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When his cell phone chirped, my high school musician was clever enough to refrain from answering but failed to contain his grin. I could have powered through the song anyway, but instead I lowered my violin, and the song screeched to a merciful death.

Lalo lowered his vihuela. “I’m sorry, Uncle Andy.”

The skinny sixteen-year-old wasn’t my nephew. He was my brother’s nephew, so the term might have been an endearment. I knew better. He was hoping our connection meant I wouldn’t wring his neck, at least not in front of the other six would-be mariachi players: a trio of violinists, a pair of trumpet players, and Memo, the other rhythm player. Juniors and seniors in high school, they cared about one another’s reactions much more than they did about mine. Thanks—or not—to the generous grant that allowed us to stage the show, we had to follow the stipulation to hire high school students.

“I’ll silence it right now.” Lalo dug the device out of his shorts and checked the number. “Oh, it’s Dad. Should I—”

What could I say? We were preparing a show for The Latin Lounge, a small Vegas venue that was half lounge, half theatre. Although he did as little as possible, Lalo’s father was its manager. “Go ahead.”

While Lalo answered, I sat back against the table. Since the stage was under construction, we were rehearsing in the conference room. The chairs had been pushed to one side to make room for the music stands and instrument cases. The lilac walls and Renoir prints were supposed to be comforting, but given my so-called musicians, the only comfort would be provided by the door as soon as I escaped through it.

I would have been more patient except that we’d already been rehearsing for two weeks, and we had four more days before our first performance, which, from the looks of things, might also be our last. 

I knew better than to care so much about the music—I’d been accused of perfectionism on many occasions even though I knew good and well that I didn’t’ reach it—but this would be Rachel’s first mariachi show. She’d written the lyrics and the melodies, but I’d filled in with the harmonies and collaborated on revision after revision after revision. We’d poured our souls into these songs, and I couldn’t stand thinking that the kids could ruin things for us.

Lalo brushed strands of brown hair off his forehead and put away his phone. “Dad is going home now, so you’re supposed to take me with you after the rehearsal.”

It was a toss-up as to whether it was worse to rehearse seven kids who couldn’t play or suffer Lalo’s parents for a dinner I didn’t want to attend. Normally I enjoyed a noisy family event, but so far my headache had defied three painkillers, and we had as many songs to suffer through.

“Should we take it from the top?” Lalo asked.

Reyna snickered at him. The pretty first violinist with long black hair and a post-braces smile would be the type who governed all the cliques at school.  She focused on the music more than the others, but I’d confiscated her cell phone early that morning after it went off for a third time during our first song. 

“For now, let’s go on,” I said.

“Mr. Andy, what’s the show about?” asked Eugenio.

My third violin player had the frame of a body builder, which he showed off through droopy muscle shirts. He chatted with the others the moment we took a break and didn’t stop talking until I shouted at him. I couldn’t fault him for being friendly, but he was the worst violinist I’d ever met. Had he been a true beginner, I would have pardoned him. What I couldn’t forgive was the way he boasted about being the best violinist at his high school.

Eugenio thumbed his strings, which were so out of tune I shuddered without trying to. The seventeen-year-old couldn’t draw the bow straight across the strings and only played in first position. Maybe that was why he often stared out the window as we played; he longed to escape, maybe to a wrestling mat.

I saw through his ruse. He asked about the show to waste rehearsal time.

Two could play such a game. “It’s about a man who falls in love with a woman, but she betrays him, and—”

“No, it’s not!” Melody laughed through ringlets that spent most of their time falling into her face. No wonder she couldn’t play the right notes. But my second violin player at least knew enough Spanish to understand the songs, which was why she knew I was lying. Instead I’d merely recounted the first thing that came to mind, unbidden, my own true story of a woman from right here in Las Vegas.

I wiped my forehead as if wiping away a memory. Never mind about the past, I told myself. Stick with the present.

“Good, Melody. So can you tell your friend what the show is about?”

“Well, there’s this lady, and she has a terrible boyfriend. He’s really cute but he’s boring.”

“Right. Anybody else?”

“He won’t go out dancing because he’s always too tired, and finally she gives up on him because she’s better off alone,” said Arnulfo. My lanky second trumpet player towered over the rest of them. At six feet, he was nearly as tall as I was, but he didn’t have any gray hairs amidst the straight black strands.

“Terrific,” I said. “That’s why the show is called Siempre Libre.”

“’Forever Free,’” said Jersey, my other trumpet player. He was a squashed-up version of his cousin Arnulfo, as if he hadn’t been nourished enough. They played the trumpet at the same level of “okay.” “Sounds sad.”

It wasn’t, though. With humorous, upbeat music, the show argued that some relationships weren’t worth the trouble. No matter how wonderful it was to have a partner, there was no reason to sacrifice soul, body, and mind at the same time. Did my girlfriend’s songs mostly point fun at men? Yes. I could think of reasons why I—no, they—deserved it. Fortunately, Rachel had written the songs before we’d met, so none of them were strictly autobiographical.

”So what happens at the end?” Eugenio asked.

“She decides to give him another chance but gives him some conditions,” Reyna said.  

I silently awarded her a brownie point. She too had understood the gist of the show.

“He’ll probably blow it again,” Melody said. “The audience can interpret the ending either way.”

“It still sounds sad,” Arnulfo said. “And lonely.”

I checked the tension in my bow. Too tight was hard on the wood. Too loose didn’t give you enough sound. “Loneliness depends on your point of view, but you won’t be free until we finish this rehearsal, so let’s continue.”

I raised my violin, the kids prepared to play, and six of them came in with me. That was a good ratio. I might have been encouraged, but instead I quit playing and strode over to the guitarrón player. 

As usual in a mariachi, the smallest, thinnest member of the group was the one who chose to play the instrument that functioned as a stringed bass. When Memo held the guitarrón across his chest in the usual way, the most I could see of him were his hands and his face. His eyes were a bit brighter than mine, but we both boasted shades of green. 

“What key were you in, Memo?”

“The key of F, Mr. Andy.”

“Yes. And you, Lalo?”

Lalo looked down as if he’d written the answer on top of his instrument. “D?”

“Yes, Lalo.” I waved my violin as if saluting him. “You started in D and Memo started in F. Why was that?”

The three violinists giggled, but Eugenio was the loudest.

I turned so sharply I felt a muscle twitch. “Did any of you remember to play a B-flat?” I plucked one so hard that the note rang throughout the room. “No, you did not.”

The trio hushed, but their smirks barely faded. The kids shared the same problems. They didn’t understand mariachi music well enough to care about it. They’d performed in high school venues but hadn’t internalized the fact that our audience would expect a decent performance. I knew when the truth would hit: as the curtains opened for our first performance. Then they would finally understand what we were up against. The question was whether they would rise to the challenge or freeze. Things could go either way. I’d played long enough that I’d suffered through terrible performances. I would survive either way. But to Rachel, the show was everything. I had no choice but to press.

“I know you’re capable of playing this music well, but you have to want to.” I set down my violin and bow so I could wave both arms as I paced. “Mariachi means passion. It means fun. But it also means beautiful music, and you can’t play well if you’re not focused on what you’re doing.”

I stepped back and leaned against the table. I’d given the same speech every day for the last two weeks. It had become a daily anthem, but my listeners tuned out as soon as I started. It wasn’t my fault that I lost patience. I’d grown up hearing mariachi. I’d heard it in the womb. I’d embraced it always as the most perfect musical form. I’d started performing it at thirteen. At three times that age, I still loved mariachi music more than anything. Yet as a final insult, here were seven students botching in multiple terrible ways the very tunes I’d helped create.

“If we lose our place, is it okay if we make stuff up?” Eugenio asked.

I held the scroll of my violin to my forehead. “This isn’t jazz. Play the song the way Rachel and I wrote it.”

“But if we get lost—”

“In mariachi you improvise if there’s an emergency.”

Eugenio swung his bow on his little finger, which was a great way to wind up buying a new bow. “What would qualify?”

I thought of Noche Azul, my old mariachi restaurant in Southern California. There my emergencies had been triggered by a sudden loss of memory. Blanking out. Distractions caused by customers shouting out names of favorite songs. Tripping over the wait staff. But my current charges were playing from sheet music. They would be performing on a small stage where the audience would be focused on every song. 

“Are we taking a break, Mr. Andy?” Memo asked.

The only break was going to occur in my eardrums. “Take it from the top,” I said weakly as I tucked my violin under my chin. “In F!”

As I gave the downbeat, I fantasized about being back at Noche Azul. My fellow musicians and I, all professionals, had played as a team, and we’d usually sounded good. To be fair, we hadn’t always paid a hundred percent attention to what we were doing. We knew the standard songs so well that we goofed around, flirting with audience members and exchanging jokes. As professionals, we could get away with it. Night after night we still offered a quality show.

In contrast the kids limped through the next measures. I could have stopped to make corrections, but they’d worn me down. I had two rhythm players who couldn’t count, three violinists who couldn’t play in tune, and a pair of trumpet players who fought more than they played. After nine rehearsals, one song was passable. The other nineteen needed work. I wasn’t the Pied Piper leading the band. I was the head lemming racing for the cliff.

I didn’t even stop when my brother, Lalo’s actual uncle, wandered in. Apart from the circles under his eyes and an extra ten pounds, we looked nearly alike. I was thirteen months older and twice as tanned, but people mistook us for twins all the time.

Joey hugged me unobtrusively and stepped out of the way.

“Dang,” Memo said mid-song. It was like pulling the plug in the sink. Without the guitarrón, the bottom fell out, so the kids stumbled to a halt. “Now there’s two of you!”

Joey and I exchanged grins. We both enjoyed the luxury of having a lookalike. Sometimes we orchestrated confusion on purpose. At other times we exchanged favors when we needed to be in two places at once. Usually that meant Joey covering my gigs or my covering meetings with his architecture clients. Kinder, more patient, more forgiving, he was my better half. But the kids didn’t have to know it. 

“You won’t like rehearsing with him,” I lied. “He’s got a temper.”

Joey laughed. “Rachel said—”

“Let everybody go home early.”

“Right.”

An extra twelve minutes wouldn’t have helped any, but psychologically, it was a small present. “You heard him,” I told the kids. “Bye.”

They didn’t argue or waste time as they usually did. They packed up their instruments with unusual efficiency. They were that relieved to get away.

“Tomorrow I want you at nine o’clock sharp!” I reminded them as they fled.

“Is it okay if I get a ride with Memo?” Lalo asked.

When I nodded, he scampered after his friends.

“Key of F!” I shouted after him.

Joey sat beside me. He wasn’t smiling. “You’ve been through terrible rehearsals before. What are you really upset about?”
I took a deep breath. I was reluctant to admit failure, but to ignore the pending storm was to get caught by lightning. “We need to cancel the show.”
Joey turned his head so he could look at me more carefully, as if I were a used car that needed to be thoroughly examined. “You would cancel your show four days before it opens.”

“To avoid a disaster, yes.”

“I thought you wanted to get back into the mariachi scene.”

I’d been out of a mariachi job for a year. “I do!”

“I thought you claimed your arrangements worked perfectly for Rachel’s lyrics.”

“That too! But I can’t get back into the game by putting on a lousy show.”

“This lounge is so far off-Strip that only die-hards will find it. And you’ve got four more days before showtime.” Joey might have been a lawyer. He always found an opposing view. 

“What am I supposed to do, wave a magic wand?”

“You might have to be more patient.”

“Rachel said that?”

“No, Lalo did. Rachel is an optimist. But you’ve never taught music before. Relish the opportunity. Stretch your skills.”

“Performing is easy. Teaching is a nightmare. I only agreed because of Rachel.”

“You have to lighten up.”

“If I were any lighter, I’d fly away. It’s no use. Help me convince Rachel to cancel.”

“What are you really worried about?”

“You already asked that.”

“But you didn’t answer.”

“The usual. Disappointing the audience.”

“Beyond that.”

I hated Joey’s interrogations. They suggested that he somehow knew more about me than I did.

“Well?”

For a moment I imagined the whole picture: the dark lights, the tables full of cocktails, the happy customers ready to enjoy an evening’s entertainment right up to the point when they heard the first note.

“I’m afraid they’ll think the problem is Rachel’s songs, not the band,” I said.

Joey nodded in slow motion. “At least that’s honest. But you know what you have to do.”

“I refuse.”

“It’s the only way.”

“It’s not fair to me, to the music, or to the audience.”

“Blame the Arts Council.”

I slapped my arms over my chest. “Stipulating that the musicians be high school students is idiotic.”

“But the two-thousand-dollar grant was smart, right?”

“The kids can’t handle the music. It’s crazy to think they would be able to.”

“You and Rachel accepted the terms.”

“I’m fine with hiring a couple of kids who stand in the back where they can be seen but not heard. But depend on them to carry a show? More dangerous than lighting a faulty water heater with a short match.”

Joey yawned. I’d never seen him so jetlagged, but he’d just returned Stateside from Dubai. “I repeat, you know what you have to do.”

“Joey, no.”

“No choice. Four days until showtime. Let me hear you say it.”

“You can’t make me.”

“Rachel and I can carry the songs. That’s what people will focus on.”

“You want me to forget about the music. Ignore the nights Rachel and I worked and reworked every chord of every measure!”

“The audience won’t care.”

I made a show of checking my watch, but I knew the time. “We better get going so your in-laws don’t worry about us.”

“I’m waiting.”

My mouth was dry, but I couldn’t blame the desert.

“Come on,” Joey said. “I’m getting hungry.”

“You’re still jet lagging. You have no idea if you’re hungry or not.”

“I’ve been back for three days already.”

“You haven’t slept. I can see it in your eyes.”

“Not true.”

“It’s not too late to call the whole thing off.”

Joey stood. For a moment I thought I’d worn him down, but now I was the one being optimistic. “Rachel received a check this afternoon,” he said.

“So?”

“From an anonymous donor. Evidently they heard her podcast about the challenges of staging a show without any money for sets.”

“Why should I care?”

“The memo that came with the cashier’s check said, ‘Break a leg and I’ll see you on Saturday night.’ The check was for six thousand dollars.”

“What?”

“You heard me the first time.”

“Who would give Rachel that much money?”

“You tell me? A former boyfriend?”

I shook my head. “Not that I can think of.”

“Me either. She thinks it might be a producer. Someone interested in women’s projects.”

The prospect was exciting. A woman revitalizing an art form that had been, for its entire history, practically misogynistic. Half the mariachi songs were about place. The other half were about women, mostly devils, and here and there a few saints.

I placed my hand flat down on the table. “Getting the support of a producer is exactly what we need.”

“Right. So the show will go on as planned, meaning with the kids. I repeat. What do you have to do?”

I closed my eyes, wishing I could be anywhere else: back in Tucson at an orchestra rehearsal for my current job, back in time when I played in Las Vegas as a high schooler myself, back in Squid Bay before my boss met Yiolanda. Had destiny been up to me, I would have never left Southern California.

Joey stepped on my foot. Not hard, just enough to jar me. “Well?”

“We should end the show with audience participation. Have everybody sing ‘La bamba.’ “

“Good idea. Before that?”

“That’s not enough?”

He waited as patiently as a frog waiting for a fly. The fly never escaped, and I couldn’t either.

“Simplify the music,” I muttered.

“What was that?”

“Dumb down the music. Snuff the life out of it. Destroy it. Punch a hole through it.”

“Right. But you’ll feel better if you think of it as leaving out a few notes.”

That meant Salieri, not Mozart. Frijoles without salsa.

After all our hard work, we deserved better, but Joey was right. It was like taking a dream and kicking it, but we only had one chance to make a first impression. That left us no choice. If we hoped to succeed, we would have to murder half the notes.
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As we left the lounge, the 106-degree heat nearly knocked us over. The temperature was so extreme it was other-worldly, as if we’d landed on another planet. Since Vegas was the land of riches and reversals, maybe we had. Things worked differently in the city—beauty, sensibility, morality—as if the city had its own terms. The problem was that I wasn’t sure what they were.

I was even less sure about how to put on a decent show.

“We can pull this off,” my brother said as if reading my mind. He unlocked the little green Kia. “Keep your spirits up and keep smiling.”

I pushed the car seat back as far as it would go, which meant my long legs were still cramped. “If the kids tried harder, I could forgive them. We sent them the sheet music a month ago, but they didn’t even look at it.”

Joey started the car, which purred despite the heat. “What they care about is flirting.”

“You won’t be so flippant when your daughters become teenagers.”

He laughed as he pulled out of the parking lot. “That’s two years from now.”

“Time passes quicker than a bunch of thirty-second notes.”

“It sure does.” He turned onto Eastern and picked up speed. “Speaking of which, what about you and Rachel?”

I adjusted my seatbelt. “Are you trying to get my mind off the show?”

“Maybe you hadn’t noticed, but Vegas is wedding city.”

I took my koboloy, my Greek worry beads, from my pocket and started fingering them. The effect was calming, usually. “I’ve only known her for a year.”

“But you moved in six months ago.” He indicated the panorama before us. “Guess how many wedding chapels Vegas has.”

“Twenty.”

“Close. Fifty-two.”

“Rachel needs a teacher, not a husband. Besides, nobody gets married these days.”

“Mexicans do.”

“We’re Mexican-American. And Rachel’s half Italian.”

“Why are you so scared?”

All day I’d been fighting bad playing. While it was easy to blame the kids, part of the problem was me. I didn’t have the patience to explain the same thing several times in a row. I forgot to praise them for minor gains, which probably bruised their gigantic egos. We also had practical problems. I couldn’t instantly teach the violinists vibrato because it was a skill that took months of slow, steady practice.

While being consumed by practical problems, I had no energy to consider a future with Rachel. First we had to get through her show. If we still liked each other after that, we might go another rung up the ladder. But as far as getting serious was concerned, marriage was further from my mind than performing in a marching band during a snowstorm.

“You never had doubts about Christina?” I asked.

“When she spent the whole summer here in Vegas between her junior and senior year—”

“Forget about high school. That was kid stuff.”

“You’re acting like a kid now.”

In a flash I realized why Joey was being so insistent. A week or so earlier, I’d admitted to my brother that Rachel and I had exchanged the L word. He’d cheered so loudly he’d accidentally woken his wife, who was two rooms away.

“Just because we admitted we love each other, why should I rush into marriage all of a sudden?” I asked.

After Joey stopped for a light, he glared at me. “Did I say anything when you dumped Debra? Elena? Stephani? No. Rachel is different. You know that. She’s a musician, she’s talented, and, somehow, she still likes you.”

I was well aware how lucky I’d been to meet her and how fortunate I was that she put up with my musical impatience and frequent lapses in communication. My worst fault might have been labeled meddling. I never meant to do it, yet somehow I often wound up enmeshed in other people’s lives. A smarter woman would have run away. I should have embraced Joey’s point. Praised the Universe for granting me a decent girlfriend for a change. Instead I resisted.

“What are you saying?”

He stepped on the accelerator so hard we both jerked forward. “She’s not going to wait forever.”

“Easy for you to say.” He’d married Christina as soon as they finished college. 

Joey infuriated me by smiling rather than arguing. It was true that Rachel understood me from a musician’s point of view, which was the most important one, but I’d fallen in love with her thanks to her vitality and her passion. Her natural curiosity enriched both our lives.

“Living together isn’t good enough?” I asked.

“I think you’d be happy together, that’s all. Everybody needs an anchor. Even you. For instance, I tell Christina everything. That makes life easier.”

“Your wife is a saint, and you know it.” 

“With a brother like Chuy, she needs to be. Speaking of which, I need your help.”

“Of course. Gift for Saturday?” Since my brother’s anniversary was the day after my birthday, I always remembered it.

“I need help with Chuy.”

“Be glad you’re not Lalo.” My vihuela player couldn’t count, but it wasn’t his fault that his dad was a rascal and his mom used all her attention on the baby.

“Chuy’s driving me crazy. He was supposed to spend the week organizing the box office. Instead he had one excuse after another. Today he urgently needed to take his car in to a mechanic because, he claims, it’s about to fall apart.”

I patted the dashboard. “And yet he loaned you the Kia.”

“Belinda didn’t need to go anywhere today.”

“It’s kind of them to put you and Christina up for a few days.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah. Christina and Belinda are as thick as hairdressers. They spend hours talking about nothing. If we stay at their house, we save wear and tear on the phones.”

Usually my brother was objective, but when it came to his in-laws. he went right overboard. 

“They didn’t have to invite me to dinner tonight,” I reminded him.

Joey squeezed the wheel. “Tell me you’ll help.”

“How?”

“Make sure I don’t strangle him tonight.”

My brother was the most rational person I knew, but Chuy was his Achilles’ heel, or maybe Achilles’ leg. I could usually ignore the guy. He wasn’t MY relative. 

“You let Chuy push your buttons.”

“Christina lets him push hers too,” Joey said. “That’s what makes me so angry. But this time I mean it. I could just—” He mimicked cutting someone’s throat.

“Right. You’re like a regular Samurai.” The only way I could imagine Joey with a sharp blade was in the kitchen, where he really knew how to give it to the vegetables. 

Joey gripped the wheel so hard his arm tensed up. “Chuy’s trying to strongarm money out of Christina. I want to know what for.”

Chuy was a dreamer whose get-rich schemes left him poorer rather than richer. He had aspirations, but he never kept on a path long enough to reach a destination. As a career musician, I could sympathize.

As we turned off Eastern onto Hacienda, I glimpsed the Luxor in the distance. I imagined the Sphinx was laughing at both of us for speaking in riddles.

“You just told me you could talk to Christina about everything,” I said.

“Except her brother.”

“I know, I know.” Chuy was Christina’s Achilles’ heel too. “But if you can’t be straight with your wife—”

“Just listen, all right? See if you can pick up on anything. That’s all.”

He turned on Escondido Street and parked in front of Chuy and Belinda’s, but neither of us made a move to get out of the car.

“Chuy’s always wriggling money out of your wife,” I said. “Last Christmas didn’t she give him five hundred dollars? And eight hundred the year before that?”

Joey rubbed a worry line under his right eye. “My finances aren’t that great right now. The job in Dubai was helpful, but I don’t have an extra thousand or so to throw around. I may not have explained that to Christina in full detail.”

I didn’t tell my brother that this, too, was a sign of not talking to Christina about everything.  “Tell Christina you’re a little short right now,” I said. “She has to tell Chuy to wait. That’s reasonable, isn’t it?”

Joey took a deep breath and slowly exhaled. It was an exercise our dad had taught us for calming down whenever we were upset.

“He wants a lot of money,” Joey said. “I need you to find out how much and what for. I need to know how to defend myself.”

“You want me to spy on your brother-in-law.”

He breathed even more deeply. “I wouldn’t call it that.”

“You’re afraid he’s going to ruin you.”

“More or less.”

I would have fished for more details, but Rachel came out to greet us. Slender and lithe, she bounded across the fake grass and gave me a hug that made me want to skip dinner.

“Good rehearsal?” she asked. “I got tied up with all the publicity stuff.”

I put my hand on her bare midriff. When it was hot, she wore as little as possible, and I thanked her for it. “Around four o’clock I realized that—”

“You know how he is,” Joey said as locked the car. “Always worried about little mistakes. Me, I ignore them.”

Rachel laughed. “Which is why you’re not as uptight as Andy is.”

“That’s also why I don’t play as well,” Joey said. “Can’t have everything.”

Rachel pushed her bangs out of her face. “Communicating the gist of the show is all that matters. Of course there will be some mistakes! It’s a live performance. But Andy, tell me you didn’t see some progress today.”

When Joey sent a sharp glance in my direction, I caught myself in time. Honesty, indeed. “The kids may have improved a bit. We might have to modify a song or two.”

“I know. Whatever it takes, right?” She crooked her elbows so that we would each lock an arm in hers as she led us up the drive.

I had coughed out an understatement, but in my mind I knew the perfect plan: bribe the kids to stay home. That would just about take care of it. 
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Belinda met us at the door with baby Henrietta cooing on her hip. The plump woman was always pleasant, and she did her best with three kids and an undependable husband. The curls around her head were as messy as her household. They bounced with every bowlegged step as she ushered us inside.

Entering Chuy and Belinda’s place was like stepping into a pre-school. Legos were strewn from the hallway to the stairs, the walls were marked with crayons, and the woodwork had been gashed by toys. Because the place was sloppy and unorganized, I felt right at home.

Belinda led us straight into the dining room where smudged cabinets overlooked a long table set with animal-themed plastic plates. After the traditional hugs and greetings, I placed myself across from Chuy and proceeded to keep an eye on him. Between a medium build and black hair, he was nondescript except for the crooked nose, a souvenir from high school wrestling. He wore a white muscle shirt with an emblem from Solar Strength. As soon as they’d gobbled down burgers, his sons flanked him, vying for attention. While Mitch described a new toy car he was saving for, Lalo recounted the soccer game he’d watched that afternoon.

Chuy might have been a regular dad. Belinda was more involved with the little one, but Chuy interacted with his sons in between holding conversations with the adults. I might have coasted along all night letting the home-grilled burgers dull my worries about the show, but as Christina bent to take Chuy’s used plate, he quietly asked, “Did you think about what I said?”

No one else noticed this exchange.

“No,” she said curtly.

“Tina—” He used her nickname as if he couldn’t be bothered with the extra syllables. Everyone else, including Joey, called her Christina.

She retreated to the kitchen.

Moments later, Chuy followed.

A minute later, so did I.

I leaned against the door jamb between the kitchen and the dining room, doing shoulder stretches just for show. I feigned interest in the discussion Rachel and Belinda were having with Joey about city council. Half the board members wanted to pass a strict law criminalizing the use of “excessive violence” in cases of self-defense.

“The whole idea is ridiculous,” Joey said. “If you can’t defend yourself, what are you supposed to do, stand around and let thugs punch you?”

Belinda ran her fingers across the highchair tray to entertain Henrietta. “The idea is that if someone steals your purse, you shouldn’t be allowed to kill them.”

Rachel set down her fork with a thud. “Why not? If someone is quick enough to retaliate, they should do so.”

I tuned out as I watched the siblings via the reflection in the cabinet window. Christina was loading the dishwasher. While Chuy spoke to her, she was in constant motion, squeezing in a glass here, rearranging a plate there, as if the task required deep thought.

“I’m not breaking the trust so that you can invest in a solar company.” Christina’s voice had such a bite to it that I silently applauded. Petite, demure, and quietly beautiful, Christina was usually too meek to stand up for herself. Evidently her stint abroad had provided her with a tougher outer edge. Given her brother, she needed it.

“You haven’t shown me brochures or charts or anything,” she continued. “How do you know the company is above board?”

I did mild side stretches.

“It’s a great investment,” Chuy said. “I can get in on the ground floor. Set my family up for life. Wouldn’t even have to work!”

“Aunt Vanda says you don’t much work now.”

Touché! Usually patient and forgiving, Christina rarely offered comebacks.

“The Latin Lounge practically runs itself,” Chuy said. “Anyway, what does Aunt Vanda know? She’s just the owner. And she’s always out of town.”

“That’s the only reason she needs you, so you should be thankful she’s fallen in love with cruising.”

“As soon as the lounge fails, she said I could turn it into a casino. In the meantime, if I invest in Solar Strength right now, I’ll have college funds for the kids. They won’t need loans.”

“I have a better plan. In-state tuition. And living at home.”

Chuy’s concern did seem premature. Henrietta was two. Mitch was ten. Lalo was sixteen, but I wasn’t sure he would live through tomorrow’s rehearsal.

“Be rational,” Christina said. “What do you know about this company?”

I bent down to touch my toes, massaging my shins along the way.

“The owners told me their whole business plan, and it’s fantastic.”

“That’s what you always say.”

Chuy’s last venture had featured a gas station that violated city codes. Before that it was a Creole Comfort fast food chain that failed to comfort any diners. No matter how sound in theory, his business deals never panned out. Either he was too optimistic or he had bad luck. Or both.

“The way Dad set up the trust is totally bogus,” Chuy said. “The only way to get ahead in life is to think big.” 

“The trust says that—”

“I know what it says, Christina. That doesn’t mean we have to listen.”

“I do. Legally, that is.”

“I didn’t explain myself,” Chuy said. “I gave Solar Strength my word about becoming a major investor.”

“But you didn’t give them my word, did you?”

For a moment Chuy paused, and I thought he might have realized he was beaten.

“They might hurt me,” Chuy said flatly.

“Hurt you?”

“Right. Because I promised to invest.”

“What did they do, hold you at gunpoint?”

“Not yet, of course, but—”

Bam! She rolled the bottom dishwater tray into place with such force that the dishes rattled. “Real companies don’t go around making threats. Don’t think you can bully me into believing otherwise.”

“You don’t get it.”

“Neither do you. Did you spend too long at The Mob Museum the other day?”

“This is not a joke.”

“You got yourself into this. Get yourself out. Tap into Belinda’s relatives for a change.”

“You wouldn’t want Belinda to suffer.”

“No, Chuy. She’s your wife. You’re the one who doesn’t want her to suffer. That’s your problem.”

“I can make it your problem too.”

“Oh?”

“I’ll tell Joey about him,” he whispered.

I stopped stretching. About him?

“What?” Christina asked sharply.

I couldn’t help myself. I turned and looked right at them, but they didn’t notice. The siblings were glaring at one another as if they were cars that had come face-to-face on a one-lane, windy mountain road. Neither wanted to back up to let the other pass.

Christina threw the over-sized knife she was drying back into the sink and planted her hands on her waist. “You would not be that cruel.”

Chuy stepped in closer. “I need five thousand tomorrow. I need another ten by the end of the week. And you’ll get it to me. Or else.”

“Chuy, promise me you won’t—”

“I certainly will. I’ll tell Joey all about him.”

Him. 

I shut my eyes as if to rewind the tape. I could only think of one topic with a secret “him” in it.

Praying my ears had betrayed me, I grabbed the closest dirty plate from the table and marched into the kitchen.

“What are you going to tell Joey about me?” I asked, improvising. I tried to sound both lighthearted and clueless. “That I’m too impatient? I know that. I’m trying to do better. Really.” 

For a full three seconds neither spoke, which confirmed my worst fears. “Him” wasn’t me or anyone else in the family. Either Christina was having an affair or she’d had one. Either way, Chuy had blackmail material, and he was thrilled to use it.

“We’re going to tell Joey that you’re too much of a perfectionist,” Chuy said. He took out the box of dishwasher soap and added so much that it spilled out. “Lalo says you yell a lot.”

“He’s probably confusing me with Joey,” I joked.

Neither Christina nor her brother laughed.

Stepping past me, Chuy crossed into the dining room and liberated Henrietta from her highchair. “Time for bed, Fuzz Butt.” He disappeared down the hall with the child.

I would have spoken to Christina, but she hurried into the bathroom. She slammed the door behind her so hard that the house shook.

Christina wasn’t the perfect angel I’d always thought she was. Somehow along the way, she’d lost her wings. Since she was the model of perfection, that meant the rest of us were in free fall.

Before I could think of a next move, Joey joined me in the kitchen. “How about a brew, bro’?” He grabbed two Joseph James Weize Guys from the fridge, and herded me to the backyard patio. While we talked in peace, everyone else could enjoy the AC.

After stepping over the garden hose, I sank into a plastic chair. The short yard didn’t leave much space between houses, but we were the only people within view. The collective hum of the surrounding air conditioners, however, was deafening. Normally the sounds would have annoyed me, but tonight they helped create an artificial barrier. As an adult, I’d always been honest with Joey. Now I didn’t know what to say. 

I’ll tell Joey all about him.

“Pretty good beer for a Hefeweizen,” Joey said.

“Yeah. Good.”

“You look troubled.”

I’d carefully saved all spring knowing that I’d hit a dry spell over the summer, but I had to cough up some explanation. “Might be a bit short on cash by the fall.”

“Veracruz Designs will be up and running in another or so month,” he said. “If you want to tackle some of the shorter architecture projects, you could pop over for the odd week between concerts. I can set you up.”

“Thanks. I’d like that.”

But Joey was the one who had been set up. By his own wife. And he didn’t know it.

“I can always cover some of your concerts,” Joey continued, half kidding. He played almost as well as I did. “How did you want to organize the rehearsal tomorrow? Split the kids up and do sectionals?”

I couldn’t concentrate on something as mundane as a rehearsal with Chuy’s words flapping in my ear like a trapped moth.

“Do you want to take the violins, the trumpets, or the rhythm?”

“I don’t know,” I said woodenly. “With the kids I feel like a cross between a zookeeper and a traffic cop.”

“Don’t get run over and you’ll be all right. That is, as long as you stay out of the lion’s cage.”

I was in a lion’s cage, all right, and the truth circled me like a fiery hoop. But what could I say? Christina had flown to Dubai a month later than my brother did, claiming she needed time to close up the apartment they’d rented in London. What else had she been doing, and what did Joey need to know about it? Was “he” a weekend fling, a longtime lover, a wild afternoon? I couldn’t imagine her with anyone except my brother.

When I failed to reply, Joey assumed I was stuck on the rehearsals. “The show will be fine,” he said. “There’s a lot of good humor, like that song Rachel and I sing about sleeping on the couch.”

That was exactly where Christina might wind up sleeping. “Right. Very funny.”

“The first performance will be a struggle, but who comes to see a show on a Thursday night? People who want discounts. Don’t worry about it. Simplify the harder songs, and the kids will improve.”

Rachel’s show was one thing. Joey’s marriage was another. “I’ll worry about rehearsal tomorrow,” I said.

Tomorrow couldn’t come fast enough. If Christina had done something unthinkable but was over it, Joey didn’t need to know. He shouldn’t. She could have made a mistake. She could have been beguiled by a so-called friend. She could have been lonely waiting for Joey. An hour’s pleasure didn’t warrant destroying a relationship that had lasted half their lives.

My phone buzzed, and I pulled it out of my pocket long enough to check the number. “Our favorite Mexican cousin.” I was kidding; all our cousins were in Mexico.

“Leonardo or Beto?” Joey asked.

We had other relatives, but we were closest to our cousins in Aguascalientes. Our slightly younger counterparts, Leonardo was the happily married architect. Beto was the always-broke musician who’d gotten some crazy idea that the best way to expand his horizons was to take a restaurant job on Paris’ Left Bank. He called every other day inviting me to come play with him since it was such a great opportunity. I could read right through him; he was lonely and didn’t want to admit it. And he didn’t speak French.

“It’s Beto. I’ll call him tomorrow.”

“Why not take Rachel for a vacation? You could stay with Beto for a week or so and you wouldn’t have to pay a thing.”

Beto wouldn’t be paying for any deluxe accommodations, so I imagined Rachel sleeping on a tiny couch while I curled up on a living room rug like a stray cat happy to have found a home. “First I have to survive the next two weeks.”

“Think of yourself as a cheerleader and you’ll be fine.” Joey clinked his bottle against mine. “Now, what did you find out from Chuy?”

Mysterious money, murdered music, and now him. 

“How much did he ask for?” Joey continued.

“I couldn’t catch a number,” I lied. “Says he promised to invest in Solar Strength, and the owner will be mad if he doesn’t.”

“Right. Those environmentalists are ruthless. You didn’t learn more than that?”

I watched as the Sphinx’s rotating spotlight briefly lit up the yard. Perhaps deflecting the subject was best. “Chuy is like a mosquito. Annoying.”

“In tropical climates, mosquitos carry malaria.”

I indicated the sky. “It’s hard to find a dryer place than Nevada in the summer. And he did sound a bit intimidated.”

“He’s an actor, bro.’ Keep that in mind.”

Chuy wasn’t the only one. Now I was an actor, too. 

I didn’t like it.
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Chapter Four
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Rachel and I joked that our condo at Happy Palms was like a Quality Inn but with less quality. Instead it was convenient. Aunt Vanda’s house was across the street, and The Latin Lounge was next door. That meant we could be at the theatre in under thirty seconds. The best part was that the bedroom had a door to the courtyard, and in the midst of the courtyard was a small pool. The hours were technically nine a.m. to nine p.m., but no one seemed to notice, so I slipped in whenever I wanted to cool off.

Behind us was a small grocery store and beyond that a sandwich shop. Both places were 24/7. No matter how busy we got, we couldn’t starve. The only other long-term residents at Happy Palms were night owls as much as we were, or probably gamblers, so it was always quiet in the morning when Rachel and I wanted to sleep. Our abode was an ironic contrast to the glitz less than a mile down the road, but because the owner, Terry Sandgate, was a good friend of Aunt Vanda’s—or perhaps her lover, we weren’t sure—we had the best possible of all deals: free rent.

Terry was sitting on his porch as we pulled up. The temperature had finally cooled down to about ninety degrees, but the seventy-year-old was dressed even more casually than we were; he wore boxer shorts. He looked like a retired hitman
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