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Dedication

To Lexi—my precious black Labrador, who
crossed the Rainbow Bridge in March, 2018 at the age of
14.

I’ve had many precious
babies over the years, but there’ll never be another like you. You
were right by my side during some difficult years. My constant
companion, you always made me feel better no matter what I dealt with. We had
incredible adventures together, too. How you loved to jump in
lakes, ponds, and oceans—I still see that smile on your face when
you were in water. You were a relentless hiker—you never tired,
even when I was already dragging. The sweetness of your soul was so
precious to me.

I’ll keep your memory alive through
Shadow for the rest of my life!

 



CHAPTER ONE

 


 


My mind kept wandering. Nearly eight
weeks after our week-long haunted experience, I looked forward to
the holidays and spending time with family and friends. Despite my
fractured arm, I continued seeing my Ashiatsu massage clients.
Using my dominant right hand, I held onto the wooden bar over my
head and conducted the session with my bare feet.

Sage, my longtime client who’d become
a dear friend of mine as well, asked about my injury, still wrapped
up in a sling. I filled her in on the long sordid tale of our
murder mystery adventures in Jerome, Arizona—real-life corpses and
all. It wasn’t all bad. I considered the blessings from our time
there as being friendships rekindled and new ones created. I
smiled, thinking about the cute bakery owners, the delicious food
at the local brewery and, most of all, the time spent with my
forest ranger boyfriend, Greg. Being able to see Kirby McDaniel
again after so many years was icing on the cake. Everything else
that occurred—hauntings, murder, and deception—not so much
fun.

“Sounds like trouble
follows you everywhere, Libby,” Sage teased. “Hadn’t you only
recently found some questionable ‘new friends’ at that retreat near
Patagonia?”

“Okay, okay. When you say
it like that—” I laughed. “I guess I do meet interesting people
now, don’t I? Well, I wouldn’t change it for anything. The good
outweighs the bad, that’s for sure.”

She chuckled, pointedly looking at my
arm again. “You’re a good friend, Libby.”

“Are you ready for the
holidays?” I changed subjects.

“Hardly. I’m having a few
girlfriends coming to visit—and I’ve procrastinated too long on
getting my studio cleared out, so they’ll have somewhere to
sleep!”

Sage had the most beautiful property
near the base of the Superstition Mountains east of Phoenix. I’d
been there often on mobile appointments during our startup years
and before we’d built the Dharma Inspired Day Spa in east Mesa.
With my portable massage table set up in her casita, also her
studio, I enjoyed gorgeous views and she appreciated treatment in
the comfort of her own home. She also preferred a late afternoon
appointment—perfect timing for some exquisite red and orange
sunsets on the rocky mountain.

“Oooh, having friends
staying with you for the holiday, that sounds fun. I
think, much to my
mother’s chagrin, several of us are going on a ski vacation for the
holiday. Alexis, her husband JJ, and, of course, Greg.”

“Things must be really
going well with Greg then, yeah?”

I knew what she was getting
at. I haven’t ever dated a guy this
long. That’s what she really meant to say.
“You know, I think so. It seems so easy. We enjoy many similar
things. Yeah, I’d say it’s going well. Long distance isn’t easy …
but after I got back from Patagonia, we both have put in the effort
to travel back and forth. I mean, two hours really isn’t that big
of a deal.”

“Not for
love, it’s not,” she
teased, giggling.

I dug my heel into her calf with
slightly more pressure.

“Ow!” she said
mockingly.

“Yeah, careful with the
teasing when I’m obviously in a position of power here,” I
chuckled.

“So, where are you going
skiing—Flagstaff?”

“No, we’re headed to Taos,
New Mexico, actually.”

“Taos! Oh, now I’m
officially jealous.”

“I know, I’ve never been …
but Greg has a former classmate that is getting married. We’ll have
to attend that, but otherwise, we’ll have a nice long ski vacation.
The Johnsons are joining us—oh, I might have already mentioned
that. I’m hoping I’ll be able to ski by then.”

“Oh, your arm?”

“Yeah. Doctor says a couple
more weeks and I should be ready. I may push that, but we’ll see. I
get the cast off tomorrow and start physical therapy. Since we’re
not actually leaving until a few days after Christmas, I should be
fine. If not, I’ll enjoy being a ski bunny in the lodge with a hot
toddy.”

Sage jumped on that. “Yeah, right.
Keeping you from playing with the rest of the group? Good luck! I
sense there isn’t anything that keeps Libby out of the action.” Her
hearty laughter was infectious. Then she quieted again. “It’s been
several years since I’ve been in Taos, but you have to tell me if
Sweet’s Sweets is still there. Best bakery in Northern New
Mexico.”

Sage told me about each art gallery
and restaurant in town that we need to visit. By the time we were
done with her massage, I was officially famished, and ready to get
to Taos. First, we’d have to survive Christmas with my
family.

A couple of weeks later, I’d learn my
family was nowhere near as difficult as some others.


CHAPTER TWO

 


 


My mom had outdone herself. From the
decorations inside and out, to the enormous spread of food that
covered the long twelve-person wooden dining table. Christmas Day
was one that the Madsens always went overboard with. It all began
with my late father, whom I swore competed with the neighbors every
year for the best-decorated home on the block. Then Julia kept the
traditions going for us kids after his tragic passing. Even now, at
seventy years old, she still has that gusto to pull off the perfect
holiday setting.

Greg’s eyes scanned the room
admiringly. He leaned over and whispered to me, “How many trees
does she decorate? Does she do all this herself?”

“I’ve counted at least six
since we walked in. I swear it’s grander every year.”

He wandered away, taking in the winter
wonderland. Her home was covered with little winter scenes. The
Norman Rockwell-like ice skating village, Santa’s workshop, the
snowmen’s forest, and my favorite, the near-perfect snow-covered
hobbit dwellings with their tiny holiday decorated features. Each
year, there are new intricate elements and my favorite thing is to
find all of them before my sister, or her kids.

The holiday bells on the front door
tinkled as it blew open and my nephew, Chase, bounded through.
“Grandma!” he screeched, running through to the kitchen. Shadow
barked and took off after Chase. All I could see was her flapping
tail, and I cringed. Thankfully, I heard no crashing sounds.
Yet.

I walked out the front door to see my
sister, Jordan, with her hands full, struggling to get the baby out
of the car seat. Pat rounded the driver’s side of her large white
SUV.

“Hold on. I told you I’d
help. You get Ryan inside.” He gently took the bags from her hands.
I hurried over to help.

“Merry Christmas, Jordan,”
I greeted and gave her a cursory side-hug in passing. “Oh, Ryan,
you’re getting cuter every single day!” I patted the toddler on the
head and continued to the car to help Pat and the girls.

My sister and Pat had divorced two
years prior. It was a fairly amicable split, and they remained
friendly for the sake of the kids. Our family always welcomed Pat
to family events. I think all along we felt bad for him. He’s a
good guy, but honestly, never had a chance with Jordan. She’s a
powerhouse, and he’s, well, way too nice. It wasn’t surprising to
me that it didn’t work out. It devastated our mother. But, the way
the two co-parent is admirable—we can see the kids come first, no
matter what, and that’s what is most important.

“Here, let me get those,
Pat.” I reached out and loaded up my arms with wrapped gifts. “Good
to see you!”

“Merry Christmas, Libby.
Has Greg joined you?”

I nodded and opened the backseat door.
The twin girls were still sitting in their seats, their full
attention on some YouTube video.

“Come on, girls. It’s
Christmas! Let’s go say hi to Grandma,” I coaxed.

Barely looking up, Apple mumbled, “Is
Shadow here?”

“She sure is…”

Apple was the first to peel her eyes
away from her screen. “Let’s go, Annie … let’s find
Shadow.”

Apple and Annie were identical; nearly
nine years old now and every time I saw them, I couldn’t help
noticing how they seemed mature beyond their age. They were a
mirror image of their mother—only with blonde hair instead of her
brown.

Annie looked up, and reluctantly put
her phone in the back pocket of her jeans and then they both jumped
out of the vehicle and ran into the house.

“New Christmas gifts, I
presume?” I asked Pat, watching them flash past.

“Yes, first iPhones. Sore
subject with Jordan, I’m afraid.”

We made our way inside the house,
leaving gifts under the enormous tree in the living room, before
heading to the kitchen with some food trays. Jordan, much like mom,
always outdid herself too. She was a fantastic chef. Not
professionally, but if she wanted to, she certainly could. Instead,
my sister was busy being super mom twenty-four seven. She recently
launched a party planning business and was fortunate to be
supported by her ex-husband’s tech success.

It wasn’t long before we were all
seated around the dining table, passing traditional dishes. My
mouth watered smelling the bubbling hot scalloped potatoes, roasted
vegetables, and a spiral-cut ham. The decibel level dropped
dramatically once food found its way into mouths.

“Greg, Libby says one of
your friends is getting married in Taos. You’re the best
man?”

Greg picked up his napkin and wiped
his mouth before answering.

“That’s right. Best friend
from college. Several of us will be there for him. Should be a
great time. I haven’t seen those guys in several years
now.”

“Yeah, I haven’t heard that
much about them … you’ll have to get me up to speed before we get
there,” I mentioned.

“Where did you grow up,
Greg?” Jordan interrupted.

“My parents own a ranch
outside of Pagosa Springs, Colorado. I was nearly six when we moved
there. Before then, we were over near Pueblo.”

“Never been to either,”
Julia remarked before pouring another glass of wine. “Anyone else
want to top off their glass?” She held the bottle up, then passed
it to Jordan.

“Are you taking Shadow with
you on your trip?” Apple innocently asked.

I turned to her, seeing her imploring
eyes. I realized why she was asking; they were hoping to dog
sit.

“Yep, we are. Alexis found
a vacation rental that accepts pets. Plus, Shadow goes on all our
adventures with us—she’d be sad not to.”

Apple glanced at Annie. It felt like
the twins were about to gang up on me. Then Chase piped
up.

“But Shadow can’t ski, can
she?”

“No sweetie. But I don’t
think we’ll be skiing the whole time.” I held up my arm as a
reminder. “I may not ski much at all. Recently got the cast off and
I’ll have to be careful. Shadow might have to keep me company at
the ski villa if everyone else leaves me.”

All the kids seemed satisfied with
that explanation for now.

Pat interjected, “Will the Johnsons be
joining you two? Do they even know Greg’s friends?”

“Yes, Alexis, JJ, and
Joshua. We’re all headed to New Mexico together. There are only a
couple days of obligatory wedding plans. Then, the four of us will
hang out skiing, being Taos tourists, and enjoying a holiday
vacation,” Greg explained.

“I’ve got suggestions from
a friend who has frequented Taos; she’s recommended some
restaurants and such. Alexis and I are looking forward to it,” I
added.

During the rest of the meal, we got
caught up on everyone’s news. Jordan filled us in on her new
start-up business. Pat’s Asian travel plans working on an extensive
project he’s managing sounded adventurous to me. And Mom was
excited about a cruise that she and her neighbor, Margie, had
recently planned—to Alaska in early summer. The kids dreaded going
back to school in a couple more weeks, and Ryan was busy throwing
peas off the table, watching Shadow catch them.

After clearing the table,
we gathered in the living room and passed around presents. Of
course, the occasion was all about the kids, so we watched them
tear through all the wrappings and squeal with delight. I forgot
how excited a two-year-old could get at Christmas time, and it
warmed my heart. As I watched Ryan, Chase, and the twins playing as
siblings do, my brain went there: Would I
ever want to have children? I never
thought so, but after meeting Greg … Whoa,
Libby! No. Not going there yet. We were
still getting to know one another. Way too soon for any of those
thoughts.

Grandma, of course, spoiled each kid
as she does every single year. She also spoiled us adults. My
mother can be overbearing at times, but she has a heart of gold and
has always been exceedingly generous. This year was no exception.
It shocked Greg when she handed him a present.

“Julia, you shouldn’t have
…” he blushed.

“Greg, you are every bit a
part of this family now, too,” she smiled.

“Aww, thank you so much.”
He carefully opened the exquisitely wrapped box. That’s another
thing my mother is great at. She must have worked in a gift wrap
department at some point—I’ve never been as good at it as she.
“Julia, how did you know?” He looked directly at me and I
shrugged.

“Well, Santa told me, of
course,” she chuckled. “Hopefully, you can use them in your
truck.”

He pulled out two new black
Weather Tech floor mats that read Tundra in red lettering on the side
of each one. “These are perfect! Thank you!”

Pat opened a beautiful black leather
backpack style laptop bag monogrammed with his initials. He peered
into each of the zippered compartments. “Julia, you’ve done too
much. Thank you for this—it’s going to work so well. I really
appreciate it.”

After everyone had finished
opening their gifts, I sat back, admiring the melee. Wrappings
were everywhere. Shadow couldn’t help herself; she nosed her way and scampered
through, getting friskier with the sound of rustling paper. The
kids got in on the action, wadding up paper and throwing it into
the air and watching Shadow jump up to catch, then rip them into
shreds.

Later that evening, I couldn’t help
but think what a perfect Christmas day it’d been, as we packed the
4Runner up with our new treasures, leftovers, and an exhausted
dog.

“Thanks, Mom.” I wrapped my
arms around and squeezed her tight. “Thank you for
everything.”

“Now, you be careful
driving on those snowy roads. I’m not sure about all this.” Her
pursed lips slowly morphed into a broad smile. “But, have fun. I
know how you like your adventures.” She kissed my cheek and pulled
away to give Greg the same spiel.

Jordan grabbed my arm before I could
climb into the vehicle. “Let’s get together when you get back.
You’re always busy with your little business—feels like I haven’t
seen you in months. Would be good to spend a girl’s day together,
wouldn’t it?”

“Yep,” I said,
noncommittally. “You’re right; it’s been a while.” I hugged her and
climbed into the passenger seat. I hadn’t even let her belittling
comment about my business get to me.

Later that evening, after Greg had
left for home and all was quiet, I poured a cup of tea and snuggled
up on the sofa with Shadow. That was when I realized I hadn’t
stopped smiling from the time I’d walked in the door earlier. What
a special Christmas Day with my family. As I sipped my tea, the
tingle in my belly spread upwards, causing an even larger smile on
my face. Greg was part of my family now.

My wishes have been answered, I
thought to myself as I rubbed Shadow’s head. She stretched her body
and leaned into the mini-massage. “What is your special Christmas
wish, sweet girl?” I whispered to her. She opened her eyes and let
out a groan. “Oh, yeah. That’s all? Nothing but a massage now and
then? You are easy to shop for then.” I giggled.


CHAPTER THREE

 


 


Our time apart was
short-lived. Several days later, we left for our ski vacation.
During our eight-hour trip to Albuquerque, I found myself staring
at Greg during conversation. He certainly was handsome—I realized
how much he looked like that hunky actor, Chris Hemsworth. Tall,
muscular, short brown wavy hair, crystal blue eyes, and a chiseled
scruffy jawline. How had I gotten so
lucky? Not only was he gorgeous, he was
simply a nice guy.

The entire journey passed quickly; we
shared driving time in my 4Runner and it went seamlessly. I don’t
think we stopped talking the entire way. I wanted to know all about
Greg’s friends and their college days. Mainly, I wanted to know
what I was stepping into, agreeing to attend this
wedding.

I learned that the groom, Peter
Schull, was one of three roommates of Greg’s during his college
years at New Mexico State University in Las Cruces. Peter was the
most precocious, and I was told the stories about him were endless.
Michael Thorn and Neeraj Prasad were the other two roommates. They
shared a large house for several years. It sounded as though they
got into their fair share of typical college student shenanigans—I
made a mental note to pry and learn more later. For now, he
informed me that Peter and Neeraj were business majors, and Michael
was a mechanical engineer. Greg was the odd man out, studying
agriculture. There was another guy they worked with, Hector
Salazar, who was part of the wedding party, but Greg hadn’t ever
met him.

By the time graduation rolled around,
Michael had engineered a new state-of-the-art medical device.
Peter, being the slick and natural salesperson, found investors and
the two went into business together. The company was called MedDyno
Industries—Michael was the Chief Executive and Innovation Officer.
Peter, President of Global Sales. Neeraj, being a whiz with
finance, also joined them as their Chief Financial Officer. All
three of them grew the medical device conglomerate, achieving
tremendous success. Again, Greg went his own direction, breaking
from the pack.

“Did you ever wish you’d
joined them, too?” I asked.

“No! No, I belong outdoors.
They were always the studious business and engineer types. I would
be miserable doing what they do.”

I laughed, thinking about Greg all
buttoned up in a business suit each day, sitting at a desk behind a
computer. No, he was right; not at all his personality.

“So, this wedding is going
to be a huge affair, isn’t it?”

He glanced over. “Probably. Yes. They
don’t do anything halfway. I’m sure it’s going to have all the
glitz and glamor. Although it is in the mountains at a ski
resort—maybe they’ve found their outdoorsy personalities after
all?” He chuckled at the thought.

“And what about the
bride?”

“I’ve never met
her.”

“So, they didn’t meet in
college or anything, then?”

“No. All he’s really told
me is they’ve been dating for close to two years. Oh, I guess he
mentioned he met her at a charity event and they hit it off. I
don’t really know much more than that since I haven’t seen him, or
any of them, for so many years. Once I moved to Arizona, and got
caught up in my forestry job, we lost touch, other than maybe a few
calls a year. I hope we’ll get to catch up on this trip, but you
know how it is at a wedding—lots of people around.”

We were approaching the west side of
Albuquerque on I-40, and I glanced in the side mirror. The other
SUV in our caravan followed safely behind. It was almost as though
Alexis had read my mind; the two-way radio squawked, and I picked
it up. As Alexis talked, I could hear Joshua’s small five-year-old
voice in the background asking to talk to Auntie Libby.

“Joshua, are you enjoying
the long car ride?” I asked playfully.

He got quiet. “Um. I fell
asleep.”

We laughed. “Are you ready to go see
snow?”

“Yes!” he
hollered.

“Would it be okay if I
talked to your mommy now?”

“I guess.” We heard a lot
of shuffling and, “Here, Mom!”

Alexis was still laughing as she
talked into the radio. “He’s wide awake now. We’re following you to
the hotel, right?”

“Yes, the one just off I-40
… we’ll take the Carlisle exit.”

“10-4.”

“Hey, what’s the plan for
tonight?” JJ hollered into the radio.

“Greg has best man
duties—final tuxedo fitting and pickup, and evening plans—I thought
we’d settle in at the hotel and then go find some dinner. Anything
in particular you’d like to do in Albuquerque?”

“Nope, sounds great! I’m so
excited to get to Taos tomorrow.”

“Us too!”

We pulled up to the hotel, got checked
in, and took Shadow for a short walk around the property. The place
was an extended-stay hotel, almost an apartment-like setting—many
two-story buildings, all with several units each. Joshua joined
Shadow and me; the kid was so wound up after being in a car for
nearly eight hours. He ran up and down the sidewalks, between
buildings, and back again. It drove Shadow crazy; she wanted off
her leash to run freely with her little buddy.

Eventually, we found our way back to
his parents in their room; I left him to go find Greg in
ours.

“Oh, this is a nice place.
Too bad we’re not staying longer,” I commented, walking around,
seeing for the first time that we had a two-story little apartment.
There was a small living room and kitchen arrangement downstairs,
and a bedroom and bathroom combination upstairs.

“Yeah, but wait until you
see the house they provided us in Taos. Right near the ski runs;
looks amazing online.”

I reached my arms around Greg, giving
a giant hug. “I cannot wait! This is going to be so much fun.” My
lips found his and lingered there, enjoying his kiss. “So, what’s
the plan for tonight? When are you leaving us?”

He checked his watch; it was nearly
four o’clock. “Looks like I’ve got to giddy up. I’m heading uptown
and need to meet everyone at four-thirty. I honestly don’t know
what time I’ll be back tonight.” His brows furrowed. “I’m sorry. I
feel bad leaving you and our friends like this.”

“No, no. It’s been the
plan—it’s okay! Tonight, and tomorrow night, then the wedding and
you’re done. Then, we’ll get you to ourselves again for the rest of
the week.”

“Yes, promise. Only a
couple of days, then we’ll enjoy our ski vacation with no time
constraints or other obligations.” He leaned over; his kiss left me
wanting more. “Ugh, I don’t want to leave.” He pulled away and
rushed around, looking for the keys and his wallet before turning
back to me. “What are you and the Johnsons going to do?”

“We’ll find some dinner,
but I think we’re all pooped and will probably hit the sack early
and be raring to go in the morning.”

Another kiss as he breezed
by to the door, then he was gone. For several seconds, a strange
feeling swept over me. No, he’ll be okay.
Everything will be okay.

There was a knock on the door and I
dashed to open it quickly, thinking he must have forgotten
something. I opened the door, and instead, found Alexis standing
there. Her smile radiant and infectious; her tawny skin glowing,
and clearly happy to be on vacation. She immediately brought a huge
smile to my face.

“Oh, hi! Come on in. Greg
just left.”

Her large brown eyes took in the room.
“Yours is similar to ours. You don’t have a bedroom down here,
though.”

“No, we only have
one.”

“I think the crew is
hungry. Wanna grab dinner early?”

Whole-heartedly agreeing, we settled
on a highly recommended New Mexican restaurant off Fourth Street. I
got Shadow settled into her kennel and we headed out.

The dinner recommendation from Sasha
was spot-on. We shared tastes of several traditional Spanish and
Native American-inspired delicacies: calabacitas, green-chile
chicken stuffed sopapillas, and red stacked enchiladas topped with
a fried egg. It wasn’t long before we found our bellies satiated
and ready for a nice, long sleep.

 


* * *

 


SLAM!

Shadow barked.

I jolted up in bed, trying
to get my bearings. The time on the bedside clock said it was
shortly before three. My hand reached to my left, brushing along
covers. Greg wasn’t in bed and then I remembered he had gone out
with his friends. Hours ago…

Pounding sounded again; my heart
leaped. It wasn’t my imagination; I had heard something. Quickly, I
got out of bed and pulled on sweatpants, grabbed my cell phone, and
quietly navigated the stairs to the first-floor living room. I let
Shadow out of her crate and shushed her. She ran for the front
door.

The only light in the room
shone from the electronics on the TV stand. I gently approached the
front door and peered out the peephole, expecting to see Greg, who
must have lost his key card. My pulse quickened and I looked from
side to side; no one was in sight. Maybe it
was someone knocking on another door? Shadow nudged me and I reached down to reassure
her.

I moved over to the sofa
and sat, trying to calm down. Shadow followed and sat on my feet,
staring at me as though she had the same question.
Where was Greg? Rubbing
my eyes to clear the cobwebs of sleep, I looked at the cell phone
I’d been clutching onto. One message from Greg showed it came in
around eleven.

Late night. Don’t wait
up.

That was four hours ago.

We sat in the dark for several more
minutes, listening intently. It was quiet, other than some freeway
noise in the distance. I headed back to bed and allowed Shadow to
join me; Greg wasn’t locked out, and the pounding must have come
from the neighboring unit. She settled on the floor right next to
the bed.

Finally settling down again, and after
what felt like hours, I dozed off. There it was again—a loud crash.
I sat straight up. Shadow bolted down the stairs.

Whatever I heard was close, and this
time I was sure it wasn’t a noise from next door. I frantically
looked around. There was nothing close by to use as a weapon, but I
grabbed my phone. As soon as the screen light shone, I saw Greg’s
form in the doorway.

“Sorry. I was really trying
to be quiet…” he whispered.

I turned on the light and we both
grimaced, squinting to adjust to it.

“You scared the heck out of
me!”

“I’m so sorry,
hon.”

I checked the
time—four-thirty.

He looked embarrassed as he rounded
the bed, taking off his clothes, and peeling back the
covers.

“Did you try to get in the
door a couple of hours ago?” I asked.

He shook his head. “No, Hector dropped
me off a few minutes ago.”

“Where’d you leave my
4Runner then?”

“Yeah, sorry about that.
Had one too many. Don’t worry, it’s at Pete’s house … I’ll need JJ
to take me over there to get it before we head out.”

“Thanks for not driving.
But, really … we’re leaving here in a matter of hours and you’re
drunk!”

“I know. I know. It’s been
so long since I’ve seen the guys, though. Oh, man … I need sleep.
What time do we have to leave?”

Irritated beyond belief, I couldn’t
answer his question. I simply turned out the light, laid down, and
rolled away from him. His snoring began as soon as his head hit the
pillow. My mind raced a thousand miles a minute, wondering where
they’d been all night. I hadn’t even met the friends, and they kept
Greg out until the wee hours of the morning on the first night we
arrived. At least he was safe, I kept telling myself.

After another thirty minutes, I
decided I wasn’t getting any more sleep. I got up and made coffee,
making no effort to be quiet. Nothing roused the late-night
partier, so I grabbed Shadow’s harness, which we call her ‘bra’,
snapped on her leash, and went outside for a walk.

Albuquerque in the winter months is
quite cold, I discovered. Far more than where I live in Mesa,
Arizona. Bundled in my down jacket, a scarf around my neck and
pulled over my nose, I wondered if Shadow should have some covering
too. I hadn’t even thought of that previously, but later today we’d
be going to a much higher elevation. If this was cold, that was
going to get even more interesting. We wound our way along paths
through the hotel’s property and ended up on a larger city street.
At this hour, there was little traffic, and the sun had barely
lightened the top of the Sandia Mountains. It felt colder as we
walked and I wished I’d remembered my knit cap to cover my
head.

I couldn’t stop the
thoughts running through my head. For the first time in nearly nine
months, I felt angry with Greg. Since when was he the type who
stayed out all night getting drunk? I’d barely seen him have one,
maybe two, drinks at any function we’d attended together. I hadn’t
seen this side to him before. Why did it bother me so much? I mean,
when I get together with old friends … uh, no, I’m pretty much the
same old Libby. Sure, I have a drink or two in social situations,
but I can’t honestly remember a time I’ve actually been drunk. And
that doesn’t count the time at that retreat during the fall when
someone drugged me—I hadn’t
chosen that. Ugh. That memory was one I liked to
keep in the past.

As we rounded the corner to head back
to the hotel, I could feel the cobwebs breaking free in my brain.
Fresh air was definitely the remedy to a lack of sleep and waking
up grumpy. Shadow helped sniff our way back to our apartment door.
I felt my phone vibrate in my pocket when I reached for the key
card.

“Good morning, Lexi,” I
answered.

“The boys are eager to get
to the snow. Do we have an estimated departure?” she
laughed.

“Wow! You guys are up
early.”

“Oh shoot, did we wake you
guys?”

“No. Shadow and I are out
for a walk. Greg’s sleeping off his alcohol induced
night.”

“Oooh, he tied one on,
huh?”

“Oh yeah. Got in after four
this morning.”

“Oh, jeez!” she
gasped.

“Yeah, guess I’m driving
today. Speaking of which, can you guys give me a lift to my car …
he left it at his friend’s place.”

“Sure. Maybe we go do that,
grab some breakfast, and let him sleep.”

“Sounds like a plan. Give
me half an hour to get cleaned up and try to wrangle an address
from him.”

“See you then.”

 


* * *

 


We pulled up to an upscale
neighborhood called Sandia Heights. Although I couldn’t get a
coherent answer from Greg, he pointed me to where he’d stored the
address in his phone and we Googled it. As we rounded the last
corner to Peter’s house, my jaw dropped. The place was enormous—a
mansion. There was a lengthy lane that led to a circular drive; it
looked like a luxury car lot. BMWs, Cadillac, Lexus, Lamborghini,
Jaguar—you name it, and there it was. At the apex of the circle, I
saw my Trina. Yes, I name my cars—this Toyota became Trina. She
looked lonely and out of place amongst the sportier looking models.
But I was proud of her—she was the most reliable vehicle I’ve ever
owned. Who cares about the labels of the richy-rich?

“Okay, guys … thanks for
the ride. I’ll meet you over at the restaurant.” I hopped out of
their Lexus.

We’d passed a place called Wecks. From
their Yelp reviews, that was my vote and the Johnsons agreed.
Walking into the restaurant, it looked like an ordinary diner. Once
our food arrived, we agreed with the great reviews. JJ devoured the
huevos rancheros, Alexis chose a chorizo breakfast burrito
smothered in a delicious red sauce, and I opted for a veggie
omelet. It was Joshua’s testament to a sumptuous meal that sealed
the deal for us. He was silent for the entire time, captivated by
his stack of chocolate chip pancakes and bacon. When he finally
looked around the table, the scene was classic. His face was
completely blanketed in chocolate. I couldn’t help breaking out
laughing. I grabbed my phone as quickly as I could and snapped the
photo.

It was still early, around eight
o’clock, by the time we made it back to the hotel. I began packing
stuff up in Trina as quietly as I could, deciding that we’d be
ready once Greg slept it off. Around ten, he finally stirred. I
brought him a cup of coffee and a breakfast burrito we’d ordered as
takeout; his complexion turned shades of green when he caught the
aroma. He ran to the bathroom.

“This is going to be a fun
ride up a winding mountain road, isn’t it?” I hollered. The sounds
coming from behind the door indicated my comment didn’t make his
situation any better.

By checkout time, we finally got him
out the door. The color had come back into his cheeks; the food
helped soak up the night’s debauchery, and we started the two-hour
drive north on I-25.

“I can’t believe those
guys,” he spoke softly. “I mean, we used to party it up in college,
sure. But they apparently have kept up their tolerance for
it.”

“Where’d you guys
go?”

“Oh, man … it started out
as a pool party at Peter’s house late afternoon. He has a personal
chef. Can you believe that? There was food galore and the drinks
kept pouring. Then, a party bus showed up. I mean, it really was
like a fancy van of sorts. The driver took us to one of his
clubs.”

“His clubs?” I asked. “I thought he was in medical
sales.”

“Yes, he owns several clubs
in town. Both gentlemen’s establishments,” he winked, “and dance
clubs.”

“You went
dancing?”

“I didn’t dance, but yes,
we visited each of his clubs. I swear the whole evening was about
him showing off everything he owns. How well established he is in
Albuquerque and how successful he is. It was kind of weird,
actually.”

“It surprised me how late
you were out.”

“I know. I’m really sorry
about that. I wanted to come home much earlier, but I am the best
man … and, well…”

“No, I get it. Did you have
fun, though?”

“Well, feeling the way I do
now … definitely wasn’t worth it
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