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Chapter 1

Now

 


 


Yesterday wasn’t the hottest Fourth of July
on record, but it might have been close. And for me, having just
visited England a month ago, our dry New Mexico heat felt
blistering. Well, maybe that’s a little dramatic. My middle brother
lives in Phoenix—now that’s a blistering heat. Anyway, when
I awoke to the sound of the air conditioner humming away at seven
a.m., I knew it would be a hot one and I would need to dress
accordingly. I rummaged through the closet for lightweight cotton
pants and a T-shirt, not especially worrying whether the outfit was
strictly color-coordinated or not. Aside from checking in with and
putting in a couple hours at the office, I had no big plans all
day.

Drake has been away for six weeks on a fire
contract. He gets two days off out of every fourteen, so he’ll dash
home for the weekend and we’ll manage some quick hot sex and a
leisurely brunch before he has to rush back. My older brother and
business partner, Ron, is on the dream vacation of his life—he and
Victoria and two weeks on Kauai—and there’s slim to no chance I’ll
receive as much as a text message. It isn’t often they have a
stretch without his three boys, but the kids are doing their own
thing at Disneyland with their mother. Our part-time receptionist,
Sally Bertrand, cuts her hours even further during the summer
months with her own two kids at home, which I don’t mind since the
office should be fairly quiet without Ron there.

Long story short, I’ve got lots of time to
myself these days and my biggest plan is the vague notion that I’d
like to repaint the guest room. Sometime. Not today.

Showered and dressed, I meandered toward the
kitchen where Freckles met me with eagerness in her step. I pressed
the button on the coffee maker and let her out the back door,
keeping an eye toward the break in the hedge where the dog loves to
race if she hears any signs of activity over at Elsa’s house. My
elderly neighbor and her live-in caregiver both have our little
spaniel spoiled rotten.

From the doorway, I kept an ear tuned to the
progress of the coffee maker while I watched the dog. She finished
her business before the female voices from next door perked her
floppy ears right up. Her head cocked and she made a run for the
hedge.

“Freckle-baby! What you doin’?” It was Dottie
Flowers, Gram’s wonderful caregiver and constant companion. Loving
baby talk came through, and I could imagine the pillowy black woman
as she bent to tickle the dog behind the ears and sneak a treat
from the pocket of her apron.

I pulled the door closed and padded barefoot
down the porch steps and followed the sounds.

“Is she bugging you, Dottie? Sorry.”

“Oh, not at all. I just stepped out to pick
us some tomatoes before it gets too hot.”

“It’s your day off. I could do that,” I said,
noticing that Dottie wore one of her church dresses.

“Don’t you worry. It’ll take me two minutes
and then I’m off to help out at the vacation Bible school. They got
me teachin’ a class of ten-year-olds. Ol’ Dottie getting a little
slow for that bunch, I tell you.”

I laughed at the image of Dottie riding herd
over kids that age, but I had no doubt she could do it. For someone
in her sixties, she kept going strong. She and Elsa had planted a
full garden in the late spring and I often heard the two of them
chattering away as they exclaimed over the progress of the beans or
the squash. They’d already harvested fruit from the cherry and
apricot trees and made more jam than we could eat in two years.
Dottie kept Elsa as young as any ninety-plus woman could be. She’d
been a godsend to our family.

“So, Miss Elsa had her breakfast,” Dottie
said, leading the way toward the tomato vines. “Lunch is no
problem. Her friend Iris comin’ by to pick her up and they having
lunch out somewhere. Then Miss Iris promise to bring her home and
get her settled. She’ll take her nap, so not much you’ll need to
worry about, unless you want to come by late this afternoon.”

I watched as she deftly pulled three ripe
tomatoes from the vines and placed them in the little pouch she’d
created by gathering up the edges of her apron.

“I’ll make a salad for dinner tonight and
invite her over,” I said, knowing full well that Elsa ate little or
nothing in the evening if she’d had a big lunch.

“Here, then, you take these.” Dottie held the
apron out toward me and I picked up the tomatoes.

“You sure you don’t need them?”

“Look at them vines. It’s all I can do to use
’em fast as they get ripe.”

She convinced me. Plus, the scent from the
ripe fruits was already tempting me into considering a tomato and
coffee for breakfast. Or maybe not. I called to Freckles, who leapt
to attention the moment I said ‘office.’ Next to Elsa’s, my
workplace is the dog’s favorite spot to be.

I wished Dottie good luck with the Bible
school kids, and she told me she’d do fine once she got out of
there at noon, changed her clothes, and joined up with her bowling
league friends for the afternoon and evening. We exchanged a warm
hug and I took my tomatoes and my dog home, where the kitchen was
filled with the enticing scent of Ruta Maya dark roast.

An hour later, tummy filled with two cinnamon
rolls, I carried my iced coffee into the Victorian house we now
call our office and followed Freckles’ lead toward the reception
area.

“Anything on the agenda today?” I asked
Sally.

“I’ve got your billing all sent,” she said,
leaning back in her chair and lifting her shaggy blonde hair off
the back of her neck. “I’ll put those in the mail on my way home.”
She nodded toward a few envelopes on the corner of her desk.

I had prepared the client account statements
yesterday but left the actual sending of the electronic statements
for this morning. Sally was quicker at transmitting them than I was
anyway. And for those few clients who still required paper bills
sent through the mail, she had printed, folded, stuffed them in
envelopes and affixed the postage.

“Any calls for Ron, or anything else I need
to know about?”

She shut down her computer and shook her
head. “Nope. He did a pretty good job of letting his regular
clients know he’s away. I put two messages on his desk, people with
general inquiries who seemed content to wait a couple weeks to hear
back from him. I made it sound like he’s out of town on an
investigation.”

“Good idea.” When people want a private
investigator, they generally don’t want to hear the guy is sunning
himself on the beach in Hawaii. We’re in a business where people
tend to think their particular problem transcends all rights of the
investigator to have any time to himself.

Sally picked up the outgoing mail and headed
toward the back door, while I grabbed my laptop case and my coffee
and took the stairs to the second floor. My office felt stuffy and
I nudged the thermostat on the modern-day central air down a notch.
I was in the process of booting up my computer when the front door
chime went off; someone had just walked in, and I couldn’t ignore
it the way I did when I knew Sally was at the front desk.

Freckles raced ahead, as she always does, and
I heard a female voice exclaiming over the dog before I was even
halfway down the stairs. A teenage girl stood in the reception
area, clasping a folder to her chest as she bent to accept doggie
kisses on her fingers. She wore skinny jeans, a turquoise tank top,
and white linen jacket with elbow-length sleeves, and her
honey-brown hair draped straight to her shoulders. A tiny white
purse hung from a thin strap that crossed her body. I guessed her
age to be somewhere around a junior in high school.

When she spotted me she stood straight and
smiled, showing perfectly aligned teeth.

“Hi, can I help you?” I asked.

“You’re a private investigator, right?” She
shifted the inch-thick folder to her left arm, seeming uncertain as
to whether she should shake hands or what.

I quick-debated whether to go into the whole
spiel about how I’m really the accountant for the firm and my
brother is the PI. Why bother? She was probably here to ask for
donations for the school band or something. I just gave a nod.

“Good.” She stood up taller, easily
five-foot-eight in her flat sandals. “I want to hire you. Oh. I’m
Cassandra Blake. Well, Cassie.”

“Okay … um, Cassie. What’s the nature of the
case?” I could see it now—girl who wants to find out if her
boyfriend’s cheating.

“It’s a missing person case. The police
worked on it for a while, but they gave up. I was just a baby at
the time, but I’ve read the entire case file a bunch of times.” She
patted the top of the folder.

“Let’s go in the conference room. May I take
a look at the file?”

She handed me the folder and followed my lead
toward the old house’s former dining room. I switched on the
overhead lights and ushered her toward the long table where she
took a seat facing the foyer. She declined my offer of a soda or
water or coffee, apparently wanting to get right to business. I sat
at the head of the table and opened the file for a look.

At a glance, it did seem to be a copy of an
actual police investigation. There were the usual initial report
forms—a woman named Jennifer Blake reported missing, now more than
fifteen years ago—and several pages of what appeared to be witness
statements. I didn’t spend much time on the details; if we took the
case Ron would want to read everything in detail later.

“Who’s Linda Arnold?”

“My grandmother. Jenny Blake is my mother.
Well, I don’t remember her at all. I was only a year old when all
this happened.”

“So Jenny went missing and Ms. Arnold
reported the fact …”

“Right. The police didn’t really seem to
question very many people, and no one has worked on the case for
years now. I just need to find her, to find out what happened and
why she left us. And I need to bring her back.”

From the slimness of the file, I could tell
the case hadn’t gone far. I’ve seen murder files easily eight or
ten inches thick, filled with all the various witness statements
and interviews with suspects. The detectives in Missing Persons had
clearly made an effort here, but it must have gone nowhere. I was
intrigued.

I closed the folder and looked directly at
Cassie, giving her the respect of a legitimate potential client.
“Our private investigator is away from the office this week,
actually until the eighteenth of the month, so what I can do is
tell him about your case and if he’s got time on his schedule we’ll
be in touch.” Not to mention, I wasn’t actually sure we could take
on a minor as a client.

Her bright smile faded. “Oh no. I was hoping
… Well, I guess I didn’t explain well enough. This is urgent.
Grandma is really, really sick. This is the most traumatic event of
her life, and she shouldn’t have to leave for heaven until she sees
her daughter again.”

Oh boy. I had no idea how to answer that
one.

“Oh, I can pay for your service,” Cassie
said, mistaking my hesitation. “Grandma has a little money in the
bank, and I know this is how she’d want to spend it.”

I felt a tug in my heart. “What about you?
After she’s, um, gone … won’t you need the money to live on?” And
how was that going to work? Here was this young girl who would be
left alone, possibly to become a ward of the state. “Are there
other relatives?” I asked as gently as I could. “Where will you
go?”

“There’s an uncle and his wife in Colorado.”
She didn’t elaborate, and I noticed she didn’t say ‘my uncle’ or
give much indication how she felt about them.

I felt myself wavering toward this kid who
was about to lose everything familiar to her. She only wanted one
thing: to find her mother. How could I say no?


Chapter 2

 


 


Cassie pulled a checkbook from her purse and
insisted on writing a check for a thousand dollars to retain our
services, even though I explained that I would need to call Ron and
get his okay. I didn’t even address the fact that she’d be winging
it with me, at least for the first couple of weeks, not to mention
the very slim chance that someone who’d been missing for fifteen
years could actually be found at all. At some point, I would have
to bring up the possibility that Jenny Blake had been dead all this
time.

“I won’t deposit this until I at least get
the go-ahead from my partner,” I told her as she handed over the
money. “At that time I may need to have your grandmother sign a
contract. I’m not sure how that works—we’ve never had a client
under eighteen before.”

She smiled with a lot more confidence than
I felt. “It’s going to work out fine,” she said, standing
and shaking my hand. “You’ll find her, Charlie.”

I walked her to the front door and we stepped
out to the covered porch. “How did you find us anyway?”

She pointed toward the small sign on the
building. “RJP Investigations. I’ve seen this place for years. We
just live on the next block over, and I’ve walked past here a
hundred times. My friends and I have ridden our bikes and played on
this street since we were little.”

Such a normal girl, considering the trauma in
her early life and now facing the loss of the person most important
to her. I wished her luck and told her I would be in touch once I
knew more.

Something about this girl, I must admit, had
drawn me in. Maybe it was the fact that she was now near the same
age I was when I’d lost my own parents. Elsa had taken me in and
finished raising me. Cassie was faced with losing her grandmother;
I couldn’t imagine how off-the-deep-end I would have gone had I
lost Gram at that age. I walked back into the conference room, sat
down, and opened the file on Jenny Blake.

The initial police report was fairly basic:
Jennifer Blake, age twenty-one, had been home alone with her
one-year-old daughter. Her mother, Linda Arnold, reported that she
went to the house on Sixth Street to get the baby while Jenny
attended classes at UNM. When she arrived, the baby, Cassandra Lynn
Blake, was quietly playing in her playpen, alone in the house. The
front door was unlocked, which Linda thought odd. Jenny’s car was
in the driveway, her purse was where she normally kept it, on a
hook with jackets near the front door. Linda had called out, then
searched the entire house and backyard. Assuming Jenny had popped
over to a neighbor’s house she waited a few minutes, then left
Jenny a note saying she had Cassie and was heading out to a
scheduled pediatrician’s appointment.

When Linda and Cassie returned an hour later,
everything was exactly as she’d left it and that’s when she knew
something was horribly wrong. Jenny had not moved the note Linda
had left for her, had not taken her purse or car, and by now she
would have been late for class. The only thing Linda spotted out of
place on the property was a cigarette butt at the foot of the front
steps. No one in the family smoked.

Linda called the police, who told her that an
adult is not considered a missing person until they’ve been gone 48
hours. Just sit tight, they said, she’ll come walking in at any
time. Linda called Jenny’s friends, especially eager to talk to
Laura, who was in her accounting class at the university, thinking
maybe her daughter had ridden to school with Laura, maybe she’d
been in a rush and forgotten her purse.

Laura said no, she’d had no plans to drive
with Jenny that day. She had missed her in class but assumed
something came up. She asked if the baby was all right. Linda had
no reason to think Laura was lying. Her concern seemed genuine
enough, according to what Linda told the police.

There were other interviews, along with notes
from the detective who had eventually come to the house at Linda’s
insistence. But I’d read enough for now to know that I wanted to
try and help this family. I calculated the time difference and
figured I could catch Ron at the crack of dawn, well before he and
Victoria would head out for a day of whatever they were planning.
They’d only been on the island two days, and surely their inner
clocks were still operating on mainland time.

“Yep, we’re up,” were his first words when he
heard my voice. “Don’t tell me there’s an office emergency already.
Please don’t tell me that.”

“No emergency. Just a question.” I gave him
the basic one-sentence synopsis of the case, ending with the fact
that we were being hired by a sixteen year old.

“Get the grandmother to sign the contract,”
he said. “Nothing should come back to bite us legally if it’s her
name on the paperwork. And make sure the check clears the
bank.”

Good old Ron.

I heard Victoria’s voice in the background
and spent a couple of minutes chatting with her. They were
enchanted with the island, she told me, and couldn’t wait to follow
my recommendation and take a helicopter flight to get the whole
overview. She asked about the best places to eat and to buy gifts
to bring home, but I’m afraid I wasn’t much help there since I
hadn’t been to Kauai in a few years.

“Don’t expect too much,” came Ron’s voice
from a distance. “That case is fifteen years old already. Those are
the tough ones.”

“Tell him I said thanks,” I told Victoria.
“And reassure him I won’t disrupt your vacation time again.”

She laughed and told me to give Drake and
Freckles each a hug.

I hung up and put the Blake file back in
order. Upstairs, I got on the computer and created a new version of
our standard contract, filling it in with Linda Arnold’s name and
address. Tucking that into the folder Cassie had given me, I bribed
Freckles into her crate with a doggie cookie, locked up the office,
and set out walking. It would have been easy to justify hopping in
the car for the short two-block trek, given the hot day, but I
could use the exercise.

I stuck to the shady side of the street and
located the address on the next street to the south, a block over
and one block west of our office. They say horses sweat, men
perspire, and ladies glisten. Even so, I was feeling more than a
little glisten-y by the time I climbed Linda’s porch steps and
tapped at the door.

Cassie answered and her smile widened. “You
came!”

“Is your grandmother home?”

“She is. She starts the mornings a little
slowly these days. She’s in the recliner in the den. Come on
in.”

I followed her through a generous-sized
entryway, noting a formal living room to my left and a hallway
leading to bedrooms on the right. This house didn’t appear nearly
as old as our Victorian, most likely dating to the 1940s or ’50s.
It had the substantial feel of the homes of that era, without the
cookie-cutter floorplan so prevalent in later subdivisions.
Straight ahead was the den, a good-sized room with a stone
fireplace, parquet floors, and cushy furniture. A sliding glass
door led to a backyard full of shade trees and flowering shrubs,
and I could see past a built-in bookcase on the far wall into the
kitchen. The stove and fridge had last been updated sometime in the
’80s.

A recliner chair in one corner faced a large
TV set diagonally across from it, and the woman with graying blonde
hair pressed a remote control to switch it off. She looked older
than her sixty-some years, but I supposed that was due to her
illness. A side table near the chair held at least a dozen pill
bottles.

Cassie introduced me to her grandmother and
offered me something to drink. I told her a glass of water would
hit the spot right now.

“Pardon me for not getting up,” Linda said,
lowering the footrest so she could sit somewhat more upright. “I
find that I get a little woozy sometimes when I stand.”

“No problem at all.” I perched on the corner
of the sofa nearest her chair.

“Cassie told me who you are and said she had
gone by your office this morning.”

“Good. Did she mention that we might not get
a lot done on your case for a couple of weeks? My partner is
actually the licensed investigator and he’s out of the city right
now.”

A tiny crease formed between Linda’s
eyebrows. “I know my granddaughter is hoping …”

“I understand. And I’m happy to review the
old case and work on locating people we might talk to. So it’s not
as if there won’t be any progress at all.”

Linda’s face relaxed into a smile when Cassie
walked in and handed me a glass with water and ice.

“Sweetie, wasn’t today the day you were going
to change the bed linens?”

Cassie took the hint to leave us alone. She
flashed me a smile and headed in the direction of the bedrooms. I
pulled out the contract and a pen, and Linda glanced over the
two-page document before signing.

I thanked her, then patted the police file.
“Is this something you’ve had all along?”

“No, actually. At the time, all those years
ago, I just let the police do their business and when they stopped
working the case, I guess I pretty much gave up hope. Cassie’s the
one who took the initiative now. She filed the request and got this
copy of their investigation. I thought I’d done a good job of
making provisions for her, in case something happened to me—which
now, it has. But she’s …” Her voice trailed off. She cleared her
throat and pointed to a shelf behind the flatscreen TV. “You’ll
need a picture to show your witnesses. I’m afraid that’s not the
best, but it's what I can give you now, without having to dig
through a lot of old boxes.”

I stepped over and picked up the framed 5x7
photo of Jennifer Blake holding baby Cassie on her lap. Both were
dressed in pink sweaters.

“She’d bleached her hair,” Linda said.
“Wanted it lighter, like mine, not the rich brown from her father’s
side.”

“I’ll leave the frame with you, if that’s
okay.”

Linda nodded, seemingly deep in thought.

“Cassie sounds very hopeful that we can
locate her mother, at least that’s what I took from our
conversation this morning.”

Linda nodded. “Let me give you a little
background. It might help you understand the girl’s viewpoint.
Jenny and Ricky married young, way too young to my way of thinking,
but they were determined. They were high school sweethearts, both
graduated and got jobs. Well, his was sporadic work—musicians are
like that. He played with a band that was actually starting to be
fairly well known here in town. Jenny worked in an office and
decided becoming an accountant would be a good career choice. She
was always good with numbers, and she liked office work.”

I had to smile at the parallels. My own skill
with numbers was what led a university professor to suggest that
direction for me. I couldn’t say that I loved office work, but the
computer presented no big challenge, so that was the path I
took.

“I encouraged Jenny to get her degree. She
would get better jobs and could open her own office as a CPA one
day—that was my thinking. What I didn’t say was, she would need a
decent income after Ricky bailed on her. Which he did. When Cassie
was born a year or so later, he decided fatherhood wasn’t much fun.
Going on the road with the band was more to his liking.”

She sighed and shifted slightly in her seat.
“I really tried not to say ‘I told you so’ to my daughter,
but it was there. She heard it enough from friends and other family
members who had seen doom in the marriage.”

I nodded, sipped my water, and let her
continue.

“I tried to talk Jenny into moving herself
and the baby in here with me. I’ve got plenty of space and all …
But she was so fiercely independent. She wanted to stay in her own
little rented place. Secretly, I think she always hoped Ricky would
come back. She loved him blindly. I kept my mouth shut and just
tried to help out where I could, mainly with childcare while she
worked and attended classes.”

“I read your statement and the police
report,” I said. “So, on the day she disappeared, Jenny was
supposed to go to her university class?”

“Yes. I got to the house to pick up Cassie
and take her for a checkup, and Jenny just wasn’t there. I was
surprised at first, then puzzled—well, you read the report. I asked
the neighbors if they’d seen her leave or if they had talked to her
that morning. No one knew anything. I called a few of her friends.
Their names are in there—I gave everything to the police so they
could follow up. At first they didn’t want to. You know how they
can be. But after I stayed all day and that night at Jenny’s house
and she didn’t turn up, well, I had to insist to the cops that
something was really wrong.”

“I’ll read through it all and see if I can
locate the friends, maybe revisit the trail the police worked
on.”

She nodded.

“What about any other avenues? Did you put up
fliers around the neighborhood? Try to get the TV stations
involved, anything like that?”

A sigh. “Yes, some. I suppose I could have
done more. The problem with getting media attention was that there
was simply no sign of violence or any reason for them to think a
crime had been committed. Do you know the phrase ‘If it bleeds, it
leads’? That’s what they learn in journalism. The news reporters
aren’t interested in stories unless there’s a promise of violence.
Look at the way they cover anything—a natural disaster, a political
race, a disagreement between groups. It’s only interesting as long
as there’s an angle that involves a battle of some kind. Once the
problem gets solved, or gets happily resolved, it’s over for those
guys. Sorry—didn’t mean to start on a rant.”

She shifted in the chair again, trying to get
comfortable, then gave me a piercing stare. “Can I be frank with
you?”

“Of course. Please do.”

She glanced toward the hallway where Cassie
had gone, then lowered her voice. “At the time, I really thought
Jenny might have decided to go off with Ricky. Maybe she had gotten
her fill of motherhood. Ask any woman with an infant. It’s hard.
It’s exhausting, especially if you’re doing it alone. I didn’t want
to believe my daughter would ever abandon her baby—I still don’t
think she would have—but that thought must have crossed everyone’s
mind. What if Ricky had come to the door, begged real hard with
that winning smile and those baby blue eyes? What if Jenny just
plopped the baby down in the playpen and walked out the door with
him?” She gave a shrug.

It could have been a possibility, and she
wouldn’t have been the first to do it. “But without her purse,
without packing a change of clothes, anything?”

“And that was the main reason I never voiced
that doubt to anybody,” Linda said. “Plus, it didn’t fit with what
I’d witnessed. Jenny loved that baby. I can’t imagine what might
cause her to turn her back and walk away. Not willingly.”

I heard the sound of a washing machine
running in the background, and I glanced toward the hall to see if
Cassie was returning. No sign yet.

“Let me ask one more thing, Linda, and then
I’ll let you rest. Do you believe Jenny is still alive?”

“My granddaughter wants that more than
anything. But with not a single word, in all this time?” She shook
her head sadly. “Probably not.”

Cassie met me near the front door as I left,
and I wondered how much of the conversation she’d overheard from
another room. We stepped quietly out to the porch and she reached
out to touch my arm.

“Please find her. The doctors only hinted at
it, but Grandma probably only has a month or two, and my uncle is
already making plans to move me to Colorado in time to start school
in August. Charlie, I can’t stand the idea!” Tears gleamed in her
eyes.

I swallowed a lump in my throat. “Cassie, if
her condition is that bad, a big change is coming for you, no
matter what.”

“I know.” Her head hung, her hair hiding her
face like a curtain. “But I don’t know Uncle Ted. And Aunt
Myra is just so unfriendly. They don’t want a kid now. All
their children are older, grown and away from home. I just want my
mom.”

This time I couldn’t swallow at all. I
squeezed her hand and managed to mumble that I would do my best,
before my vision blurred and it was all I could do to navigate the
porch steps and head in the right direction down the street.

I’d bitten off a huge chunk of responsibility
by taking this case.


Chapter 3

 


 


Back at the office, Freckles was ecstatic to
see me, which lifted my mood a bit. The one thing I could do to
feel better about the situation was to dive right in and start
searching out whatever clues I could pull from the file. Then I
would see who I might track down to question. Sometimes people
remembered little things that hadn’t come to mind at the time.

Who was I kidding? Memories typically don’t
improve with time. I could only hope to ask the right questions and
learn something the police had not been able to ferret out.

I decided it couldn’t hurt to start online,
browsing back to see if there had been any mention of the
investigation at the time. Despite what Linda had said about the
lack of interest from the media, it was always possible some beat
reporter had got wind of the disappearance, perhaps through the
police department, and there might be a piece in the police blotter
section.

This was about the time print newspapers were
scaling back, but they hadn’t quite given up yet. So, what I
discovered was a combination of articles reproduced from the print
editions and some decidedly dated versions of the classifieds and
other sections. I entered the date of Jenny Blake’s disappearance
and scrolled through the news for that and the following three
days, leaning forward to see if I could spot even a tiny blurb.

It had been Thanksgiving weekend, so the
feel-good stories all had to do with the traditions of getting
together with friends and family, best turkey recipes, and the
inevitable challenges of crowded airports and flight delays. The
front page story in the Albuquerque Journal had been about a
blizzard that roared through the state, and a resulting multi-car
pileup on I-40 east of the mountains. I entered Jenny’s name as a
search term, went through the pages carefully, and still didn’t
find anything. Frustrated, but not surprised, I shut down the
laptop. There was still the file folder Cassie had given me.

I stared around the quiet office and decided
to close up early. No point in sitting here to read through a
folder I could take home with me. I had no one here or at home to
make plans with, and maybe a big plate of Pedro’s chicken
enchiladas would hit the spot. I locked the front door, set the
answering machine, hustled Freckles back out to the car, and headed
toward Old Town.

Two blocks off the plaza sits the best kept
secret in the city, a tiny restaurant that seats about a dozen
people. Pedro makes margaritas to die for and his wife Concha is
known equally for her red or her green chile sauce. And they bend
the rules a little about letting me bring the dog inside.

Freckles and I took our usual corner table. I
declined the margarita in favor of iced tea, this being midday and
me having a lot of reading to do this afternoon. Within minutes
there was my plate of green chile chicken enchiladas and a basket
of chips I could share with my pup.

“Drake is still away?” Concha asked when she
emerged from the kitchen, dabbing rivulets of perspiration from her
face. She sat with me a few minutes since no other customers were
present, not even Manny, who is always a fixture on the last stool
at the bar.

I nodded. “Busy fire season this year. I’m
hoping the monsoons will start soon.”

She glanced up at a wall calendar with the
Virgin Mary on it. “Two, three weeks. By the end of the month, it
will.”

I smiled at her certainty, hoping she was
right. I’ve been out with Drake on many of his helicopter jobs, but
fires scare the poop out of me, I’ll admit it. There’s a low-grade
tension running through me every hour of every week he’s out there,
and I’m always thankful to see the seasonal rains show up.

Concha patted my arm and stood up. “He’ll be
fine.” And she disappeared back into the kitchen without another
word.

I finished my lunch, chatted for a few
minutes with Pedro as I paid my bill, and nodded hello to Manny who
walked in as I headed out.

It wasn’t really on my way home, but I
detoured a couple miles out of the way to drive past the house on
Sixth Street where Jenny Blake had been living with her baby
daughter fifteen years ago. I had no idea what it looked like then;
today it seemed an ordinary small house with white siding and a
blue metal roof, neatly tended front yard behind a waist-high chain
link fence. A driveway ran along the south edge of the property and
an older Mustang sat there, probably in the very spot where Jenny
had left her car parked on the day she vanished.

Random thoughts meandered into my head—what
had happened to her car, her furniture, her personal belongings,
when she never came home? Most likely the rent ran out and Linda
had no choice but to pack up everything and take it to her place. I
could make a list of items that might provide clues and ask Linda
about them.

My big lunch was settling well and I felt a
nap coming on as I steered into my driveway. A pearl white Lexus
pulled to the curb in front of Elsa’s about the time I reached my
porch, and I paused to watch Elsa’s friend Iris emerge from the
driver’s seat and circle to help Elsa out and see her to her own
front door. I waved, glad to see my neighbor was home safely but
not wanting to get involved in a conversation at the moment.

I allowed myself a twenty minute doze on the
couch before getting back to my new case. Brewing a cup of
cappuccino and icing it down to a good frigid temperature, I
settled at the dining table with the police file, a yellow notepad,
and my laptop.

I began to read, determined to start by
making a list of every name I came across in the folder. The place
to begin was at the beginning, with Linda’s initial report to the
police. Although I’d glanced through it quickly at the office, this
time I made notes.


Chapter 4

Then

 


 


Detective Ernie DeAngelo watched the blonde
woman sign her written statement. Another mother who couldn’t
believe her daughter would leave town without a word. He couldn’t
tell her how often he’d seen this. A baby at home, a twenty-one
year old who could think of a lot more fun things to do with her
Saturday nights than to change stinky diapers or wipe crusty
oatmeal off the food tray, and she runs off with the first guy who
shows an interest. But the guy doesn’t want to be a daddy. And face
it, the girl doesn’t really want to be a mommy either, now that
she’s had a taste of it. And here was poor grandma, about to be
stuck with all the chores her daughter didn’t want to do. And she
hoped the police could solve it all.

He glanced down at the name on the report
form. “Thanks, Ms. Arnold. As I mentioned, we can’t officially
start working the case until … Jenn …, um, Jennifer has been gone
forty-eight hours.”

The woman started to sputter a protest.

He held up a hand. “But—but that doesn’t mean
I can’t start making a few calls. Did you list all her friends on
that paper?”

“I think so,” Linda Arnold said. “Jenny has a
lot of friends. I tried to remember them all.”

“See there? Most likely someone called her up
and suggested they go out, and she’ll be back home before you know
it. It’s probably someone you didn’t think to call yet.”

The look on Ms. Arnold’s face told him she
didn’t believe a word he said. Frankly, he didn’t believe it
either, but it was the standard line, the thing they had to say
until it became obvious that their victim was not coming
right back home.

The good-looking woman in her late forties
wanted to keep talking, he could tell, but they’d been through
everything she could tell him about yesterday’s events. Once they
started to repeat themselves, it became pretty obvious that these
types needed a friend to commiserate with, not a police officer. He
gave her the department version of “don’t call us, we’ll call you”
and began subtly walking her toward the door.

At the end of the hall, she stopped abruptly
and he nearly bumped into her.

“I thought of one odd thing that I forgot to
tell you,” she said, turning to aim her vivid blue eyes at his
face. “Gosh, I don’t know why I didn’t remember this.”

He gave her a polite smile that he hoped
didn’t convey get on with it.

“There was a cigarette butt on the ground,
right at the base of the front steps. I just know it wasn’t there
the day before. It was bright white with a tan filter, not all
dingy like it might have been there a while. Whoever came to the
house and took Jenny away must have dropped it yesterday
morning.”

“A cigarette butt. Do you know how many
people smoke? And most of them drop the butts before they enter a
house, with smoking protocol being what it is nowadays.”

She gave an impatient nod. “I know.
Detective, please don’t treat me like I’m stupid. I’m just telling
you—no one in the family smokes. I can’t think of a single friend
of Jenny’s who smokes. It was dropped by a stranger. And if you get
over there and pick it up right away there could still be DNA or
prints or … something … couldn’t there?”

He conceded the point that there could be
trace evidence on the discarded piece and he promised to go by the
address she’d given. “Don’t go over and pick it up yourself,” he
said. “People want to be helpful, but your touching it could change
things.”

She gave him another of those
don’t-call-me-stupid looks, turned on her heel, and left.

He sighed and walked to his desk in the squad
room. Truthfully, the woman’s story did intrigue him. It was just a
touch off from the usual scenario, in which the young mother would
drop her kid off at grandma’s for the weekend and then pull a
vanishing act. In those cases, they always packed their clothes and
took whatever was important to them. Even a young woman who met up
with a guy in a bar or somewhere, at least she had her purse with
her.

Yeah, this case was different.

He ran a thumb across the folders in his
Inbox on the desk. His caseload was light right now, relatively,
and Linda Arnold was right. The sooner he collected any trace
evidence, the fresher it would be. Plus, he had to admit he was
eager to take a look around inside the house. Ms. Arnold had given
him a key and told him to check it out. Didn’t seem as though she
had anything to hide anyway.

He glanced at the clock. Nearly lunch time.
Eh, why not? Grab a burger, drive by the house on Sixth Street, and
scope it out.

Forty minutes later he wadded up his
Lotaburger wrapper and tossed it into the back seat of the plain
government-issue car before heading up Menaul. He found the house
on the east side of the street, in a block of small homes where the
majority were most likely rentals. Jennifer Blake’s place seemed
well-kept, with white siding and blue trim.

DeAngelo pulled to the curb and got out,
scanning the neighborhood’s activity. On a late-fall weekday, kids
would be in school, parents at work. Other than a noisy car
chugging down Fourth, a couple blocks away, it was so quiet he
could hear the birds in the trees. He caught movement at the
mini-blinds covering a window across the street and one house to
the south. So there was a neighborhood busybody. Ernie had told his
previous partner there was one on every block.

Once they officially opened the investigation
he would get back here and ask some questions. For now, he casually
strolled up the driveway that ran along the south side of the white
and blue house and lifted the latch on the short chain link gate. A
sidewalk led to a screened porch, and he immediately spotted the
bright white of the cigarette Linda Arnold had told him about.

Dipping his hand into the left-hand pocket of
his tweed jacket, he pulled out a zip-top plastic bag and a slender
pair of tweezers. He purposely turned his back toward the house
where someone was watching him, holding the specimen up for a look.
No lipstick stain, no sign that the butt had been dropped and then
stepped on. It was in pristine condition. He dropped it into the
baggie, sealed it, and slid it into his pocket.

For show, he went through the motion of
tapping on the screen door. It rattled loosely on its hinges. He
opened it and stepped onto the screened porch, crossed to the front
door into the house, and rang the bell. No response. No surprise.
He tried the doorknob—you never knew—but it was firmly locked.

Well, Linda Arnold had given him a key and
permission. Didn’t need a warrant to follow up on that. He used the
key
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