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Chapter 1

 


 


The lovely scent of bacon and maple syrup drifted
toward me. I stretched in bed and breathed deeply. That lasted
about thirty seconds before I decided to hop up and find out what
my fabulous husband was working on in the kitchen. I donned a terry
cloth robe, quickly brushed my teeth, and headed in that direction.
Drake was already dressed in jeans and a fitted t-shirt, his dark
hair damp, showing off the touches of gray at the temples.

Not surprisingly, our little brown and white spaniel,
Freckles, was sitting at his feet as he flipped another pancake on
the griddle. Her eyes never left Drake’s hands, even when he
stepped back and bestowed me with a kiss.

“What’s your plan for the day?” I asked as I took the
plate he handed me and set it on the kitchen table.

“A photo shoot for a music video,” he said, sitting
and reaching for the pitcher of warm syrup. “The cinematographer
and director are meeting me at the hangar at nine. We’ll be up near
Shiprock for an hour or two. Total flight time should be about
four. What’s your day looking like?”

“Just the office. I’ve got a few invoices to send out
to clients, mostly Ron’s standard employment background checks, I
suppose. We haven’t had any terribly exciting investigations in the
last month or so.” I glanced down at the floor, where Freckles had
conveniently shifted her furry little bottom over and positioned
herself to stare at our plates. “I’m sure once the food is gone,
she’ll be eager to come along with me.”

I caught him sneaking a bit of pancake down to our
little beggar. “If I finish early enough in the day, I was thinking
of coming home and cleaning up the gazebo. It’s almost warm enough
to enjoy some evenings outside. It would be fun to invite Gram and
Dottie over for a cookout, maybe.”

“This weekend might work for that.” He was studying
the weather app on his phone, checking the forecast.

“I hate to disturb them too early, but I can pop over
there later in the day.” I carried my empty plate to the sink and
ran hot water over the sticky residue, then made my way toward the
shower and clean pair of jeans that were waiting for me.

Twenty minutes later, he’d changed into his flight
suit and we headed out to our vehicles. Drake left for the Double
Eagle Airport, while Freckles jumped into the back seat of my Jeep,
eager to begin her routine day at RJP Investigations. Our offices
are in a gray and white Victorian, which sits under a huge sycamore
and an old cottonwood, which were just leafing out with fresh
spring green. Albuquerque had made it through the winter with
little snow this year, and I was looking forward to warmer weather
and more outdoor time. In the parking area out back sat Sally’s
minivan and Ron’s Mustang. I pulled in beside my brother’s car.

Sally Bertrand, our part-time receptionist with the
outdoorsy style and purposely disheveled blonde haircut, was in the
kitchen when Freckles and I walked in through the back door.
Already the coffee maker was sputtering to produce its first carafe
full. Sally has worked with us almost as long as we’ve been in
business. We’ve attended her wedding and seen the birth of her
kids. I tend to lose track, but I’m pretty sure they’re both in
school now.

“Hey, Charlie,” she said, stretching to set the
coffee canister onto a shelf. “Ron said to tell you there’s a new
client coming in this morning. Talbot Farber.”

“The car sales guy?”

“Owner of, like, half the dealerships in the state, I
think.”

I knew the Farber name. Farber Auto, a real
Albuquerque success story.

The coffee maker finished doing its thing, Freckles
begged a dog cookie from Sally, and we all headed toward the front
of the office. While Sally settled in at her desk, I climbed to the
second floor, where my office sat across from Ron’s. After sticking
my head in to say hello, I crossed into mine and set down my bag
and booted up my computer.

“I think you should sit in on this morning’s
meeting,” my brother called out. “It’s Talbot—”

“Farber. Yeah, Sally told me. Do we know what he
wants to hire us for?”

“No clue. He just left a message saying he wanted a
meeting. Sally confirmed the appointment time. Guess we’ll find
out.”

“Maybe he wants you to start doing all the background
checks for his business. There’d be quite a few, I imagine.” I
picked up my mug again and walked over to his doorway.

“I get the feeling it’s something else,” he said.
“But he wasn’t very specific. I’ve been doing a little research on
the company history. Seems like he started out with one mid-sized
dealership selling cars made in Detroit and has picked up so many
more, his interests now include high-dollar autos from Europe and
Asia, both gas and electric models.”

“Must be doing well.”

“Victoria and I went to a party at some horse ranch
out on Rio Grande around the holidays. She pointed out the Farber
place. It’s—woo. Huge.”

“I guess we’ll learn more when he gets—” The bell on
the front door chimed downstairs and I heard Sally greet someone.
“—here.”

Sally buzzed Ron’s office on the intercom and,
downstairs, I could hear her ushering the client into the
conference room, offering coffee. My brother looked up from his
desk, piles of manila folders and takeout containers stacked
precariously around his computer. “Okay, ready.”

Ron stood up from his desk, flicking potato chip
crumbs from his shirt and giving a nod toward the downstairs
conference room. He smoothed back what remains of his hair, and
straightened his shoulders. I headed down the stairs ahead of
him.

A tall, distinguished man in an impeccable dark suit
stood in our conference room, his salt-and-pepper hair neatly
combed. He had a confident smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes.
He was better looking in person than from the television ads he
used to do.

“Mr. Farber,” I held out my hand. His grip was firmer
than I expected.

“Please, call me Talbot.” His voice was smooth and
polished. “You must be Charlotte Parker.” He’d done at least a bit
of research on our firm.

“Call me Charlie. Thanks for coming in. Please have a
seat.”

Talbot settled into one of the worn leather chairs,
checking out the details of our restored Victorian. Ron walked in,
introduced himself and took his normal seat at the head of the
table.

“Now, how can we help you today?” he asked, while I
grabbed my notebook.

Talbot cleared his throat. “It’s about my late wife,
Jenna. Thirteen years ago, the two of us went on a Caribbean cruise
and—” his voice broke a little “—Jenna vanished. Legally, she was
declared dead a few years ago. Kiley and I—that’s our
daughter—we’ve managed okay.”

“I’m so sorry.”

“It’s been difficult. For both of us.”

Ron was giving the man the eagle eye, trying to
figure out what our small private investigation firm could do for
him. After about a minute, he came right out and asked.

Farber cleared his throat and straightened in his
chair. “I saw Jenna. In Denver, a few weeks back. I swear it was
her.”

He set a faded photograph on the table. “This is my
wife.”

The photo showed a beautiful smiling redhead on a
tropical beach.

Ron raised an eyebrow. “And she just happened to pose
for a picture?”

“No, no.” Talbot chuckled. “This is from our
honeymoon.” He touched the photo with his fingertips. “But in
Denver, I swear it was her. Same eyes, same smile.”

I leaned forward. “Did you speak to her?”

“Well, no. I didn’t get the chance.” Talbot slid a
few handwritten letters across the desk. “These are in her
handwriting. You’ll have them for comparison, if you want.”

Ron examined the letters, frowning. I met his eyes
briefly. Was it a typical case of a supposedly dead spouse turning
up years later? With those cases we’d heard of, most of them never
turned out to be a real sighting, normally just a case of mistaken
identity combined with desperate hope. On the other hand, we
couldn’t rule out anything at this point.

I pulled my notebook closer. “Why don’t you start
from the beginning? Which cruise line and what was the date?”

Talbot nodded, his eyes distant as he recited the
information. “As I mentioned, it was thirteen years ago …” He took
a deep breath before continuing. “Jenna and I were on a Caribbean
cruise for our fifth anniversary. We were having a great time,
enjoying the sun, the food, the entertainment. Then on the third
night, I woke up alone in our cabin.”

His voice turned hollow, haunted by the memory.

“She was just … gone. No note, no signs of struggle.
Her clothes and luggage were still there. The crew searched the
ship but it was as if she had vanished into thin air. I just never
imagined I’d be returning from the cruise alone.” He stared up at
the ceiling, blinking rapidly.

I pictured it—the panic rising as Talbot realized his
wife was missing, the fruitless searching of the ship. A chill went
down my spine. I found myself scribbling notes. Ron typed away at
his laptop, already starting the background research.

I turned to the client. “But you saw her recently?” I
prompted.

“Yes, at the Denver airport!” His face lit up. “I was
there on business. I was grabbing a bite at a pub on the concourse
when I saw a woman across the way. She had the same auburn hair,
the same slender build. And although she turned toward me for only
a brief moment, I swear it was Jenna’s face.”

“But you didn’t get the chance to talk to her?”

He shook his head sadly. “No, by the time I picked up
my briefcase and shuffled through the tables and got out into the
open, she was way ahead. There was a flight a few gates away that
was boarding for Albuquerque. I think she got on it, but the gate
personnel wouldn’t tell me a thing, and they wouldn’t let me walk
onto the plane to look for her.”

“You were on a different flight, going somewhere
else?” Ron asked.

Talbot nodded. “I was on my way to an important
meeting in Chicago.”

I paused, weighing how to respond. False sightings of
dead loved ones weren’t uncommon. But something in Talbot’s voice
gave me pause. I could tell Ron was interested in taking the
case.

“We’ll look into it,” I said finally. “If she’s out
there, we’ll do our best to find her.”

Farber signed our standard contract and paid a
retainer for two weeks’ worth of our time.

As we saw him out the door and watched him get into a
gleaming Rolls Royce, Ron and I exchanged a look. On his part, I
saw car-envy in his eyes. As for me, I wondered what we were
getting ourselves into.


Chapter 2

 


 


Ron holed up in his office while I checked in with
Drake. His job was going well. The singer and his band had showed
up on time for the video shoot (not always a sure thing, in his
business), and they’d done flights over the surrounding red rock
formations that would set the tone for the storyline, the
cinematographer getting some amazing shots, he said. He promised to
text me when they were ready to head back to Albuquerque.

From Ron’s office I heard the incessant clicking of
computer keys and knew he wouldn’t want to be interrupted, so I
went back to my regular duties. Ron is the licensed private
investigator here and I’m the accountant for the business. However,
being such a small firm, I’m often pulled into the investigations
in more ways than planned. And sometimes that’s fine. I love
getting out and about, and it’d been a long winter stuck at home.
If I got assigned to dash up to Denver and check out what Jenna
Farber was doing there, that was fine with me.

Meanwhile, I caught up my bookkeeping entries,
prepared billing statements for our regular clients, and carried
the envelopes downstairs to Sally’s desk. Yes, some of them still
insist on getting things through the mail. Sally would drop them
off when she left for the day around one o’clock. She also assured
me Farber’s check would be deposited on her way home.

It wasn’t quite noon when Ron called out from his
mancave-office. I could hear his printer whirring in the
background. “Anyone up for lunch at Pedro’s?”

Anyone meant me, and of course the answer was
yes. I’m always up for my favorite green chile chicken
enchiladas.

“Soon as I print these reports,” he said.

Freckles lifted her head from the puffy bed near the
window seat in my office. Now that she’s not quite such a puppy,
she lounges around most of the day, although when anyone comes in
the front door she’s down the stairs and racing to greet them. Our
regulars know her as a staff member and a few even bring treats in
their pockets. Strangers get a good sniffing, but our little
spaniel knows to leave them alone. It occurred to me that she
hadn’t even approached Talbot Farber this morning. What did that
say about him?

I heard Ron’s squeaky chair roll across his chair
mat, so I cleared my desk and gathered my purse. And even though
Pedro and Concha are quite willing to let Freckles join us near our
usual table, this time I bribed the dog with a treat to remain in
her crate at the office.

We each took our own vehicles. I didn’t know whether
Drake might need me to run out to the airport, and Ron had plans to
meet Victoria this afternoon to choose a new sofa. He followed me
toward Old Town and we each fended for ourselves when it came to
the limited parking along the street near Pedro’s restaurant.

I walked inside first and gave a nod to Pedro, who
was carrying a basket of chips to another table. Ron greeted him
heartily and told him we’d each have our usual, minus the
margaritas, which I’d learned from experience were better saved for
later in the day.

Once we were settled at our table with chips and
salsa before us, Ron pulled a background form from the folder he’d
carried inside.

“You may know a lot of this already,” he said, “since
the Farber empire has been established in New Mexico a long
time.”

We’d all observed the progress as Talbot’s father
began in the 1970s as a young businessman with a single car
dealership, one of the big Detroit brands. Once his son joined him,
the family enterprises began to multiply like rabbits. They now
claimed more than two dozen dealerships, all over the state,
representing domestic and foreign makes and models. We had his home
address in the lush part of the north valley, where some
prestigious horse ranches had begun to crop up; no home phone, but
the personal cell number was one he’d given us during our
meeting.

A second sheet was a credit report, which seemed in
keeping with the man’s obvious lifestyle. Kiley was in private
school, and had graduated early, head of her class at the end of
the last semester. She’d already been accepted to an Ivy League
school next fall.

Our lunches arrived, delivered by Pedro’s wife,
Concha, who set the plates down and then draped her arm around my
shoulders for a hug. We did a one-minute catch-up before she
instructed us to eat while the food was hot. I didn’t have to be
told twice.

As I cut into the steaming concoction of corn
tortilla wrapped around tender chicken, with melted cheese, sour
cream, and Hatch green chile sauce that’ll knock your socks off,
Ron told me he’d found several news stories dating back to the
tragedy aboard the Queen of the Caribbean.

“You can read the whole story—I’ll send you a link,
but basically it says there was a fire aboard the ship. It was a
small one, but people panicked, apparently. Several went overboard.
All were rescued except Jenna. Her body was never found.”

“Wait a minute. Talbot made it sound like she
vanished from their cabin in the middle of the night. He said
nothing about a fire and other people going into the water. What
the hell?”

“I know. The original article only said that one
female passenger was never accounted for.”

“Okay, and they must have had a way to know which
passenger was missing, and the cruise line knew who it was. They
surely notified whatever authorities.”

“This all happened off the coast of Belize, and they
did notify the coast guard and police there. A later article names
Jenna Farber as the missing woman.”

I felt my brows furrow as I set my fork down. “Was
her husband considered a suspect? I mean, people fall off cruise
ships and there’s usually more to it.”

“Eventually they ruled it a disappearance at sea.
They seemed to think it was a tragic accident or possibly a
suicide. None of the articles refer to Talbot as a suspect, but
I’ve sent requests for copies of the reports with the local police
and the cruise line. They’ll include more detail than what was
released to the media.”

Ron leaned back in his chair, frowning. “I gotta be
honest, finding Jenna Farber seems like a long shot. It was
thirteen years ago, and the cops investigated pretty
thoroughly.”

“I know, I know,” I said. “But didn’t you think it
was strange they never found a body?”

Ron shrugged. “Could’ve been taken by currents. Or
eaten by sharks.”

I shuddered at the thought. “Still, if there’s even a
chance she could be alive …”

“But she never checked in, not in all this time?” Ron
raised an eyebrow. “Why would she do that? They had a young
daughter.”

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “Amnesia, maybe? Money,
another man … there could be reasons.”

Ron sighed, running a hand over his bald spot like he
always did when he was thinking. “All right, sis. I know that look.
You’ve already made up your mind that we’re going to pursue
it.”

I smiled. “We accepted Talbot’s money. We at least
have to give it a shot.”

Ron rolled his eyes but couldn’t hide a grin. “Fine.
But when this turns out to be a dead end, a case of the client
mistaking someone else for his wife in Denver, you’re buying the
margaritas.”

“Deal.” We shook on it. I was already making a mental
list of where to start digging on this cold case.

We finished our lunches and said goodbye to Pedro and
Concha. Outside, Ron handed me the slender case file he had
started. “We still need the actual police reports, witness
statements, etcetera. The newspaper clippings are just a start.
Good luck. I gotta go buy a couch, but this evening I’ll get on the
phone and see about calling in some favors.”

“Ron—do you believe Talbot? I find it really
suspicious that he failed to mention there was a fire aboard the
ship.”

Ron pulled out his phone, hit a stored number, and
tapped the speaker button when Talbot answered. Not one to mince
words, he put the question directly to our client.

“I didn’t? Are you sure? The fire was—yeah, it was
kind of a big deal, for about a minute. Alarms went off all over
the ship and we were told to go to our lifeboat stations, the whole
bit. It didn’t take them long to figure out it was really a small
fire near one of the kitchens, and it was quickly put out. I got
back to our cabin and realized Jenna wasn’t there, so I reported
her missing after waiting thirty or forty minutes. It wasn’t until
later in the morning I heard several people had gone overboard and
were rescued.”

Okay, that was slightly different from his first
version of the story, but all I could do was file it mentally away.
Ron thanked him for the clarification and hung up.

“You think it’s possible she jumped?” Ron asked as we
walked toward our cars.

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “The fact that others
went into the water too, and there was a fire on board. I can see
where people would panic. But something feels unfinished. Even if
it turns out to be true—that she died in the ocean and it was
someone else Talbot saw in Denver—maybe we can give him some peace
of mind.”

Ron grunted, whether in agreement or skepticism I
couldn’t tell. I watched him climb into his Mustang and drive away.
Without any further word from Drake, my best bet was to go back to
the office and continue with the case.

Thirty minutes later, I was typing away on the
computer, searching databases for any records on Jenna Farber, nee
Caldwell. Marriage, divorce, criminal—anything we could get.

I read the articles in the file that Ron had
summarized, refreshing my memory on the details. As Talbot had told
us, there were no signs of a struggle or foul play. The working
theory with the local police was she had fallen or jumped overboard
in the confusion.

According to a profile I found in Vogue, Jenna
had been a 28-year-old model and aspiring actress when she met
Talbot Farber. It was a fairytale romance, with a beautiful
wedding. They were married just at the point when his business had
taken off and turned him into a billionaire. They had one child, a
girl. From that, and the other accounts, they seemed happy
enough.

Wait a minute—billionaire? I stared at the page. I
knew car dealerships were lucrative, and I could see a family
becoming multi-millionaires by that means. But billionaire is a
jump way beyond that. It was another thing for me to file away and
check on later.

For now, I debated Talbot’s idea that we should go to
Denver and find out which flight Jenna was on, the day he spotted
her. That was really a long shot, and probably a complete waste of
time. Airlines were notoriously close-mouthed about their passenger
manifests, and I didn’t have the law enforcement credentials to
break open their records.

I put a call in to Kent Taylor, Ron’s detective buddy
at APD. I’ve worked with him before, sometimes on shaky terms, but
we’ve recently developed a sort of mutual respect. Kent is a
homicide investigator, but I was hoping he knew someone who could
help me.


Chapter 3

 


 


By the next morning I still hadn’t heard
anything back from Kent Taylor. Drake would be busy most of the day
at the airport. His helicopter was due for a hundred-hour
inspection and he would be cleaning the equipment after the
mechanics smeared their greasy little paws all over it. Freckles
(with clean paws) was with me in my office, giving me the
cute-doggie stare, in hopes that I would cross the room and get her
a treat from the cookie jar on my bookshelf.

I ignored her as I squinted against the morning sun
glaring through my south-facing bay window. Ron had sat hunched
over his desk all morning, scrolling through files on his computer.
I gave up on the sludgy coffee in my mug and was headed downstairs
as the front door opened.

“Good morning,” said Talbot Farber, striding in. Once
again, he exuded success in his neatly pressed steel gray suit,
sharp white shirt, charcoal tie, and salt and pepper hair.

“Morning.” I studied Talbot’s confident smile.
Yesterday, he’d brought us a troubling case, yet this morning he
looked unbothered.

“I’m checking on the progress with my case,” Talbot
said.

“Well, it’s only been one day. We’re in the process
of contacting the airlines at the Denver airport, to see if she was
on any passenger manifests, and I believe Ron is working to see if
we can get some surveillance footage.” I didn’t admit to him that
it took police assistance to get those things, and we hadn’t yet
made any progress there.

I hesitated. “Talbot, have you considered that it
might not have been Jenna you saw?”

He crossed his arms. “It was her. I know my own
wife.”

I took a deep breath. Even though his pushy demeanor
bothered me, I thought of his teenage daughter, Kiley, who probably
barely remembered her mother. If Jenna was out there, the girl
deserved answers.

“We’ll find the truth, Mr. Farber,” I said firmly.
Talbot nodded, his eyes showing a glimmer of hope.

“Let me know the minute you learn anything. Anything
at all,” he said. This time, his tone was a lot more subdued. He
shook my hand and sent a little salute toward Sally.

As he left, Ron came down the stairs, carrying the
handwritten letters our client had delivered yesterday. I headed to
the kitchen at the back of the old building, where I saw that Sally
had started some fresh coffee.

Ron rubbed his chin as he handed me the letters.
“Better keep these in a safe place until we have something to
compare them to.”

I paced the kitchen, thinking aloud. “Just playing
devil’s advocate here … how could Jenna just reappear after all
these years? Why now?”

“Beats me.” Ron reached for his favorite mug. “We
need more to go on. Until we get access to airline records, I say
we start getting background info on Jenna, leading up to her
disappearance. Who was she before she met and married Talbot? That
kind of thing.”

“Good idea. We could interview her former co-workers,
friends, anyone who might remember something.” I held out my mug so
he could pour for me too.

Back upstairs, I grabbed my laptop to start making a
list. Thirteen years ago, social media was hardly a thing, but I
figured it was worth a try, to see if Jenna’s name came up
anywhere. If her own accounts had gone inactive, maybe friends
would have mentioned her. It didn’t take long to find myself buried
in the quagmire of posts, finding that I couldn’t go nearly far
enough back in time.

Turning to the old Vogue article again, I
pulled a few clues. Jenna Caldwell had been raised in Los Angeles,
was a popular fashion model (not exactly super-model status) by the
time she was twenty, and met her husband while living and working
in New York. That bit of information gave me at least two leads.
The modeling agency had been acquired by a larger one about five
years ago, and I dialed that number.

“You’re looking to hire one of our models?” asked the
person who answered after I’d somehow tapped the right extension to
get a human on the line. It wasn’t immediately clear if this was a
male or female I was speaking with.

“Actually, I’m inquiring about a model who worked for
the agency in the past, probably about twenty years ago.”

“Oh, honey, I’m afraid you’re out of luck on that.
When the merger happened, we purged all records more than six years
old. If a model hasn’t been active in the past two years, frankly,
his or her career is in the tank anyway.”

Sad. But I thanked them anyway.

My next idea was to see if I could find any of
Jenna’s hometown contacts, on the remote chance that she’d stayed
in touch with old friends who might shed more light on her state of
mind than her husband was willing to share with us. I’d gotten the
distinct impression that we were getting a glossy version of the
happiness level in the Farber home.

Los Angeles and the surrounding area feels dauntingly
big, but it can be small-town in surprising ways. Using the name of
the city and one of those “find your high school friends” apps, I
learned that Jenna Caldwell attended one of the public high schools
in Pasadena.

From there, I got images of a yearbook and discovered
Jenna was active in drama club, French club, and sang in the
chorus. And there in several pictures she stood next to a girl
named Stacy Chavez. Stacy, bless her, had remained in her home
neighborhood and was now a proud mom, posting pictures of her own
daughter and the volleyball team. I sent a message, asking if she
remembered Jenna and got an immediate reply.

Absolutely remember Jenna! What are
you up to, girl!!

Obviously, Stacy had got the message mixed up and
thought I was actually Jenna. For the moment, I could go with
that.

Would love to talk—call me!
Followed by my cell number.

My phone rang thirty seconds later. Then, of course,
I had to do a little backtracking, explaining who I was and why it
was important for me to know if Jenna had been in touch with any of
her old friends, especially in the last thirteen years.

Stacy was initially a bit surprised, but oddly not
wary of me. I would have been, had someone called me with such an
outlandish story. She said they’d lost touch after Jenn’s wedding.
Rather than jealousy, I sensed pride in her voice. She rattled off
several more names of classmates and I scribbled as fast as I could
to catch them.

“Would you mind asking around? Quietly, of course. If
anybody has seen or talked to Jenna since she married, I’d love to
talk with them. She may be in the Denver area—that’s where her
husband saw her recently.”

“Absolutely. I see two of our closest friends every
week at our daughters’ volleyball practice. I’ll put the word
out.”

“If anyone knows anything, please give them my
number.”

She promised. I didn’t hold high hopes.

While I was busy cultivating Jenna’s old friendships,
Detective Kent Taylor had left me a voicemail to say he’d found a
way to request airline records on our behalf. He would email me the
results.

My thoughts kept drifting back to Kiley. The poor
girl had grown up without a mother, and that situation hit really
close to home for me. By now, Kiley was nearly the same age I’d
been when I lost my parents. So, if Jenna was out there somewhere,
I wanted the daughter to know. She deserved a chance at a
relationship with her mom. That is, assuming Jenna wanted it
too.

I felt a renewed determination to unravel the
mystery, and the truth—elusive as it was—pulled at me.

 


* * *

 


Freckles and I arrived at home a little before five,
and Drake pulled in shortly after, bringing takeout from his
favorite chicken place. I still felt a bit stuffed from my lunch at
Pedro’s, but I did manage to help myself to a couple of wings and a
portion of the side salad. I filled him in on my day.

“Wish I had something to offer,” he said, “but all I
know about Farber is that I bought a truck from one of the
dealerships. That’s been a bunch of years ago.”

“You don’t happen to remember any news stories about
the disappearance of his wife, huh?”

“Don’t forget, I was living in Hawaii until I met
you. So, no.” He dumped the chicken bones in the trash and gave
Freckles a generous chunk of biscuit. “But you know who you should
ask? Elsa. She may be ninety-ish, but she’s got a mind like a steel
trap.”

“And she’s lived in Albuquerque her whole life.”

My husband is such a smart guy. I picked up a
borrowed plate that Gram had sent home with me, filled with cookies
two days ago, and I went out the back door and stepped through the
break in the hedge between our houses.

In the light of Gram’s kitchen window I could see
Dottie Flowers, her caregiver, working at the sink. I tapped at the
back door and then let myself in. Gram was sitting at the table,
dumping out a box of dominoes for their nightly after-supper game.
I set the plate down, apologizing that I was returning it empty. I
hadn’t baked anything in weeks.

“No problem,” Dottie said. “You wanna join us for
Mexican Train?”

“I need to get back, but I have a question for you,
based on a new case Ron and I got this week.”

Dottie dried her hands and set the kettle on a
burner.

“Do either of you remember the story about a woman
named Jenna Farber, who vanished from a cruise ship some time
ago?”

“Farber. That’s the car dealership guy, right?” Elsa
asked as she slowly shuffled the dominoes in wide circles.

“Right. He’s the one who hired us.” I gave them the
basics of what we’d been told. “I vaguely remember the story being
in the papers here. Local woman vanished, devastated husband
returning home without her …”

“Oh, yeah …” Dottie said, pointing an index finger
upward, as though that helped bring the vision back. “She was like
some real pretty little thing. She’d been a model or somethin’ and
the news cameras kept hanging around their place …”

“Showing that poor man and their little girl. He
seemed so broken up about it,” Gram added. “How come he’s hired you
now?”

“That’s where it gets interesting. He thinks his wife
is still alive.”

“Ohmygosh, yes. Her body was never found,” Dottie
exclaimed. “I’m rememberin’ it now.”

“Yes, that’s the one.” I turned to each of them.
“What else do you remember about it?”

Gram, with an index finger on one domino, twirling it
in place, gazed upward. “Thinking about the husband now, I remember
when he used to do his own ads for the car places. You know, there
was something about him I just didn’t like.”

“In what way?”

“Something in his eyes. Like he was trying too
hard, wanting everyone to believe he was very successful and at the
same time he cared more about what car was best for your needs,
like taking your money meant nothing to him. It was all about
making you happy with your car.” She abandoned the domino and
clasped her hands on the table. “But down inside, I could always
tell it was about the money. For him, it was about being
Albuquerque’s most successful businessman.”

“Yeah! Yeah, that was it,” Dottie added. “I
thought it too. And when them news people were pestering him about
his wife … oh yeah, I saw some flashes of anger. It was like ‘how
dare you question me.’ He was sendin’ that message.”

“Interesting.” I’d come over looking for clues to the
case itself and received, instead, a couple of wise women’s
insights into our client’s personality. And I had to admit I wasn’t
surprised by what they’d said.

I excused myself, saying I’d let them get on with
their evening game. When I walked back through the hedge and opened
the back door, Freckles greeted me as if I’d been gone a week.

“Silly girl.” I gave her a tickle behind the ears.
And then a cookie.

Drake was in our home office, filling out his logbook
for the day’s flights. I picked up my phone and scrolled through
emails, pleased to see one from an Alan Woodson, detective with
APD. This was Kent’s contact guy, but unfortunately all his message
said was that he’d been tied up on a case for several days and
hadn’t had time to get me the information I needed on the airline
records. I was mulling over that information when my phone rang—a
number I didn’t recognize.

“Is this Charlie Parker?” The voice was female, maybe
about my age. “I was given your number by Stacy Chavez, a friend of
Jenna Caldwell’s.”

“Yes! I’m glad Stacy gave you my number. What did you
say your name is?”

“Sorry—I’m Barb Walker. I saw Stacy at our kids’ gym
this afternoon. She said you’re asking about Jenna?”

“Yeah, actually wondering if you’re still in touch
with her.”

There was a sigh. “No, sadly, I haven’t heard
anything from Jenna since shortly after her marriage. Gosh, it has
to be seventeen, eighteen years ago now. We were best friends in
high school, but then life took us in different directions.”

“In what ways?” I heated water and brewed a cup of
tea, settling in for what might just be a lot of reminiscing that
had nothing to do with my quest. But I’d see what came of it.

“Jenna was always a dreamer,” Barb said. “But she was
the kind whose dreams turned into firm plans. From the age of
twelve, she’d decided she wanted to be a super model. And what do
you know—she developed into a beautiful young woman and went off to
New York. I’m not sure she ever made it to the top ranks, you know,
but she was always in demand.”

“I’d heard she was a model …”

“Oh gosh, she had so many dreams. She would sit on my
bed, polishing her toenails when she spent the night, and tell the
rest of us how she would
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