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Cruz

Bright security lights blasted through my windshield as I made the painfully slow creeping turn in the fast-food drive-thru. I squinted at the diabolical glowing orbs and let loose a series of curse words in Spanish. I didn’t care that my window was open and others in line could hear me. I was exhausted from my shift bartending at Club Cuervo and equally frustrated with the lack of success from accomplishing my goals, those I could tell no one about. I rifled through my glove box searching for the case and slipped on my shades. What was taking so damn long? Breakfast burritos. That’s all I wanted. And to get a few hours of sleep before diving into my real job. But choices were limited at 3am, and I refused to pull out of line and go home empty handed. I had nothing edible in the fridge. I closed my eyes, compelling the cars in front of me to move. I blinked them open. Of course, it hadn’t worked. I blew out a breath, trying to relax my muscles, rolling my neck, attempting to find my Zen, as my favorite sister Sofía always told me. She was into all that woo-woo spiritual crap, that I told her I didn’t have time for. Stress is a killer, she would say in that bossy tone of hers, meditation is good for the body and mind. I could almost hear her voice now. I cracked a smile. Sofía didn’t understand my job, actually no one in my family did. I was thankful for their ignorance. Mi mamá and sisters would worry endlessly. Still no movement from the cars ahead. I visualized ramming into them like in one of those crime video games. I pinched the bridge of my nose and closed my eyes again. Breathe in. Breathe out. Try not to ram into the cars in front of me. I tried to channel some of my sister’s patience.

My Ford Mustang was suddenly wrenched forward. What the Fuck? Had the idiot behind me been battling the same urge? The beat-up Honda Civic with bug-splattered windows was the one that bumped me, but no one was driving. Where the hell was the driver? I bolted out my door, whipping off my shades as I stormed to the little POS. Somebody was going to pay. This was exactly what I needed to burn off a little excess rage. A head popped up in the driver’s seat for a moment and then bobbed back down again. 

“Hey dumbass.” I said leaning down into the open window. “You just hit my car.”

Yeah, I was stating the obvious, but I didn’t care. I was itching for a fight. This asshole couldn’t do what I had just been thinking about doing to the car in front of me. I was a hypocrite, but I didn’t give....

A sexy brunette flipped back her hair to reveal bedroom eyes with long curly lashes. It made me hesitate. I wanted to bite back my words. Her eyes roamed my body slowly, devouring the sight. She spent time admiring the tats covering my arms and shoulders. My biceps flexed in response. She gave a sharp intake of breath. Yeah. She liked what she saw. Not a surprise. That’s how women usually responded. Her gaze finally crawled up to my eyes and scowled. Hmm. Not typical. Most women said I had the face of an angel. Not that I’m conceited at all.

“Back the eff up mister.”

She shoved at my arm, trying to move me back, but I easily stood my ground. Somehow, I found her efforts amusing.

“Personal space. You’re in it.” She growled.

I grinned. I always liked women with attitude. They were way more fun in bed. She held my stare and waited. I debated for a second, then took a step back and crossed my arms. She focused lower on my body. I wondered if and when she would realize that testing me was a mistake. I looked like a typical gang banger with my sleeveless tank. My silk over-shirt was still on my passenger seat, exactly where I had thrown it, the moment I left work. Her eyes darkened as she watched the sweat roll down my chest to add to my already damp shirt. The hot-blooded brunette was interested, but she was fighting it. I should make it easy on her.

“Your number. I want it.”

“Hell no.” She responded. It seemed automatic, but the spark in her eyes gave her away. I think she thought I was hitting on her. Which. I was. Sort of. I wasn’t exactly at my best at 3am.

“You got insurance?”

“Bu-but, I barely touched your stupid sports car.” She sputtered. The woman glanced through her windshield and winced. Our cars were still plastered together. You could barely make out the Mach 1 on the rear bumper.

The truck behind her started beeping its horn. Of course, the line started moving the moment I wanted to explore where this conversation might go. I gave the truck driver a scowl and climbed into my car to move up the single car-length. I jumped out again. This discussion was far from over. I glanced at my rear bumper before approaching her car. It was just a few scratches, something I could probably buff out and paint myself. Not that I’d tell her that.

The brunette had her head under the dash again. What was it with this chica? Had she dropped something? My curiosity got the better of me. 

“Get out of the car.” I knew my gravelly voice was harsh. It was demanding. I was used to barking orders and those around me, obeying my commands.  

Another scowl, but her eyes softened. “I can’t.” She pleaded.

What did that mean? Was she embarrassed by her rumpled clothes, or lack of makeup? Her over-sized ripped sweatshirt and skinny jeans looked cute from what I could see. Her long chestnut hair was tangled and wind-swept, like she had driven with the windows down for hours. The freshly fucked hairstyle worked for me. It was sexy as hell and sending my mind down dirty roads with endless possibilities. Crumpled wrappers and receipts littered her passenger seat. Her green eyes continued to stare at me with defiance. The truck behind her honked again.

I launched myself at the truck, growling, “If you honk that thing one more fucking time, so help me, I will rip you one.” 

The beefy man in the cowboy hat put his hands up. I knew my glare could be menacing when I wanted it to be. At least the driver of the F-350 had some smarts. 

I turned back to her smirking, “Phone number. Now.” It was an order. Not a request. 

She huffed and scribbled her number on a receipt, swearing under her breath. 

“Fine.” She slapped the paper into my outstretched hand.

I held onto her fingertips for a moment before allowing her to snatch her hand back with a yank.

My mouth quirked. Most women responded to my sex appeal, but this one was different. Getting a women’s number had never been so hard, or quite so satisfying. I glanced at the number she scribbled down on the receipt before sliding it into my wallet. Her name was Mari. Cute. I strolled back to my car slowly, letting her check out my backside. I turned to give her a wink, but she wasn’t paying attention. Her head had ducked beneath the dash again. I climbed into my car and pulled forward. Instead of leaving directly after getting my food, I parked and watched her get her order and drive away. I snapped a photo of her license plate. She was from Arizona. Not that it mattered. I had friends that could track her down, even if she had given me a bogus phone number. 

I started making my way home noticing that the woman matched my route, turn for turn. Her driving was erratic, with jerky movements and inconsistent speeds. If I didn’t know better, I would have thought she was drunk. Then she turned down the street I lived on. This was getting more interesting by the minute. She pulled into the apartment complex next to mine. Chipped paint, dented doors, and perilous stairways made up the complex décor. My apartment wasn’t a whole lot better but at least the landlord was trying. He had recently given all the buildings a fresh coat of paint, covering the majority of graffiti that seemed to plague most of the buildings in the neighborhood. I watched as she juggled her food, backpack, and a bulky cardboard box. I debated briefly if I should stop and help, but she’d probably think I was a stalker, instead of it just being a coincidence that we lived close by. I watched as she bounded up the steps to the 2nd floor and snapped a pic of her apartment number. What the Fuck? She was heading into BJ’s apartment, the guy who had OD’d two weeks ago. The landlord must have rented it already. 

I drove one lot over and parked in front of my building thinking about the guy that died. BJ had worked with me at the Club. He had been my bar-back, a hard-working scrawny guy. Kind of twitchy, but drugs made most people paranoid. He had seemed more on edge a few days before. I felt guilty when he passed. Not that I had anything to do with his death, at least not directly. But I couldn’t help but feel like I had been a cog in the wheel. His was one of the faces that kept me up most nights. My insomnia was the result of a lot of demons. They had plagued my soul for too many years. My apartment faced his balcony. It hadn’t been a coincidence. I had been paid to keep tabs on him. He was valuable. A tool. I tried to convince myself that I couldn’t have done anything to prevent what happened. I had been working at the club that night. I spent the last two weeks going over everything in my mind. BJ had been stirring up trouble, and those that did, ended up dead. Half a year at the club, and I had learned how things worked. Sometimes, I wondered what would have happened if I had warned him. Would it have saved him? Or would I have just added to the body count? The police came by the club to ask questions. They didn’t spend much time investigating. The owner wanted the whole incident to go away, and he had influential friends. The official file said it was an accidental overdose. My gut told me otherwise. Not that it mattered. There was no proof, and the guy was a known user. 

I unlocked my apartment keeping the lights off and opened the blinds to the patio staring into the apartment across the parking lot. The shadows of the sexy brunette bounced off the unopened blinds. She moved, just like her driving. Wild. All that energy. I couldn’t help but grin. It took effort to force my gaze from the blinds. I had little time for women. Things were ramping up, and I had to focus. I tamped down my libido. Food. Sleep. And research. Nothing would stop me from reaching my goal, no matter how sexy or sweet.
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Mari

Trying to balance everything while unlocking the apartment was a feat, I thought I deserved a medal for. I got inside the apartment and flipped on the lights. Benjie’s clothes were thrown haphazardly around the room. Piles were on the floor and coffee table. A few dirty dishes in the sink. I had disposed of old pizza boxes and fast-food wrappers when I had visited his apartment two weeks ago to plan the funeral. Benjie had always been a bit of a slob. Even as kids he never kept his room clean. But something was off. The apartment looked worse than last time. Goosebumps traveled up my arms despite the stifling heat in the apartment. Drawers were pulled out from the furniture, and the contents strewn across the floor like someone had been looking for something. I set the box on the tile and my food and backpack on the kitchen table. I grabbed my heavy flashlight from my pack and held it in front of me like a bat as I searched the apartment. While shuffling through the debris, I wondered if I should call the cops. Not that my experience with the Santa Fe PD had filled me with confidence. Detective Dillon had said Benjie’s death was an accident, and refused to investigate further. But there were too many things that didn’t add up. I had gotten a cryptic text message the day he died. Last week I received a coded journal from him in the mail, and now his place was trashed. Was that enough for the police to finally do something? Could I even trust them? 

It didn’t take long to realize that no one was there. It was a small apartment with few places to hide. Nothing looked like it had been stolen. The TV and stereo were still on its stand. Even some loose bills on the nightstand looked untouched. I bolted the front door and angled the back of a kitchen chair under the knob. I didn’t know if it would really prevent someone from coming in, but at least it would alert me if someone tried. I flipped on the air conditioning and was grateful when cool air flowed. I realized that I had no clue if utilities came with the rent, or if I needed to pay that separately. I should have asked the property manager a lot more questions when I had picked up the keys and set up the sublet. Not that I had been all that capable at the time. I wasn’t a lot better now. I had been mostly a zombie these past few weeks, but I needed answers. That’s why I had made the decision to drive down from Tempe, Arizona. I needed to pack up Benjie’s apartment and figure out what really happened. 

I opened up the box I had brought in, and a ball of black and white fluff leapt out and scrambled across the kitchen floor. It hid by the kick-board under the kitchen cabinets. It was probably a male by the amount of trouble it gave me. I wondered how old the kitten was. I didn’t have much experience with them growing up. My step-dad would never have allowed us to have a pet. His whole purpose in life seemed to be making my life and Benjie’s as miserable as possible. He excelled at that job. 

I let the kitten get used to his surrounding, while I searched through the cabinets. In one I found a single can of tuna. In another, was a mis-matched set of chipped plates, glasses, and bowls. I pulled two small bowls out, filling one with water, and the other with tuna. The cat peeked from its hiding spot when I used the can opener. Its little nose sniffed the air like crazy. I didn’t want to scare the little guy more than he already was. I set the bowls down on the floor and walked to the couch with my bag of food. I pretended to focus on a magazine while munching on my breakfast burrito. He kept glancing back at me while sniffing the contents of the bowl. He gave a tentative lick and his eyes closed in bliss. No longer caring about anything else, he dove into the food like he was starving. I had stopped at a gas station about half-way between Tempe and Santa Fe. He had been peeking around the pump, covered in oil and grease, panting and scared. The attendant said he was a stray that had been wandering around the area for a few days. I had asked for a towel and a box to try and catch him. That must have been quite the entertainment for the guy watching. I had slipped on some oil, knocked over several cans, and fell a number of times while chasing the little guy. I had bumps and bruises from the whole ordeal. A bubble of laughter burst past my lips, imagining a video of me posted somewhere on the internet racing around the gas station. In the end, I had been victorious, capturing the cute little critter without any bites or scratches. Another feat I believed I deserved a medal for. The little guy had escaped from the box a few times during the drive. He obviously didn’t like being cooped up. I couldn’t blame him. I knew it was hard to trust. I had learned from experience. 

“I’m with you buddy.” I held my soda in the air, toasting the kitten.

He had been cleaning his paws after devouring his dinner, or was it breakfast? He paused for a moment, in mid tongue swipe and tilted his head. I shook mine. Did he even realize how absolutely adorable he was? I smiled despite myself. It had been weeks since I had cracked a grin. The muscles felt tight in my cheeks. Experiencing any happiness, just seemed wrong. I don’t understand why death makes you feel that way. Over the past few weeks, guilt seemed to claw at my insides until I could barely breathe. That’s why I was here. For Benjie and for closure.  

I watched as the kitten finished cleaning himself, and then with a full belly, curl up in a particularly fluffy pile of Benjie’s clothes. A tear slid down my cheek. Benjie would have fallen in love with the little guy. I let out a sigh. The scariest part of the whole trip, wasn’t the long drive at night, it had been when the kitten had gotten under the brake pedal. Luckily that hadn’t happened while driving down the freeway. I gave a shudder thinking about that possibility. It was only at the drive thru when I had rolled into that fancy sports car. I didn’t want to accidentally step on the kitten, who was so small and skinny, despite all the fluff. That jerk hadn’t even given me a chance to explain. 

“Effing Bastard.”

The kitten looked at me, concern on his face. 

“Don’t worry. I’m not talking about you. It was that guy at the drive through.”

He had been all bossy, and intimidating, with those dark brooding blood-shot eyes, and scary tats. His shoulder-length deep sable mane was as untamed as his attitude. Why were the dreamy guys always such dicks? I had gotten distracted by his gorgeous bod. It looked like it had been carved from stone. Honestly, that man’s body should be in a museum. I closed my eyes imagining him standing on a pedestal naked, behind a gold-plated chain to keep the public away. Mmm. I’d pay to see that exhibit. The figure in my mind turned to face me. It spoke. No. Not spoke. It yelled at me. Just like the real one had. I shivered remembering the intense energy he had projected. I sighed. He would have been perfect, if he had just kept his mouth shut. I wish I had ripped into him, like he did to the driver behind me. Normally I would have, but I just didn’t have the energy after the long trip. It was probably for the best. He might have been an even bigger asshole. I wondered briefly what astronomical amount he would come up with to fix his precious car. 

“You’re already more trouble than you’re worth.” I pointed at the kitten. It stared back at me and tilted his head. “Aww. You’re way too cute. I can’t stay mad at you.”

I gave a huge yawn. It was time to get some rest. I made a quick trip to the hallway bathroom to freshen up before bed. The kitten stopped in to visit as I was finishing up. He eyed the toilet paper roll. He looked at me over his shoulder as if gauging my reaction. I stared back. He spun the roll until half of it lay on the floor. I think he was daring me to react. When I didn’t do or say anything, he walked past me to the bedroom. I followed along grinning at his lovable antics. We were a perfect pair. If I had any doubts before, they were now long gone. I watched him climb the huge bed, with his sharp kitten claws digging into the bedspread. He kneaded the pillow at the head of the bed until he was satisfied before settling down with a yawn. I followed suit, yawning long and loud. There was so much I wanted to get done, and now I needed to add things for the cat, to my growing list of items to pick up. Listening to the soft purr of the kitten, made me realize how exhausted I was. After some sleep, I’d be able to concentrate on other stuff. Until then, everything could wait. I climbed in, careful not to disturb the kitten’s rest atop the only pillow in the bed. I wadded up my sweatshirt creating my own pillow and snuggled under the covers. It didn’t take long for my mind to quiet and fade into sleep next to my newfound pal.

I woke a few hours later, with a furry face staring at me. He was on my chest watching. I blinked at the bright light streaming through the blinds wondering how long he had been waiting. I groaned. “What time is it?” I turned to find the clock. Wiping the sleep from my eyes, I read the time. It was a little after 7. Great. Three whole hours of sleep. The kitten seemed raring to go. I wondered if he was already hungry again.  

Glancing at the bedspread covered in tiny dirt paw prints, I wondered if I should have spent some time cleaning him up before going to bed. The oil stains would probably never come out, not that the bedspread was anything special. Everything in Benjie’s apartment looked like it had been bought from a thrift store. 

“Are you hungry for another breakfast little guy?”

The kitten seemed to know exactly what I meant and did some strange little leaping dance on the bed. I picked him up and set him on the floor and the kitten sprinted to the kitchen, his claws slipping and sliding across the tile floor, as he spun and tumbled into the water dish. He gave me a perplexed expression, his fur dripping. 

“Are you soaking wet?” I grabbed the kitchen towel and carefully dried him off. He seemed to realize I was there to help him. Peering into the rest of the cabinets, I didn’t find much. The lack of basic grocery items, gave my heart a pang. Could Benjie not afford food? Or was he just the typical bachelor that always ate out? I was really hoping for the latter. I should have reached out to check on him more often. I guess I wasn’t a very good sister. The tuna can I had opened last night, was the only one I could find. The pet store run moved to the top of my list, as his heart-breaking stare greeted mine over the empty food bowl.

“I know. I gotta get more food.”

He meowed loudly. 

“I’m going to take that as agreement.”  

I looked up the closest pet stores on my phone and told Miles to stay. I had picked his name this morning. I had driven for miles and miles and found him on my way. It fit. I briefly wondered what the apartment would look like when I returned. Although, the cat could hardly make it look worse than it already was. 

Returning with new linens, groceries, and all manner of cat essentials, I was greeted with a puddle at the door. I sighed. The kitten ducked under the couch. Did he think he was in trouble? That made me sad that the little guy was so worried. What kind of abuse had Miles already had in his short life? I closed the door and locked it, setting down my bags and cleaned up the mess with a spare towel. I set up the litter box in the bathroom and encouraged the kitten into the box with treats. It took a few tries, but the kitten enjoyed digging in the litter and making a mess with the sand. 

I poured some dry cat food in the bowl. It obviously wasn’t as exciting as the tuna. He sniffed the contents and decided it was acceptable and started munching. I unwrapped another breakfast burrito I had picked up on the way back to the apartment. My brother had always made fun of my metabolism. I could eat more than him and not gain a pound. He wasn’t a whole lot bigger than me, but he never had my appetite. Although that could have been a side-effect from the drugs. I shoved the paperwork from the coffee table off to the side to make room for my bag remembering how we used to be when growing up. So many emotions flooded my mind, sorrow, anger, regret. I hadn’t really let myself grieve these last two weeks, ever since Benjie died. The kitten decided to come investigate. He climbed up my jeans and shirt and rested on my shoulder snuggling into my neck as he watched me bring the burrito up to my mouth. He put a paw on my cheek leaning in to sniff it as I took my first bite. 

“I take it, you want some?” 

He meowed. It filled my aching heart with something I couldn’t identify, but it loosened the tightness in my chest. I shared my burrito with this crazy adorable kitten, because I couldn’t share it with my brother. He was gone. Someone had taken him away from me, because I refused to believe it had been an accident. And when I found that person, they were going to pay. 

As exhausted as I still was, I was going to attempt the unthinkable and try to give the kitten a bath. It wasn’t going to be pretty. I closed the bathroom door when he followed me in and filled the sink with warm water. I bought some Dawn dish soap to help with the oil, on a suggestion from the pet store clerk. The curious kitten watched from the counter as the water filled. He swiped one paw at the running water. It was now or never. I gently wrapped him in a wash cloth covering his claws and delicately rubbed his fur with soap, giving him encouragement. 

“It’s ok little guy. It will be over soon, and you can take a nice long nap.”

The kitten was desperate to get out of the water at first, squirming and clawing, screaming its displeasure, but it would pause every time I spoke. Once every last bit of dirt and grime was gone, I towel-dried the little guy and placed him on the bedroom floor. After stripping the bed, I found a dry towel and bundled him in it. His little face poked out of the wadded towel shivering. He was mad at me. I got that. 

“My brother never liked baths either. But I don’t care. You were filthy. Be furious all you want. You needed it.”

I looked at the dirty bedding and all the clothes and sighed wondering if there was anything I could salvage from this mess, or if I should just toss it all. I settled on opening the box of garbage bags, and threw everything into bags. Clean first. Sort later. It gave me something to focus on, and sad to say, but I was grateful for the distraction. Tonight, I’d be visiting Benjie’s last known place of work, Club Cuervo. My stomach was tied up in knots. I knew I needed answers. My guilt compelled me to get to the truth. No matter how ugly it turned out to be. 

​

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 3

[image: ]


[image: ]

Cruz

The music was thumping like a heavy pulse as the patrons of Club Cuervo grinded up against one another. The DJ’s lights flashed like a spinning patrol car. The women were dressed from skank to chic, while men plied them with liquor. It kept me busy, doling out drinks to the savages. Not that I wasn’t just like one of those other men. I’d be equally invested in scoring if the right woman walked in, or the wrong woman for that matter. Not that I would have gotten serious with any of them. It had been years since that happened. Long before I had worked at this club. But a one-night stand I could do, and had done plenty of nights these last six months. I was a flirt, but then that was part of the job. I worked for tips as a bartender, but I also did some side work to boost sales. Taking home the occasional patron wasn’t a problem, as long as it didn’t affect the business. Club Cuervo’s owner, Luís Lorenzo aka El Lobo Rojo, knew my value, and what I could accomplish. He was just beginning to really trust me, and bring me in on more of the operation. He enjoyed watching my extra-curricular activities, so I played my part and put on a show.

The song changed to something sweet, and a few people on the dance floor groaned and went back to their tables. That’s when she walked in. I barely recognized her from this morning. Mari strolled in with sexy silver stilettos and a skin tight red dress that had more than one man turning his head, along with several woman. She flipped her long dark locks over her shoulder and made her way to the bar. A waitress was rattling off a drink order, but I wasn’t paying attention. My brain couldn’t focus on anything but the woman in red. I stared. She slid into a bar seat and casually looked around.  

“Come on Cruz. Stop staring at the animals. A Cosmo and 3 drafts.” Rosa slapped her hand on the sticky bar, drawing my attention.

I smiled. Rosa often referred to the customers as animals in a zoo. It was a fitting analogy. Most of the people were little more than base urges. I mixed the Cosmo, poured the beers and sent Rosa out into the wild. I grinned at the swish of her hips, as she meandered across the dance floor avoiding drunks, and swatting away unwanted advances. I turned my attention back to Mari. She still hadn’t noticed me. I grabbed the drink specials menu and slid it in front of her. She focused on the colorful page of concoctions. 

“See anything you like?” I leaned against the neon-lit bar and smiled. I knew how the light and shadows danced across my forearms in-time with the beat of the bass. Her eyes crawled up my torso so

































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
)Z/Ii‘l H ARSE






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image002.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/image005.png





d2d_images/image004.jpg
SANTA FE
Seucfion





d2d_images/scene_break.png





d2d_images/image007.jpg





