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For Patricia Johnson and Celia Blue Johnson






PROLOGUE


Of course, I didn’t know the body I found was the first victim because I didn’t know there would be any more victims. Serial killings are not normal in Cancún, and I had no idea this poor fellow was the first of many. But that’s not right either, since a medical examiner had already determined that he died of a self-ingested fentanyl overdose, and he had even been embalmed. His lifeless body was propped upright against the fence on the major road turning into downtown Cancún. In front of him was a cardboard and papier-mâché model of some sort of castle. He was posed to convey a kind of message, but it took us a long time to figure it out.

I’d been playing poker with some friends and it was well into the small night hours when my headlights swept over the corpse. The sight shocked the hell out of me. It took me a while to work up the nerve to approach the man. I mean, he looked dead, all right. All made up for a funeral. I called my police buddy, Chief of Police Octavio “Tavi” Fuentes. He’d been playing cards with me, so he was still awake.

Tavi pulled up at the head of a three-car procession, lights flashing, but no sirens. A Puccini opera was blasting from his sound system when he opened his door. He was an opera fan of the worst kind. He drove me and his police force crazy with the constant devotion to all the most famous tenors, from Caruso to Pavarotti to Domingo. The only vacation he ever treated his long-suffering wife to was to the great opera houses of the world, and he made her endure abject penury while he saved for these sacred musical pilgrimages.

He turned off his sound and stepped out of his car. He waved at me and stuck oversized plugs in each of his ears. I shouted at him as he approached.

“Tavi! Would you please take those damned plugs out of your ears?!”

He bent toward me and shook his head uncomprehendingly. I reached out and pulled the plug out of his left ear.

“Tavi, how can I talk to you with those things in!”

He snatched the stopper I’d retrieved but didn’t reinsert it. “I must protect my ears in case I have to shoot somebody. My eardrums are delicate instruments of operatic appreciation. I can’t risk their injury.”

“You’ve never shot anyone, OK.”

“Oh, yes, my friend. But there is always a first time.” He walked carefully up to the corpse.

I followed closely. “I didn’t touch anything. He was very dead when I caught him in my headlights.”

Tavi yelled to his cops to canvass the area for clues and set up security tape. He turned to me. “Jaime Meyer.”

“From the Jewish Meyer family?”

“Yes. Very important people in Cancún.” He leaned forward to touch the white cotton dressing gown that covered the body. “Dry.” He looked back at me. “Put here after last night’s rain.”

“But why?”

“I don’t know. He only died yesterday. Drug overdose according to the medical report. His family is heartbroken.”

“Maybe you should call the morgue and see how he was stolen.”

“I agree.”
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The Chief called me the next day to let me know the corpse theft looked to have been an act of vandalism, perhaps even anti-Semitism. The Meyer family received solemn assurances from the mayor and police that they would get to the bottom of the matter and punish the perpetrators. But we all knew that wasn’t likely. After a few days, the case rarely crossed my mind, in spite of the fact that it was the most unusual criminal occurrence I had ever seen.
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A week later, my agency was hired for a lucrative and interesting case that put the dead Meyer case out of my mind completely, for a while.






CHAPTER 1


The fat man wasn’t dead, at least as far as I knew. I should have killed him, but I didn’t. The Indians didn’t either. That surprised me.

I didn’t like getting shot at. It wasn’t the first time, but that doesn’t mean I was used to it. I don’t think of myself as a coward, just a person with a keen desire for self-preservation. So getting myself into a situation where someone was trying to kill me was cause for serious self-examination. A quote popped into my mind: “The human race is a race of cowards, and I am not only marching in that procession but carrying a banner.” I have an extensive memory of useless and often irrelevant quotes, but I’m not great when it comes to remembering the sources. I think that one belongs to Mark Twain, though. Years ago, a girlfriend told me, “You couldn’t conceive an original thought if you emerged from the womb of the goddess of wisdom herself.” Hurtful, but on the mark, I guess.

Jayde was good-looking. OK, she was a knockout. One smile and I was on her leash. You know, beauty is an outward gift, which is seldom despised, except by those to whom it has been refused. Don’t know who said that, but you can see what I mean about the quote thing.

I’d better start from the beginning. 
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I have a small but not thriving business on the Mexican coast. Cancún. I chose a place outside my native country because “friends” in the FBI let me know my recent activities in Central America could lead to an enforced stay in federal housing of the less pleasant kind. I think that would be wholly unjustified, but I never underestimate the stupidity of the federal bureaucracy. Anyway, I accepted the recommendation that I stay outside my homeland’s borders until there is a change in administration or the powers that be simply forget about me. I hate to admit it, but I’m a very little fish.

I came up with an ingenious—if I do say so myself—way of making a living, albeit a bare living, without violating Mexican private investigator licensing laws, thus enabling me (with a little bribery) to stay in the country and avoid starvation. I set up a “Do-It-Yourself” detective agency. You may wonder how a guy who speaks only passing Spanish finds clients in Mexico. Well, like they say about real estate, it’s all about location. Cancún has lots of people passing through, and many of them are American or at least speak English. I have all the cabbies in town on “finder’s fee.” If they hear a fare complain about a situation that calls for investigation, the cabbie hands over my card.

I get a lot of requests to recover stolen property—jewelry and the like. And a fair amount of matrimonial indiscretion—guys down here with their secretaries, women with their personal trainers. And I tell them how to use their computer to find out what they want to know. Most of what investigators do, I’ve learned, can be done on a computer. So I sit with my clients and we search the internet. Through a friend in the US who can bust any conceivable security system, I can get my hands on any hotel registration and room information in Cancún or anywhere, really. I can find out who checked in with whom and whether those names check out with Mexican immigration records. Of course, the good old cash incentive to hotel staff works well, too.

Stolen jewelry, credit cards, and so on are a little different. On those cases, I work with the local fences. Sometimes the goods are redeemed by the owners, sometimes not. I leave that bargaining up to the clients if they’re contacted by the thieves. But I don’t give them my contacts, or I’d have no deals. They just need to decide whether it’s worth paying ransom or better to leave it to their insurance.

But in all cases, I only instruct the client. I don’t handle the deal myself. This keeps me clean. (Although I may stretch this requirement from time to time, if I feel like taking a chance.) One time an undercover cop busted me for actually searching the net myself, and he hit me for a big mordida. So I just sit beside clients and let them use their own laptop, notepad, or smartphone or whatever. Thus the name “J.J. Tabasco’s Do-It-Yourself Detective Agency.” Catchy, right?

My junior partner is a handsome guy by the name of Jesús “Jesse” María Obregón, who, despite his namesakes, is almost completely amoral. That’s OK with me. Morals can be a handicap in my line of work. But Jesse is on a constant quest for self-improvement.

Despite the fact that it’s hotter than hell, Jesse wears cowboy boots. And he usually wears short-sleeved shirts and loose slacks. I wear sandals and polo shirts, mainly, and cargo pants because the side pockets are handy for carrying my phone and notebook.

Okay, no more stalling. I’ll tell you about the woman, an explanation I’ve been avoiding because it’s going to expose me for the sucker I am.
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From what I could tell, she was a natural blonde, with shoulder- length hair that looked wildly groomed, for lack of a better description. In fact “wildly groomed” described nearly everything about her. She managed to be regal and erotic just sitting in a chair across from me.

She got my name and address from one of my commissioned cabbies. I couldn’t imagine why a woman of her obvious class needed a low-life investigator, but I don’t look gift horses in the mouth, and this filly was a gift for the eyes.

“Mr. Tabasco …”

“JJ is fine, ma’am.”

“Jayde. With a y after the a. Jayde Olivia Blackwood.”

I had a reddish-brown caterpillar crawling across my upper lip. I was trying to cultivate a “Latin lover” look. Jesse had that look without a moustache. But I wasn’t Jesse. I tore myself away from the mirror framed on the back of my office door, resigned to the fact that I was no more than ruggedly handsome … and that might be stretching it.

I turned sideways, trying to find something in my appearance that would build my confidence. I’m five ten, not tall. I wasn’t fat yet, but I was a year short of thirty, so at that point, who knew what the future held. I worked out occasionally, but I wasn’t Olympic material. So I knew if I didn’t win a woman like Jayde with my razor wit and gentle charm, I didn’t stand a chance. But I was happy to take her on as a client because I really needed the money, although I felt a little guilty (not very) for taking her money. I had a standard fee of $300 a day US, and she plunked down a week’s worth in cash, then started telling me what she wanted. I muttered a lame protest about not needing so much money up front but let it wither away as I shoveled the cash into my desk drawer, trying to hide my enthusiasm for getting a customer who could actually pay. Then I tried to appear to listen respectfully while silently deciding which of my overdue bills to pay first.

“I’m being followed,” she whispered.

“I see,” I replied, feigning interest.

“I’m frightened.”

“I see.”

“I don’t know what to do.”

“I see.” This is my standard reply to clients. Lets them feel understood when I don’t have a clue.

“That’s why I came to see you, Mr. Tabasco. I mean JJ.”

“Sure, go on.”

“Someone is following me, and I want you to find out who it is.”

Any man with a libido would follow her. But I figured I’d better narrow it down by asking the reason.

“I don’t know,” she answered. “I want you to find that out too.”

She had a kind of sexy innocence I was sure would make any man slay dragons for her. A teasing golden lock fell over her eye and she brushed it away with a casual sweep of her hand. I must have been caught staring.

“Oh,” she said, covering her left hand with her right. “An accident, years ago.”

I nodded without comment. The little finger was gone, almost. Down to the knuckle. Well, as the saying goes, a bit of imperfection only accentuates true beauty. Something like that. I tore my eyes away and tried hard to give her my full attention.

“It will prey on your mind until your curiosity is satisfied, so I will tell you now and be done with it.” She smiled indulgently. “I shot it off.”

Wow! I wasn’t expecting that.

“I reached into my purse for a small nine-millimeter I used to carry, safety off, and pulled it out by the trigger. It got stuck and I was panicking, so I clawed it out with both hands. Bam! Finger gone.”

“I … I …”

“I stopped the fellow coming at me, though. That was years ago.”

I was sure I looked like an idiot, but she just grinned at my discomfiture. I wondered if she was just having me on.

“Well, I … I …” I stammered again. “Let’s see where we can …” I took hold of my pen and made ready to note-take. “First of all, what does this person look like?”

“I don’t know. I haven’t exactly seen him.”

“I see.” My fallback again. I waited for her to continue. When she didn’t, I said, “Can you give my any information about this man at all? Or woman?”

“No.”

I tapped my pad nervously with my pen. “Aha. Then, can you tell me what makes you think you’re being followed.”

“I just have a feeling.”

“A feeling?”

“You know, a kind of creepiness that makes the little hairs on your arm stand up, not always, just sometimes.”

I nodded. Neither of us spoke for a long minute.

“I see.” Yes, that again.

“I knew you would understand, JJ. You have a sympathetic face.”

Her smile melted me. But I had to say it. “Miss, I mean, Jayde. I don’t know how to put this exactly.” I rubbed my nose. I always do that when I’m nervous. “Have you ever thought about maybe, ah, well, some medical advice?”

Her face went from angry to hurt. “I am not imagining things! You must believe me. I really need help!” I felt small.

My cell phone rang. “Texas Fight.” My alma mater’s fight song. I was pretty sure it was the only cell tune like that in this part of the world. Maybe not. It was a client, and I’d have time to think. I answered, “JJ.”

“Señor Tabasco, you promised to call me every Monday.”

Señora Lupita Alvarez. Her husband left town almost thirty years ago, and she wanted me to get him back. Oh, God.

“I’m so sorry, Señora Alvarez,” I lied. “But I have nothing new to report.” That part was true.

“That disappoints me, Señor Tabasco. Disappoints me greatly. You know I am an abandoned woman. I want him brought back to his responsibility, to me.”

“Yes, Señora, you have been terribly wronged. I agree.”

“Please treat my case with urgency, Señor Tabasco!”

“Yes, ma’am. Remember, I can only show you what to do.”

“I will come in tomorrow. Please be available.”

“Yes, I will …” She hung up. I smiled sheepishly at Jayde. “A client.” (Señora Alvarez did come in the next day, but only to fire me.)

Jayde picked up where I’d interrupted her. “So, will you help me? Please.”

What could I do? I was smitten. I paused a minute for effect. “I’ll try.” I tapped my pen against the writing pad, trying to look professional. “First, I’ll go over how I operate. It’s probably not what you’re used to.”

“I’m not used to anything. Nobody else has agreed to help me.” She rose briefly then sat back down. It looked like she was going to kiss me in gratitude but second-guessed herself.

Jesse barged in without knocking, as usual. Jayde gave him a quick but appreciative once-over. He returned the look. “Oh, I am so sorry.” No he wasn’t. “I did not know you had a client.”

I introduced them, then felt a little sick as he took her hand and kissed it like a silent movie star. But I was still glad he came in. I didn’t know if this beautiful woman was crazy, and he could help me figure it out.

“Jesse, this lady suspects someone is following her.”

“Of course. Any man who would not—”

“No, Jesse.” I sighed. “We need to find out if what she suspects is true or not.”

“I see,” Jesse said. He was learning.

I told the lovely Jayde that Jesse would shadow her for a few days, and I urged her to just go about her business as if she were a typical tourist. I should have made clear what I meant by “typical tourist.”






CHAPTER 2


I don’t think I have much of a command presence. My clients regularly ignore what I tell them to do. Not only did Jayde not act like an ordinary, well-behaved tourist, she slunk around her hotel like a woman who was sure she was being followed. Jesse told me that she looked over her shoulder every few steps and on her single trip to the hotel restaurant. For the rest of the next two days she stayed in her room alone and ordered room service. That is definitely not what a normal tourist in Cancún would do. Who flies to a beach resort and isolates herself? That reminded me I didn’t know enough of her background. I decided I should give her a visit.

I waited too long.
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The room was trashed. I expected to find blood spatters on the wall. But I didn’t. The clothes and makeup from her drawers were dumped onto the floor. I didn’t close the door behind me in case I had to run. I reached for a gun, which I didn’t have. Carrying in Mexico puts you behind bars with people who may not love gringos like me.

I backed into the hallway and ran to the elevator. I didn’t know what was happening, but I knew it wasn’t good. I was worried about my client but even more worried about myself. While I banged on the elevator door, I called my partner.

“Jesse, what the hell happened?!”

He answered with his “you just woke me up” voice. “Qué pasa, jefe?”

“Where’s our client?”

“Which one?”

“Jayde, the blonde who says she’s being followed.”

“I don’t know.”

“You were supposed to tail her.”

“Don’t worry, JJ. I’ll keep an eye on her. She’s probably just crazy.”

“You didn’t keep an eye on her. And now she’s gone!”

“Híjole, well …”

“Never mind. Get back here to her hotel and do some digging.”

“OK. But I have a bit of gossip for you.”

“What?”

“Have you heard of Aureliano Buendía?

“Rings a bell, maybe. Why?”

“He is jefe of the Río Seco cartel.”

“Mexico has more cartels than stars in the sky. What the hell does it have to do with us?”

“My sources tell me he will be making a move to set up an operation in Cancún.”

“Well, we’ll stay out of his way. Now get over here, please.”

“I’ll be there in five.”

I hung up. I’d be lucky if he showed up before midnight. I called Jayde. No answer. I didn’t leave a message. I’d keep calling until I got her.

I sprinted through the hotel lobby in a hurry to get to my car. I don’t know where I thought I was rushing. Just nervous, I guess. Then it crossed my mind that I’d already been paid, so I slowed up.

That was the first time I saw the fat man. He was wearing a white linen suit, white shirt with a thin black tie, white shoes and socks, and a white panama hat with a black hat band, continuously wiping the sweat from his face with a handkerchief the size of a small bath towel. He walked into the lobby leading a huge iguana on a red leash. I paused only briefly at the sight, though it was a truly bizarre scene. Fat men leading lizards is not something I had much experience with. The man looked like a jolly Santa Claus in tropical drag. How he got the iguana to keep up with his hurried pace was a phenomenon I would have paused to consider in other circumstances. But for now I had to find my client.

I waited at the entry to the hotel’s circular drive until Jesse pulled up. His sheepish grin told me he knew he’d screwed up. This was a guy used to getting a pass on screwups because people, particularly women, were hypnotized by his handsomeness. Men were jealous sometimes, and luckily for Jesse, he was also big, strong, and a quick-reflexed fighter. But he avoided altercations, which made those who didn’t know him suspect he might be a bit … cowardly, which he wasn’t.

But he was a screwup. And he’d lost our client. Even though I didn’t know if she was in danger, I felt a responsibility, which I sometimes do. Maybe it was because she was a looker, or maybe I just had an uncharacteristic twinge of conscience. Whatever the reason, I resolved to find her.

As I walked down the hotel steps, I passed an elderly woman holding a tiny Chihuahua. She was crowned by a flame-red hairdo, stacked stiff and high. She looked directly at me and nodded with a knowing smile. She seemed to know me, but I was almost certain I’d never seen her before. She would surely have stuck in my mind. I was left with an odd feeling, but I “what the helled” it and carried on.
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I asked Jesse to take us to a café that catered to locals, meaning they charged what non-tourists could afford. I ordered a kind of Mexican hamburger, loaded with jalapeños and sauce that’d eat out your stomach if you weren’t careful. Jesse just had a coffee. While we sat there, I tried to lay out a plan of action.

“Maybe she is just out shopping,” he said.

“Jesse, her room was ransacked, really trashed. Even I wouldn’t leave the room like that.”

“Maybe somebody was looking for something she had, not looking for her.”

“Maybe, and if that’s the case, maybe she’s okay.”

“There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, than are dreamed of in your philosophy,” Jesse said.

My mouth hung open before I collected myself. “What the hell?” I sputtered.

Jesse grinned. “Hamlet?”

“How …”

“Book club. We are reading famous plays.”

Sometimes the world just needs to bowl me over. Jesse in a book club did that. “Since when are you in a book club?”

“Since Inez invited me last month. I intend to improve myself in order to make myself acceptable to a lady of quality’s family in marriage.”

“What lady are you talking about?”

“The one I will find when I have improved myself.”

After the shock of Jesse’s announcement subsided, I asked, “Is this lady in your book club?”

“Oh, no. Only Inez, myself, and Tavi.”

“Tavi?!”

“Yes. The three of us are just the beginning. It was Inez’s idea, but we all agree that we must improve the intellectual atmosphere of Cancún.”

“Well, you have your work cut out for you. Cancún is all about boobs and beaches.”

Jesse smiled. “Yes, but you know the saying: Rome wasn’t built in an afternoon.”

“A day, Jesse. Rome wasn’t built in a day.”

He nodded wisely. “You see, it took more than an afternoon.”

I dialed Jayde again. She still wasn’t answering, so I left my number.

Jesse dropped me off at my office, also known as my home, then I asked him to hunt for Jayde through his taxi friends. She’d said she hadn’t rented a car yet, so she’d either taken a cab somewhere or maybe a bus. She didn’t seem like the bus type.
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There was a light tap on my door, and in walked my friend, Octavio Fuentes.

“Hey, Tavi,” I greeted him.

“Buenas tardes, JJ.” He tossed his hat onto my desk and flopped into my client chair. The hat flew toward the edge, knocking a cheap souvenir crocodile into the air and sending it smashing to the floor. Tavi reached out in a futile attempt to save the plaster reptile and shot his chair onto the floor as well. I wasn’t surprised. Tavi had a kind temperament but was the clumsiest person I’d ever met.

He picked up the various pieces of the statuette and set them on my desk with an apologetic grin.

“Forget it, Tavi. It was just junk.”

He righted the chair and sat down gingerly while straightening his freshly ironed uniform shirt. “I’ve come to ask a favor, if you have a moment to spare.”

“Sure. What do you need?”

“We found another body. Much like the one you found on the side of the road a few weeks ago. It was posed.”

“What kind of pose do you mean?”

“It’s hard for me to describe. I’ll take you to it before we move it to the morgue. You can compare it to the way the Meyer boy’s body was set up. Perhaps something will come to your mind that has not occurred to me.”

“You think the Buendía guy, the cartel?”

He let a noncommittal shrug pass for an answer.

I got up. “OK. Let’s go.”
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By the time we got to the scene, there was a canvas-covered frame shielding the body from the view of passing traffic. Tavi said a hotel employee on his way to work had spotted it and called it in early that morning. Tavi and his crew had shown up quickly and started working the area but had come up with nothing helpful.

The body was dressed in a kind of Roman toga, lying sprawled on a mattress, the right hand holding an empty wine bottle and left arm wrapped around a scantily clad mannequin, one of whose plastic breasts was pressed against the corpse’s lips. Another mannequin, topless but wearing a bikini bottom, lay pressed to his other side, and a third bent over in front of him with his feet resting on her naked rump.

“Anything?” asked Tavi.

I shook my head. “Not really. Other than it looks like the same person or people did both. It’s too strange not to be. But why?”

I took a close look at the body. This one hadn’t been embalmed. It had gone beyond rigor mortis, and the rotting smell of putrefaction slapped me in the face.

“I guess you don’t know how he died,” I said.

“No. And we don’t know who this one is. Doesn’t look familiar to me or my police. Not to you, either, right?”

“No. Sorry.”

“I’ll take you back to your office, then. I forgot to tell you that Inez wants you to contact her. No hurry. She just said if you were in the neighborhood to stop in. She says something funny is going on in Cancún, and she wants to ask you about it.”

“Something funny about these bodies?”

“No. She doesn’t know about all this. Must be something else.”

On the way back to my office I asked Tavi if he’d heard anything about a cartel coming to Cancún. He said he’d heard rumors.

“What will you do about it?”

“What all the police across this country do, my friend. Pretend they do not exist.”
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Inez Jones wasn’t clumsy, and sometimes not friendly, but she was very easy on the eyes and usually had me wrapped around her finger. I had sort of flirted with Inez, on and off, but she never responded. She wasn’t cold, exactly, just proper. Inez didn’t have a love interest as far as I knew. I hadn’t given up, but when I pushed, it was softly. So I knocked and waited for her “entra” before turning the knob and walking into her spartan office.

An engraved plate on her door read, Inez Jones, Agente de Bienes Raíces and below that Inez Jones, Licensed Real Estate Agent.

“Afternoon, Inez. Do you have a minute?”

“Yes, my friend. How can I help you?” She motioned to a chair and I sat.

I was mesmerized by her beauty, as usual, and for a moment I just stared. When her brow wrinkled uneasily, I came to my senses. “To be honest, I’m not really sure. Tavi said you wanted to discuss something strange going on in Cancún.” I focused on a curl of shiny black hair she pushed back from one of her deep brown eyes. “Tavi said you thought something strange was going on around here, and I thought it might be pertinent to a case I’m working.”

She rose slowly, like she was thinking pretty hard, then moved over to her window and looked out as she talked to me.

“I have lived here all my life. When the … harmony … of things is disrupted, I can feel it.”

I waited for a minute, but she didn’t say anything more, just looked out into the tropical afternoon like she was expecting someone, or something, she was afraid would show up. I decided to prime the pump.

“Are you talking about people?” I asked. “Because I’ve seen a couple of oddballs today.”

She turned back to me and rested her marvelous posterior against the windowsill.

“Not people, really. I haven’t noticed that. Just a feeling.” She waved her hand dismissively. “And little things. We had rain yesterday for a few minutes. We never have rain this time of year. And it was not much more than a sprinkle. When is the last time you experienced a sprinkle in Cancún?”

“Well, I get your point, but …”

She started back toward her desk, then appeared to change her mind and turned back to the window. “I saw a crocodile yesterday when I was driving home. On the road.”

“Well, Inez, there are crocodiles all over Quintana Roo, all over the Yucatán.”

“Have you seen one in town? On the road?”

“No, but—”

“It’s true it may have happened before. A rarity still, no?”

One of those huge black spiders that scares me to death edged onto the window glass. I debated telling her, but I decided it might creep her out even more. “Oh, yeah, rare. That’s true.” How was she not seeing that spider? “Uh, well, I hope you wouldn’t mind letting me know if you get anything more, you know, concrete.”

She laughed at herself. “It’s probably nothing. But yes, I will let you know.”

“Maybe you’ve heard that the Río Seco cartel is sniffing around Cancún.”

“That is not what is giving me this weird feeling, but, yes, I have heard this. In fact, a lawyer from Mexico City called and asked me to look for an estate for a client he would not name. The price range he quoted was in the millions. Who but a narcotraficante has such a budget? These kinds of men will corrupt my beloved city.”

“Will you find something for them?”

She shrugged her defeat. “Probably. Yes. If I do not, someone else will.”

I kept my eyes open for wandering crocs on the way home but didn’t see any.






CHAPTER 3


The doll left outside my door wasn’t the kind you give to your kid sister. It looked like a miniature scarecrow and had a chicken’s wishbone stabbed through where I assumed the heart should be. The round rag face was white with a crimson smile slashed on. Meant to be me, I suppose. If the voodoo doll was left there to terrorize me, it didn’t work, at least not much. It did make me think hard, though, about what the hell was going on. Maybe this kind of thing was what Inez meant about mysterious stuff in Cancún. What any of it had to do with me I couldn’t guess. But it did occur to me that things had started getting weird only after the blonde bombshell client paid me a visit.

Tavi called to let me know this morning’s posed corpse’s cause of death was almost certainly fentanyl, according to the medical examiner. So both the posed dead men likely died from the drug. It would take a day or two to confirm. Meanwhile, they were running the new dead guy’s fingerprints.

I called Jesse. I don’t know why I wanted Jesse to come over. Could be I thought two minds are better than one. In truth, I probably just wanted the company. Inez’s creepy feeling had begun to infect me. Also Jesse had promised to bring coffee. I needed it.

He took his time. When he finally showed up, the coffee was barely warm. I microwaved it back to drinkable. Jesse finished his and looked through my kitchen cabinet for donuts or other sweets without luck. He sat across from me with a pout. Then he picked up the doll and studied it. “It’s just a doll. Some kid probably left it as a trick.”

“Come on, Jesse. It’s not just a doll. It’s a voodoo kind of doll. But who? Why? Why would somebody have a problem with me?”

“Could be an old client. You know, you have screwed up some cases.”

“What? I … I have not. I’ve never … I mean, I don’t …” I rubbed my nose. “Not for a very long time!”

“I think we should take the doll to Mama Juana. She’ll know.”

“Who the hell is Mama Juana?”

“She is a kind of priestess.”

“Priestess of what?”

“Santa Muerte. The Indios puros mix indigenous and Catholic stuff. They make things like your doll.”

“It’s not my doll! I hope.” I grabbed the keys to my truck. “Let’s go.”

[image: ]

I could hear Mama Juana’s high-pitched laughter as we walked up to the door of her ramshackle casita. She was a happy-natured, ultra-skinny woman of indeterminate years over ninety. As we neared, I could see she was tickled by some game show on an enormous television screen. Her walnut-hued skin and dyed black hair were in stark contrast to irises of such a pale amber shade they were almost invisible. She wore a heavy necklace of various shells and claws mixed with some silver trinkets. The door was open, but Jesse knocked and waited respectfully for the old woman to acknowledge us.

“Jesús María, mi amor! Adelante!” she sang out, her eyes still fixed on the TV screen. “Espera un momentito. Tengo que ver este.” She must have seen me from the corner of her eye. “Quién es el gringo?”

Jesse stood aside to better expose me. “Un amigo, Abuelita.”

She punched the remote to still the TV and stood slowly. “Hello, young man.” She smiled. “You are not as pretty as my Jesús María, but you will do. Sientense.” She motioned to a couple of rickety chairs near her own threadbare lounger before noticing the raggedy figure in my hand and reaching out for it. I let it go.

“Qué es esta?” She held it close to her eyes to examine. “Ahhh … hermosa.”

The doll was no more than six inches tall, and now I could see clearly it was a female, wearing a long skirt and blouse that, to my surprise, seemed to be made from an old plaid shirt I’d recently thrown out. A medallion on a tiny chain hung around its neck. I would have said a saint medal, except the face on the medal was a death’s head. The doll’s facial features had been painted with some delicacy, and the hair, which was the same color as my own, was affixed by a thin red ribbon band. Two gray-and-white-striped feathers dangled from the headband on strands of yellow yarn.

“La Santa Muerte,” the old woman breathed softly. She looked at me hard. “Where did you find this, señor?”

“Leaning against my door. Can you tell me what it is? Please? Ma’am?”

Instead of responding, she reached into the drawer of the small table beside her and brought forth a thin, short-bladed knife. With the touch of a surgeon, she sliced open the back of the figure. Then she laid the knife down and poked inside the doll with tweezer-like fingers. She pulled out, bit by bit, tissue paper, a small shell, a dead scorpion—and a photo of me from the neck up. She stopped and held the picture out for me to see.

“That’s me!” I said.

The old woman nodded and handed the doll back to me. I accepted it as I would have a dead rat, pinched grudgingly between finger and thumb. I looked over at Jesse. His expression told me he wanted nothing to do with it.

“This is a special doll,” she confided. “It is a charm to keep a lover faithful, but it has something extra, something dangerous. I don’t want to alarm you, señor.”

“Go ahead. Tell me, please.” Want to or not, she was alarming me.

“The danger only comes if the person the doll is for … you, young man … disturbs
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