BEST SERVED SPICY
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Ellroy, Arizona, population 3,556, was a windswept farm town that didn’t have two of anything.
Main Street shuttered after the sugar beet refinery closed. The economy couldn’t endure twin
restaurants with identical menus competing for the same clientele. Rosalind “Rosie” Machado-
Vasquez ran the multigenerational Mi Compadre. Claudia Castro was her head chef for 14 years,
then suddenly quit and opened Claudia s Place on the courthouse square. Lifelong friends and
former co-workers turned bitter enemies, according to the latest gossip at Sandy’s Beauty Shop.
It wasn’t surprising when their food feud ended in the morgue.

In war, people pick sides. Ellroy’s elite endlessly debated, like Coke versus Pepsi, not just
about taste, but brand loyalty. While Claudia s was the fresh-faced upstart, Mi Compadre traced
its lineage to 1963, when Juan Machado’s carne seca burrito stand bloomed into to a full-service
restaurant, becoming briefly famous when Dick Nixon dined there. For locals, it was the spot to
go for family dinners and first dates. Eventually in 2008, Juan suffered a massive heart attack.
Only his youngest daughter, Rosie, demanded her birthright, while her Texas-transplanted
brothers parachuted into town, pleading to sell. However, for all her father’s attributes, his
chauvinism hardened more than his arteries. “Running a business isn’t women’s work,” he
demurred on his deathbed. The only option was signing the deed over to Ritchie Vasquez,
Rosie’s husband and busboy turned manager, who Juan saw as a second-hand son. Rosie took the
deal, then called her best friend Claudia, a single mother and sous chef who’d fled to Casa
Grande after high school graduation.

“I need you to move back to Ellroy. Run the kitchen for Mi Compadre. 1 won’t have
the bandwidth managing everything else.”

Claudia’s silence made Rosie think she’d hung up. Sweetening her voice, she

said, “C’mon, it’ll be like old times, making tamales together. Who else can I trust?”
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“How’s Ritchie feel?”

“Ritchie’s Ritchie. We’ll let him think he’s in charge, but you answer to me.”

They made it work for over a decade, dog years in the food service industry. Rosie ran a tight
ship. Claudia revamped the menu, winning rave reviews and new regulars. When Ritchie wasn’t
idling in his back office, he leveraged his telenovela looks and easy charm, gladhanding like a
councilman across the dining room. Claudia was thriving.

But their triumvirate started to splinter in late 2019, when Rosalind was diagnosed with
breast cancer; caught early but requiring her to go to Phoenix for treatment. Shortly thereafter,
the pandemic hit, and an immunocompromised Rosie couldn’t return. The restaurant subsisted on
DoorDash orders and sidewalk dining. Claudia prepared to take charge, but Ritchie reasserted
himself. “We’ve got to lower our overhead,” he said one evening over the sound of dishes
clattering in background. Cutting costs was Ritchie-speak for cutting corners.

Claudia said, “What’s Rosie think?”

“She doesn’t need the stress. Just make your menudo and let me run my restaurant.”

Recklessly, Ritchie began canceling resupply orders and buying bargain-basement meat
and veg. Claudia protested. “That lettuce you bought came out of a dumpster. Our dairy’s
expiring. I’'m not serving food like this.”

“Make it work, or I hire a new Jefe de cocina.”

Claudia stuck it out for Rosie, but six weeks later the Health Department was breathing
down her neck, after an outbreak of E. coli, bad enough to hospitalize a 10-year-old boy. When

Claudia found out, she closed Mi Compadre early, debating whether to come back.
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That Saturday night, Ritchie knocked on Claudia’s front door with a bottle of Don Julio 1942.
“Peace offering,” he grinned sheepishly.

Claudia let him inside.

“When I’ve really stepped in it, I bring the good stuff.” Ritchie grabbed two highball
glasses and sauntered over to the kitchen table, pouring drinks. He looked around. “Where’s
Carmina?

“Sleepover.”

Ritchie settled in. They talked about how Rosie was doing, her latest oncologist visits,
and recent remission. He refilled Claudia’s glass at least three times: it was good tequila.

“She’s going stir crazy sheltering in place. Soon as the vaccines are released, she’s back
in action.” Ritchie took a long sip before switching subjects. “I visited the County health
inspector this afternoon, Jimmy Dunham, smoothed things over. Mainly we talked about our
varsity wrestling meets. We’re all good.”

“Nostalgia was enough for him to forgive a major violation?”

“That and 200 bucks from the till,” Ritchie said. “Saw the boy’s parents, too. He’s gonna
be fine. And they’re loyal customers. Not gonna sue.”

“It was our fault, Ritchie.”

He stood up. “Let it go. You got enough on your plate, Claudia. Carmina’s graduating in

“I’m in denial about it.”
“She still going to ASU?”
“Once they resume in-person classes.”

“Got money for tuition?”

3
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“Not enough. I’ll figure something out.”

“Always do.” Ritchie picked up Carmina’s framed yearbook photo. “She’s beautiful.
Looks just like you did, back then.” Ritchie said. “Except she has my nose.”

“It’s not a bad nose.”

“I keep thinking about that summer after senior year. Two of us working for old man
Juan, cutting up in the kitchen, hanging out. Then you went away. If I had known why maybe I’d
have come after you.”

“Rumors started soon enough after I left.”

“I didn’t know I was the father. When I asked Rosie if you told her anything, she said it
was some mystery man. A one-night stand.

“You knew you were my first.”

“Claudia, then why didn’t you call me?”

“You and Rosie started dating again, then got engaged. It would have wrecked our lives.”

Ritchie smirked, “Compared to what: working 70 hours, six days a week, hustling on
your feet all day. Trying to get the grease and smell of corn oil out of your hair, no matter how
many times you shower.”

“Could be worse.”

“Seriously, I know I skipped out on 18 years of child support, but I want to be part of
Carmina’s life. You don’t know what it’s like to see her at the restaurant doing her homework,
going through life not knowing who her dad is.” Ritchie locked eyes with her, tears forming.
“That I can’t tell you happy I am around you. Even when we fight.”

Claudia laughed at his cheeseball antics. She knew she should show him the door but

decided to have another round. Talk it out. Around midnight, either Ritchie hugged her, or she
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hugged him. She remembered noticing he wore the same cologne since high school: Drakkar
Noir. She never said no, but that they were making a mistake, listing all the reasons why, which
Ritchie deflected one by one. In the early morning fog of alcohol, fatigue, and guilt resurfacing,

eventually he wore her down.

Sleepless, Claudia stared at the ceiling fan, Ritchie beside her. She woke him at dawn.
“Carmina’s coming home soon.”

Ritchie took his time getting dressed. “I’ve got a monster headache. How you feeling?”

“Like I cheated on my best friend with cancer.”

Ritchie turned serious. “You can’t tell her. Rosie’s used to me screwing up, but she thinks
you’re still the Virgin Mary. She’ll kill you.”

Claudia sighed. “Okay, this stays between us, but it’s never happening again.”

“C’mon,” Ritchie smiled. “Admit it, we’re good together, mami. And I just spent the last
two years thinking my wife is dying, having to plan for life without her.”

“She’s not dying anymore.”

“What if that changed, Claudia?”

“What are you saying?”

“Nothing.” Ritchie said, plopping down on the bed. “But maybe her cancer returns. Or
she has an unfortunate accident. We could be together. A family. Sure, the busybodies in this
town never will leave us alone, but we can move, open a new place anywhere we want.”

“Ritchie,” Claudia said, “Get out of my house.”
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Claudia quit before Rosie returned to Mi Compadre full-time. She had the escape plan ready to
open her restaurant: securing bank loans, verifying zoning, scouting locations, signing the lease,
then paying the liquor license, while filing for endless permits.

She was so busy she didn’t run into Rosie until the week before the grand opening, in the
checkout aisle at Safeway. Rosie looked ten years older, gaunt and sallow with a shock of spiky
white hair.

“Word on the street is you’re stealing my restaurant. My father’s recipes.” Rosie said,
facing a gaggle of shoppers. “After everything that my family did for you, all these years, what
makes you think can come after my customers without a fight? And I even saw your rip-off
menu. Exact same color and font.”

“There’s only one printer in town, Rosie.”

“I’m calling my lawyer.”

“He’ll tell you there’s no trademark on Mexican cuisine. Plus, there are key differences.”

“Name one.”

“My food’s better.” Claudia said, arms akimbo. “I gave you everything. Invented new
recipes. Doubled your payroll. And I even managed to keep Ritchie from burning it down during
the shutdown. I had no life outside that restaurant, and I did it all, not to serve customers, but to
help my best friend. And did you ever offer me a stake in the business?”

“I let you do what you love while I worried about the rest. You’re in for a rude
awakening. As the saying goes, revenge is a dish best served cold.”

“Just like your bland chips and salsa,” Claudia said.

“Okay bitch,” Rosie said. “Then I’ll make it extra spicy for you.”
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Claudia suffered a thousand cuts before the coup de grace. It started with fake takeout
orders and bad Yelp reviews. Then early one morning when Claudia arrived, Jimmy Dunham
was waiting with a no-notice inspection.

“You were here last week,” Claudia said. “Zero write-ups.”

“Anonymous whistleblower complaint,” Dunham said.

“This is harassment. Is Rosalind paying you?”

“Let me do my job, lady.”

Claudia escorted him inside, flipping on the florescent lights to reveal a hundred field

mice scattering across her sparkling clean kitchen.

Mi Compadre was just outside the city limits, a faux Spanish mission with the Vasquez’s home
next door. When Rosie didn’t answer her calls, Claudia left a message. “So, what, did you buy a
box of rodents on Amazon? I’ve put up with your pranks for months, but now the County is
closing me until I fumigate the building. You’ve cost me thousands I don’t have.”

The restaurant didn’t open until 10 a.m., but the front door was unlocked. Claudia
wandered to the back office. There she found Ritchie dead, face down on the floor, his skin
blotchy gray and purple, cold to the touch. She made it to the women’s restroom before she

retched in the sink, then splashed water on her face and called 911.

The rest of the day was spent talking to first responders flanked by flashing lights. “What the hell
happened?” Claudia said to the chief detective, Deputy Bill MclIntire.
Mclntire whispered, “Well, we’ve ruled out Covid-19,” glancing over his shoulder at

Rosie, twenty feet away, who started wailing as Sheriff Rayburn, flanked by the mayor, delivered
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the news. Several deputies walked by wearing Hazmat suits. “Word is the wife had a medical
appointment in Phoenix, yesterday afternoon. Stayed overnight. You found the body, Ms.
Castro?”

Claudia nodded, shivering.

McGuire leaned in, “It appears he ingested a toxicant. Drug or poison. Godawful way
to go.”

“Food poisoning?”

“We’re investigating all possibilities. Crime lab will weigh in.”

Claudia said, “You know, he might not have even noticed. Ritchie had Long Covid.
Otherwise, healthy as a horse but couldn’t taste or smell.”

Mclntire took out his notepad. “Interesting.”

Ten days later, a parade of uniforms executed warrants to search her restaurant and home, then
arrested Claudia. She spent four hours, handcuffed, sitting in a stuffy interrogation room before
Mclntire and his cocky junior partner strolled in.

“Why am I here?”

“Because we know Ritchie Vasquez died from a fatal sodium nitrate ingestion.”
Mclntire said, sitting down.

“What’s sodium nitrite have to do with me?” Claudia said.

“Nitrate,” Mclntire corrected. “It’s an inorganic salt that’s odorless, soluble in water, and
highly toxic in doses of 2.6 grams, give or take.” MclIntire scanned the lab report. “Oxidized his

hemoglobin into methemoglobin, causing severe tissue hypoxia, then cardiac arrest. In plain
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English, he stopped breathing and had a heart attack. And in your profession, you should know
it’s a meat preservative used in hot dogs, bacon, and get this, carne seca, to extend shelf life.”

“I don’t cook with that crap.”

Mclntire rifled through a manila file, producing a receipt. “How come you ordered some
three weeks ago from a restaurant supply store in Yuma?”

“I didn’t.”

“Then it’s inconvenient DoorDash delivered a carne seca platter from Claudia’s Place to
Ritchie the night he died. Gave you five stars.”

“I want a lawyer,” Claudia said.

“You can call him from jail,” Mclntire said.

Over the endless night in lockup, Claudia saw her future flash before her eyes. Leaving the
courtroom, convicted. Incarcerated, watching Carmina cry through a pane of smeared plexiglass.
But in the morning, a chagrined Deputy MclIntire unlocked her cell, leading her into searing
sunlight.

“You’re free to go. County Attorney’s calling it suicide. Last night, the wife opened a
floor safe under a rug in the office, looking for Ritchie’s will. We missed it. Inside she discovered
a bag containing sodium nitrate powder along with the note Ritchie left for her. Matches his
signature.”

“Is she a suspect?”

“Well, if she did it, why she decide to spare her new business rival from taking the fall?

Claudia walked away without answering. Rosie was waiting for her. Neither

spoke until they were driving away in Rosie’s minivan.
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“I couldn’t understand why you left,” Rosie said. “Until I heard Gladys Carter saw
Ritchie’s Mustang outside your house. Then I knew it was his fault.”

“Rosie, please forgive me.”

“Claudia, mistakes happen. I had a bead on Ritchie before I married him. We had a
one-way open marriage. I chose not to have children. But like my father, I let him dictate my life
while fixing the damage behind the scenes. Finally, I did what had to be done. For both you and
me.”

“You sent me to jail!”

“And got you right back out. Sorry. I needed a little misdirection to keep those
blockheads from putting the puzzle together. Buying supplies on the sly. Ditching my doctor’s
appointment. Ordering DoorDash on Ritchie’s iPhone.”

“So, you poisoned my carne seca?”

Rosie said, “No, silly. I dissolved it in the salsa.”

“What about the suicide note?”

“You know that man signed anything I put in front of him. Too vain for reading glasses.”

“Why’d you kill him?”

“Because he wanted me dead first, so he could sell the restaurant. When cancer wouldn’t
do the dirty work, he started plotting. Plus, he was always jealous of us. Our friendship.”

“Where do we go from here?”” Claudia said, as Main Street came into view.

“If Mi Compadre goes, Ellroy dies with it. That’s power. Let’s use it together. Fifty-fifty.”

Rosie said, taking Claudia’s hand. “As partners.”



