and did as Chito instructed. He followed Chito out of the building into the front yard.

“Drop the gun!” Chito shouted at the young man. Logan could see that, despite being shirtless and wearing only pajama bottoms, Chito was standing with his legs apart and with both hands on his service gun, now pointed at the young man. He was a cop ready to shoot.

The young man began singing, struggling to stay on his feet. To Logan, he looked drunk or stoned or both.

“Ain't no sunshine when she's gone,” the young man sobbed.

“Chito, I know him,” Logan said in a low voice. “He’s a former student of mine. Let me try talking to him.”

Chito shook his head. “This is dangerous, Logan.”

“I called like you said. The cops are on their way,” Logan answered. He stepped to Chito’s side. “Darren, remember me? You were in my introductory philosophy class.”

The young man focused on Logan. “Oh, yeah, Mr. Reid. I liked your class.” He began singing again.   “Ain't no sunshine when she's gone.”

“I have a song for you, Darren. But you have to put the gun down first.”

“I like songs.” He staggered forward. “Mr. Reid, my girl dumped me.”

“Put the gun down, and I’ll sing you a tune.”

The young man, Darren, leaned forward, almost lost his balance, but he was able to place the gun onto the street pavement.

Chito moved quickly to take possession of the gun.

“Okay, here we go,” Logan said. “I can’t sing for shit so be patient. One of the lyrics is something like ‘you don’t have a girl to make you smile,’ and every verse ends with this.” And Logan took a deep breath and sang, “Don't worry. Be happy.”

“I can’t be happy, Mr. Reid.” Darren sobbed again. “She’s gone.”

“Darren, we all have our struggles. Do you remember meeting my wife Caroline?”

Darren nodded. “She was sweet to me.”

“She died several years ago.”

“Oh! That’s so sad.” Darren began crying again.

Logan stepped forward and hugged the young man. “I survived. My life now is good. You’ll survive, and you’ll find another girl to love.” He could hear the cops coming, sirens on.

Chito stepped forward. “Darren, looks like you’ve had too much to drink. Or did you take some drugs?”

“I don’t know. My friend gave me a pill, and he said to wash it down with the tequila.”

“What was the pill?” Chito asked.

“I don’t know.” He turned to Logan. “Do you think I’ll ever find a girl who will love me?”

“Yes, definitely. Just let go of this painful episode, and be open to new possibilities,” Logan answered.

“Do you have a new possibility, Mr. Reid?” Darren was weaving on his feet.

“Yes, her name is Zoey.”

“Oh, that’s so sweet.” Darren began sobbing again.

A cop car pulled up. The siren and lights were turned off now, and a cop got out of the police car.

“Chito, can you please tell Darren what’s going to happen now?” Logan asked.

“Darren, my officer is going to take you in and put you in a cell until you sober up.”

Darren nodded. “I need to sober up. I drank too much. I guess I goofed up.”

“Yes, but it could have been worse. Time to go with my officer.” Chito gestured to the officer who was carrying handcuffs.

“Okay.” Darren turned to the cop. Logan could hear him singing, “Don’t worry. Be happy” as the cop took him away and put him in the backseat of the police car.

Chito turned to Logan. “Thanks for the help, but you know that could have gone bad really quickly.”

“Yeah, I know. But he’s a good kid, and I didn’t want you to have to shoot him.”

Chito nodded. “I think I’ll go back to bed now.”

“Me, too.”

They returned together to the ground floor of Casa Pacifica. There was a woman standing in the hallway. Chito didn’t know her.

“Everything’s okay,” Logan said. “We can all go back to bed now, Remedios.”

The woman smiled and said, “Okay, I’ll do that.” But instead of turning to go, she took a good look at Chito, his shirtless chest and his pajama bottoms. There were cartoon Minions making funny faces printed on the pajamas.

“Nice pajamas.” She grinned.

Chito frowned. “My daughter gave these to me for my birthday.”

“Okay, back to bed. See you boys tomorrow.” Remedios turned and walked away.

“Have a good sleep in those pajamas, Chito. So cute!” Logan snickered.

“Shut up, Logan.” Chito growled.

Logan laughed out loud as he closed his door behind him.

Chito went into his apartment and fell into bed.


***


Chito Alvarez opened the door of his refrigerator to see if there was anything else he could put in this large tossed salad. He’d started with lettuce, then added cherry tomatoes cut in half, then grated carrots, and chopped peppers. He found a couple of just-ripe avocados, peeled and chopped them, and added them to the salad. Then some shredded mozzarella cheese. He sighed. He didn’t like to cook, but he felt an obligation to take something to the group Sunday evening potluck. No one complained about his salads. And a big salad didn’t require a recipe or actual “cooking.”

Suddenly, there was a loud squealing sound outside. He felt a flash of alarm course through him. He turned to peer out the window of his apartment to the side yard where his daughter Isabel and Charlie, son of the apartment manager Logan Reid, were playing together. Squeals transformed into giggles as the two almost six-year-olds chased a greyhound dog in a big circle. Charlie quickly changed directions, Isabel followed, and now the dog, Gwenny, that was her name, was chasing the two kids.

Chito sighed. Relax, he told himself. They’re just being noisy kids, having fun. Being a Tucson cop for the past twelve years meant that every time he heard a sudden noise, Chito would feel that same burst of alarm. He needed to learn to relax or he was going to end up with some stress-related health problem. “Shit,” he muttered to himself. He thought about that song that Logan had sung really early this morning. Chito wondered if he’d ever stop worrying and be happy. His job came with built-in stress.

And his daughter. He loved Isabel more than he thought possible. Above all, he wanted her to be safe, and at the same time, he didn’t want to smother her. She need some space to play with Charlie and Gwenny, and making squealing sounds was part of her play. Isabel was having fun, and that’s good, he told himself. Let her be.

Chito turned back to the salad, decided he was done, so he slid it onto a refrigerator shelf. He shook his head and frowned. He’d done more food prep since he moved into Casa Pacifica Apartments than he’d ever done in his life. Most of the time, he just stopped off at a local restaurant for carry-out, or maybe went by a food truck and got a quick meal. He frequently ate at his desk in his office at Tucson Police Department headquarters, or he ate at home alone. Since Isabel spent all week with her mom and her step-dad and half-siblings, he only had to provide meals for her on the weekends. And sometimes not even then.

But now, everything had changed. Every Sunday evening, he joined the other residents of Casa Pacifica Apartments to eat together and to have a good time at the weekly potluck dinner. He was surprised at how much he really enjoyed these group potlucks. The residents were all very amiable and supportive of his work. But he didn’t really enjoy messing with the food prep. He was going to have to think about that. Either really learn how to cook and enjoy it, or start buying something to bring to the potlucks. But what? He looked at the clock. Residents would meet at Logan and Zoey’s apartment for the potluck in a couple of hours.

Suddenly, another loud sound interrupted his thoughts, but this time it wasn’t a squeal but more of a scream. Again, that instant burst of alarm went through him. Chito looked out and saw Isabel sitting on the ground crying. He quickly turned and ran from his apartment, slamming the door behind him, and he arrived at Isabel’s side in less than ten seconds. Isabel was sobbing now.

“What happened?” Chito asked, kneeling next to Isabel.

Charlie spoke first. “Isabel fell. She skidded on the gravel over there and landed her knees.” Chito looked at Charlie and nodded. He could see that Charlie had a very distressed look on his face.

Chito could see that there were scrapes on both of Isabel’s knees, but one knee was especially injured. Blood was dripping down her leg, and Chito could see bits of dirt and pebbles in the wound.

“It hurts, Daddy.” Isabel sobbed again.

Gwenny came forward and tried to lick Isabel’s face.

“Charlie, hold on to Gweeny. I have to take Isabel inside,” Chito said.

“Can I help?”

The sound of a woman’s voice startled Chito. He looked up. She was very close to him, and he hadn’t even noticed her. Too focused on Isabel. “She scraped her knees. I’m taking her in.”

Chito realized that the woman was the same one he’d seen really early that morning, the one who had complimented his cartoon pajama bottoms. Remedios. Yeah, that was her name.

The woman knelt down next to them. She spoke directly to Isabel in a soft, comforting voice, a smile on her face. “What’s your name, sweetie?”

“Isabel.” She pointed to her knee. “It hurts.”

“Let me take a closer look.” The woman knelt down next to Isabel. She was facing Chito now. “I think we can fix this, Isabel.”

Chito frowned. Okay, she was trying to be nice, but she was being sort of intrusive. Who the hell was she? He didn’t really know her. And where had she come from?  “You don’t have to do this. I’ll take care of her,” he said firmly.

The woman looked at Chito and smiled. “I’m sure you can take care of her. But I’m a nurse practitioner, and I have several years’ experience working in my hospital’s emergency room. Taking care of Isabel and people like her is what I do.”

“Oh,” Chito said, surprised. A nurse practitioner was up the hierarchy from a regular registered nurse, closer to a doctor. And with emergency room experience. “Okay. What should we do? And who are you?”

“I’m Remedios Davila. Remember me from early this morning? You live here, right?”

“Yes. I remember you. I’m Chito Alvarez, and this is my daughter Isabel.”

“And I’m Charlie. Isabel is my friend,” Charlie added.

Remedios smiled again. “I suggest you take Isabel to your apartment. I’ll join you in a minute with supplies.” She stood and walked back up the front stairs and into Casa Pacifica Apartments, disappearing quickly.

Chito picked up Isabel and cradled her in his arms. “Come on, Charlie. Let’s go in. Bring Gwenny. But you’ll have to make her sit and behave.”

“I will. I promise,” Charlie said.

Two minutes later, they were back in Chito’s apartment. He’d just placed Isabel on a chair when there was a knock on his door. “Charlie, go open the door for me, please.” Charlie complied.

Remedios Davila entered the apartment with a smile on her face. She was carrying a leather bag, similar to what Chito thought of as a doctor’s medical bag. She pulled up a chair and sat facing Isabel.

“Here’s what we’re going to do. First, I’m going to put to sleep the hurt in your knee. Your daddy is going to put a towel over your face while you are holding your breath. Do you know how to hold your breath?”

So calm. So professional. Chito was grateful that Remedios had appeared.

“Yes, I know how to hold my breath,” Isabel said, her voice trembling.

“Chito, do you have a little towel?”

He stood and found a clean, folded dish towel in his kitchen.

Remedios pulled a spray bottle of topical anesthetic from her bag. “When I say ‘go,’ we’re all going to hold our breath. And your daddy is going to put the towel over your face.”

“Me, too? Can I hold my breath, too?” Charlie asked. He giggled.

“Yes. All of us. Not the dog, though.” Remedios looked at Chito and wiggled her eyebrows. “You, too, Chito.”

Chito smiled. Calm, professional, and charming, too.

“Ready?” Everyone nodded.

“Okay. One...Two...Three. Go!”

All four of them took a deep breath and held it. Chito quickly placed the towel over his daughter’s face just as Remedios sprayed the topical anesthetic onto her injured knee. She turned and made a gesture to Chito to remove the towel.

“Great! We can breathe again!”

“It doesn’t hurt anymore,” Isabel said, surprise in her voice.

“Not for a while. It will hurt again, and then it will hurt less, and then less, and then it will stop hurting altogether. I’m going to clean your wound now, and put an antibiotic cream on it.” Remedios proceeded to do just that.

Chito watched. Finally he said, “What do you think about the wound? What should I do?”

“It’s painful but not really a deep wound, just a nasty scrape. You’ll need to watch it and make sure that no signs of infection appear.”

“Okay. I’ll tell her mother. She and I are divorced, and I only have Isabel on the weekends.”

“Tell her mom to watch for any pain, inflammation, redness, or swelling, which is an early sign of infection. I’ll give you some antibiotic cream to give to her.”

Chito nodded. “I’ll follow your instructions.”

Remedios stood. “It was nice meeting you all.”

Chito stood. “I don’t know how to thank you.”

“My pleasure. Like I said, this is what I do.” She smiled again, turned, and headed toward the door.

“Wait. Please,” Chito said. He wanted to know more about her. “Are you staying here?”

“Yes, I quit my job at the hospital where I worked in Texas, and I’ve returned to Tucson to live. I’m looking for a new job now. I’m staying with my sister, Frida.”

“Frida?” Chito was surprised. Remedios was nothing like Frida, the union strike leader who was something of a hell raiser, and who had been arrested five times.

“Yes, Frida. She’s my big sister. Half-sister really, because we have different dads. I’m staying with her until I find a new job and an apartment of my own.”

“Oh,” Chito said, at a loss for words now. Remedios was nothing, nothing, nothing like Frida. She was calm and competent and reassuring…and very pretty. Dark, shoulder-length hair, big brown eyes, a dimple in one cheek when she smiled. Lovely. He blurted out, “You’re not like Frida.”

Remedios laughed. “No. We’re different for sure. But we get along well.” By this time, she was half-way out the door. She turned back and said, “So I’ll see you at the potluck?”

“Oh, yeah, the potluck. We’ll be there.”

Remedios waved at everyone and left Chito’s apartment, closing the door behind her.

Chito turned to the two children. “Okay, Isabel. Looks like you are in better shape now. How about if we find something for you two to do that is a little calmer?”

“Can we watch TV?” Charlie asked. “My daddy lets me watch TV sometimes.”

Chito smiled. He knew from talking to Logan that Charlie’s access to the television was restricted, and he wasn’t allowed to have any digital devices at all. Logan had opinions about that sort of thing.

“Okay. You can watch the PBS Kids channel.” Chito turned on the TV.

“Yippie!” Charlie said. “Nature Cat is coming on now. I love Nature Cat.”

“I love Nature Cat, too.” Isabel sat down on the sofa in front of the television. Charlie and Gwenny joined them on the sofa.

Chito sighed with relief as the two children became caught up in Nature Cat’s story. He could see that the animated cartoon story featured a big yellow cat with a purple nose that became a backyard explorer as soon as his humans left home for work everyday. Logan would approve.

After about twenty minutes of Nature Cat, Chito heard a soft knock at his door. He opened the door and found Logan Reid standing there.

“Hey, Logan. Come on in.”

“No, thanks. I’m just here for a minute. We just got back from the market. Is it okay for Charlie to stay with you until it’s time for you to come to our place? Zoey and I need to make something for us to contribute to the potluck.”

“Sure. They were playing outside with the dog, and now they’re watching the PBS Kids’ channel.”

“Has Charlie been good?”

“Very good. He and Isabel get along great.”

“Okay. Then we’ll see you at the potluck.” Logan turned to go.


***


Chito managed to carry his large salad bowl and a couple of bottles of salad dressing safely to the potluck, all while herding two rambunctious kids and a big dog in front of him. Lucky for him, Logan and Zoey’s apartment door was just a few feet away. Logan directed Chito to put the salad on the long dinner table, already set with dinner plates, wine glasses, and several other dishes.

He put his salad bowl with the other dishes, then looked around the room. Zoey, Logan’s wife, was in the kitchen stirring something on the stove. Seated around the room were other Casa Pacifica residents: veterinarian Angela and photographer Marc who lived together upstairs; artist Xochi and chef Li who also lived upstairs. Chito knew Xochi and Li were a couple, but he wasn’t sure who lived where. Frida, the other downstairs resident, wasn’t present. But Remedios Davila was there. Remedios, Frida’s half sister; Remedios, the nurse practitioner who had treated his daughter with loving kindness; Remedios with the one dimple. She smiled and waved at him. Chito returned her smile. He felt himself getting warm.

The dinner was just as Chito had come to expect. Good food and plenty of it. Lots of joking and laughter. He was glad he lived here. For the moment, he could forget about his work, despite what had happened early this morning. The days with his daughter Isabel and these potluck dinners were a real stress relief, often with moments of real happiness.

The meal finished, dishes were cleared away and were being washed. Logan was with the children in Charlie’s bedroom. Chito could hear the kids giggling and enthusiastically demanding to see another Nature Cat episode, and after a moment’s pause, Logan agreed. He soon returned to the adults, and everyone gathered together in front of the living room’s big window, all sitting on the sofa or stuffed chairs nearby.

Logan spoke first. “I don’t have much to tell. My classes at the community college are going well, mainly because I have a good group of students this semester. It’s early November, and Charlie’s birthday is coming up. Zoey and I are talking about how to celebrate it. He’s going to be six. That’s a big deal, so we want to make the birthday special. How about you, Zoey?” He reached out and took her hand.

“At the end of this semester, I’m going on leave from my teaching job at the high school,” Zoey said. “And…” She stood up and thrust her stomach and belly out so that her state of pregnancy was obvious. “...I’m getting bigger by the minute. As I told you last week, Logan did a number on me, and now I’m carrying twins!” She laughed.

“I did a number on you?” Logan’s eyebrows went up and a smile grew on his face. Everyone laughed.

“Boys or girls or one of each?” Angela asked.

“The doctor thinks one is a boy, but she’s not sure about the other baby.” Zoey sat down. “I’m happy.” She turned to Angela. “What have you been up to?”

“Things are going well at the veterinary clinic. This week we managed to save a family dog that had been run over. But, unfortunately, he has only three legs now. And we took in a female Golden Retriever in the last stage of pregnancy. She gave birth and now has twelve pups.”

“Whoa. That’s a lot,” Xochi said.

“And how can she feed so many?” Li asked.

“It is a lot,” Angela said. “We’re helping her with the feedings
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