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Chapter 1

 


Springtime in New Mexico is a tricky season.
There are beautiful, warm days that fool the trees into blooming,
followed by hard freezes that knock your socks off and mean death
to those tiny apple blossoms and potential peaches. You never
really know it’s arrived until, oftentimes, it’s gone and summer
has sneaked right up on you. But this spring I knew there had been
damage when I walked out the back door on April eleventh and heard
a curse word from my ninety-something neighbor, the sweet little
lady who somehow raised me through my teen years without resorting
to sailor language even once.

“Gram?” I called through the hedge that
separates our properties. “Everything okay?”

A wide-brimmed cotton hat, topping her fluffy
white hair, appeared at the break in the hedge. “My cherry tree is
toast. The plums don’t look a whole lot better.”

It didn’t take a glance at the thermometer to
know it was freezing out here. I’d come out with only a flannel
shirt and jeans and I was already shivering. By noon it would be
seventy degrees, but that didn’t much matter now.

“I should have put the fans out last night,”
she lamented. “I knew it.”

“So sorry,” I said. “You know, Drake and I
would have been happy to come over and help.”

Elsa Higgins is a sweetie but she has the
hardest time being dependent on anyone. Even when it’s a simple
fifteen-minute chore, she won’t ask. Of course, the forlorn look
over the lost fruit crop gave me a case of the guilts. If I’d not
been at the office until midnight, working on tax returns, I might
have thought to bring up the subject of figuring out how to warm
her trees.

“Hey, I was about to put some blueberry
muffins in the oven …” Providing I still had that mix on the shelf.
“Want to come over in about fifteen minutes and have some?”

Freckles, our brown and white mixed breed
dog, heard the phrase ‘have some’ and she raced from the far corner
of the yard in response. Elsa and I both laughed.

“I’d say that’s a yes. Come on, any time. The
coffee’s already made.” I shivered and opened the door into my
kitchen.

“Freezing?” Drake asked, holding a steaming
mug out to me.

“Yeah. I had this silly notion because it’s
sunny this morning I would put the cushions on the chairs under the
gazebo and we could have coffee out there. No way—it’s barely
forty.”

He set the mug on the counter and wrapped his
arms around me. “Maybe by happy hour this afternoon.”

We were both eager to use the new gazebo, his
Valentine gift to me, which he’d built during the two weeks of
unseasonably warm weather in February when he had no pressing jobs
for his helicopter business. I loved the turned balusters and white
gingerbread trim. In an effort to rush spring into existence we’d
purchased wicker furniture and were ready to spend hours out there.
Late February turned cold again, March was way too windy and now
April—the unpredictable month.

“Oh, I promised Elsa blueberry muffins. Do we
still have that box?” I opened a cupboard door.

He handed me my coffee and steered me toward
the kitchen table. “Let me handle it.”

How on earth did I ever find this
fantastic husband? He builds and he cooks, and he’s still so
good-looking it makes my heart beat faster.

Freckles followed Drake around the kitchen as
he found the mix, got eggs from the fridge and stirred it all
together, actually remembering to turn the oven on first so it
preheated. He amazes me. I’m good with boiling water for pasta,
microwaving a frozen dinner for myself when he’s working out of
town, and not much else unless it comes from packages or jars. I’m
an accountant, a partner with my brother in his private
investigation firm, and frequent helpmate to Drake, who trained me
and turned me into a decent helicopter pilot. As a kid I was always
outside, rough and tumbling with my brothers, happy to let my
mother—and later Gram—handle everything in the kitchen.

As if thinking her name summoned our
neighbor, a tap at the back door meant Elsa had arrived. She
carried a small jar of cherry preserves, a legacy of last year’s
crop which had not frozen. It’s another thing I never think to
do—show up at someone’s house with a little gift. I think of it,
really I do. Usually it hits me when I’m standing at the door,
having pressed the bell. New resolution: start observing the social
graces.

She patted Drake on the shoulder, having come
from a not-huggy generation. “It smells so good in here.” She was
looking at him when she said it. She knows who’s the cook around
our house.

Plates, forks, the butter dish and a bowl of
strawberries had somehow appeared on the table while I wasn’t
noticing. Okay, at this point I’m going to use the excuse that it’s
tax season and I’ve had nothing but numbers on my mind for a couple
of weeks. Returns were done for the businesses. Somehow between now
and the fifteenth I would put it all together, wrap up our personal
tax return and get the whole batch in the mail.

Elsa hung her jacket over the back of a chair
and Drake took the muffin pan from the oven. I remembered
napkins—see? I can handle a few things.

“… at the Delaney house,” Elsa was
saying.

I made the mental shift. The Delaneys were
neighbors three houses south and across the street from Elsa’s.
Since I normally come and go from the north end of the street, I
had no clue what she was talking about. It didn’t matter—with Elsa
you just wait a minute and you’ll get the rest of the story.

“The twins,” she said, “I’ve only seen one of
them around.”

I gave a shrug and passed her the basket
Drake had set on the table.

“Those girls are always together and now it’s
been months and months, and I’ve only seen one.”

“Which one?”

She giggled. “How should I know? They’re
identical twins.”

“Maybe the other girl has left home. They
must be out of school by now. Maybe she’s moved away.”

Elsa gave a tiny shake of her head.
“Something tells me that’s not it. I’m worried about her.”

A flash from the past shot through my
mind—two little blond girls that Gram sometimes babysat. During the
three years I lived with her I’d spent a fair amount of time with
those kids. Maybe it was a case of sometimes you know someone so
well you don’t see them at all. I’ve lived in the same neighborhood
my whole life. Could it be that I’ve become blind to what’s going
on around me?


Chapter 2

 


Breakfast wound down pretty quickly, as Drake
needed to get out to the small westside airport where his
helicopter is hangared and I still had those tax returns nagging at
me. Freckles saw Elsa out to the break in the hedge then came back
to join me. I kissed my husband at the front door, watched him get
into his pickup truck in the driveway, and picked up my purse and
keys.

My destination was a gray and white Victorian
house in an older part of town, one we had converted to the offices
of RJP Investigations. My brother, Ron, is actually the
investigator. I’m the financial whiz. Our offices are across the
hall from each other and somehow, too often, I seem to get pulled
into helping out with his cases. He does a lot of corporate
background checks on new hires, with a smattering of
cheating-spouse cases.

Yeah, even in the age of digital openness,
there are still people who use a PI to gather dirt on the person
they once vowed to love forever—all for the purpose of dragging
them to court and extracting the largest financial settlement
possible. I back away from those—it all seems so sleazy—but I’ve
been known to find myself in the midst of a murder or two.

Right now, Freckles and I were riding along
in my Jeep with the goal of avoiding any of Ron’s dramas and
heading straight to: 1) the tin of dog biscuits on my shelf and 2)
the partially completed tax forms in my computer. We pulled into
the driveway beside the office and followed its length to what used
to be a backyard, now our own little parking area.

Ron’s Mustang wasn’t there yet, but our
part-time receptionist, Sally Bertrand, was already on the job, as
evidenced by her minivan in its usual spot. Sally was in the
kitchen, pouring coffee into a stained mug, looking a little ragged
around the edges.

“Long night?” I asked.

“Crazy morning. You know, with Ross staying
home mornings with R.B., you’d think it wouldn’t be so nuts. But
getting Chrissie off to school and myself to work without some
disaster along the way … it never happens. Today, it was a whole
bowl of oatmeal coating the highchair, the baby and the floor.”

I gave a perky smile and thanked my lucky
stars my only children had been dogs.

She held out the coffee carafe to me but I
declined, making a little chitchat about the muffin breakfast at
home before calling Freckles inside and heading upstairs. Sally’s
domain is the reception area and conference room on the ground
floor—originally the parlor and dining room in the Victorian
days.

Upstairs, the layout is pretty simple—two
identically sized bedrooms became Ron’s and my offices, each with a
bay window facing the street. There was a smaller bedroom which is
now storage and a bathroom you’d hate to think that a family of
five or six people once shared. A shower curtain hides the old
bathtub and there’s a standard white toilet and porcelain pedestal
sink—nothing glamorous because it doesn’t have to be. I rarely have
time for home décor, so I’m pretty content with whatever is handed
to me.

I flipped on the lights in my office and
turned on my new laptop computer. After years with a crazily
outdated desktop clunker, this little thing zooms like a race car.
Freckles circled the room and parked herself facing the bookcase
where the tin of dog biscuits sits. It’s our morning routine.
She’ll sit patiently for about ten seconds, and if I don’t get the
hint she’ll be leaping into my field of view to get my attention.
It’s just easier to give her the cookie right away.

I patted her little brown and white head and
sat down at the computer. An hour had magically vanished when I
became aware of Ron standing in my doorway.

“Ever heard of an alibi company?” he
asked.

I came out of my Form 1040 like a mole
emerging from the ground, blinking and disoriented. “What? Good
morning to you too.”

“Yeah. Morning, Charlie.” He’s recently taken
to wearing ball caps and T-shirts instead of the Stetson and plaid
western shirts he sported for years. Maybe it’s an attempt to
impress his new wife of four months, to be cooler with his three
sons now they’re getting into their teens, or merely to seem
younger—I have no idea. Victoria is such a classy lady, I can’t
imagine the ball caps being her idea.

“So?” he asked again. “Alibi companies. Ever
heard of them?”

“Em … no.”

He held up a magazine, open to an article
whose headline I could barely make out.

“They provide alibis.”

“Okay … You mean to get criminals off the
hook?”

“Not serious criminals, more like cheating
spouses.”

“Ooh, right up your alley.”

“Ha ha.”

I shot him a look.

“I’ve got this case and everywhere I turn,
the guy’s got proof of his innocence. I know he’s sneaking around,
but the wife wants proof and I can’t come up with it. According to
this article, these places provide their clients with the whole
deal—restaurant and travel receipts, answering services where a
pretend secretary says the boss is in a meeting, the whole
thing.”

“Seriously. Does anyone really care about
that stuff anymore? I mean, there are no-fault divorces and it’s a
community property state. Why jump through all the hoops when he
knows he’ll have to split everything fifty-fifty anyway?”

“When fifty percent is several million
dollars, I guess it’s worth a bit more trouble. It’s Bob
Lorrento.”

“Bobby The Bomb? The football player?”

“The greatest quarterback in NFL history, the
one who could land a pass in anyone’s hands. Forced retirement last
year after that shoulder injury.” He went on to spout football
stats I couldn’t even begin to follow, the kind of stuff he and
Drake talk about on Thanksgiving Day after a huge turkey
dinner.

All I remembered about the guy was the
headline news about his injury, followed by a local flurry of
stories last summer about how he was retiring and moving his family
to Albuquerque. Even without the injury, he was hitting an age
where you didn’t see a whole lot of pro ballplayers still in the
game.

“Back on target here,” I said. “Bob Lorrento
is cheating on his wife?”

“Allegedly. Marcie Lorrento believes he is,
and she’s furious.”

“Well, have fun with it. I’ve got paperwork
here.” I pointed toward the stacks of receipts and forms littering
my desk.

He grumbled a little, to what purpose I have
no idea. He knows those aren’t my kind of cases.

We met up again in the kitchen around noon,
both Ron and I attracted by the smell of the microwave popcorn
Sally had made as a snack. She leaves for the day at one o’clock
anyway, but always has a little something to tide her over. I had
brought a sandwich from home, but when Ron offered to run out and
bring me a Big Mac I couldn’t refuse. Despite Victoria’s best
efforts with both of us, the Parkers seem stuck on fast food.

“Any luck with the alibi guy?” I asked,
digging into the bag for my fries immediately after he returned
with the meal.

“Just getting started, really. I found two of
those alibi companies here in town. I’m not exactly having any luck
getting them to admit a famous client’s name.”

“Gosh, why am I not surprised?”

He tossed a French fry at me and it bounced
off my hand as I was opening the little box containing my
burger.

“You seriously think I just come right out
and ask, expecting an answer?”

I shrugged and took a huge bite. That special
sauce always gets to me and I let out a sigh of contentment. The
repartee dwindled as we both got serious about our food. A few
minutes later, with the initial hunger slaked, I thought of
something.

“Do you remember a family in our neighborhood
named Delaney?”

He wiped his mouth with a napkin. “Like, from
when we were kids?”

Things had changed so much over the years.
The homes in our neighborhood were built back when my parents and
their generation were young couples starting their families. Elsa
and I are now some of the few originals remaining on the block.

“Rick and Jane Delaney have been there a long
time. They have twin daughters who were tiny when I was a
teenager.”

He waved it off. “I would have been out of
the house by then.”

We were all out of the house, technically.
When our parents died in a plane crash, I was the only one still
home and Elsa Higgins had—insanely—volunteered to take me in until,
at my eighteenth birthday, the law would allow me to be on my
own.

“Why do you ask?”

I wondered if he was truly curious or if he
was only filling time as he ate the last of his fries.

“A comment Gram made this morning. She thinks
there’s something odd going on with the twins. I might look into
it.”

Ron bunched up the fast food bag and boxes
from our meal, stood and took them to the big trash basket by the
back door. I took what was left of my Coke upstairs to my desk. The
tax papers awaited, but my mind went back to thoughts of the old
neighborhood and the way it had been.


Chapter 3

 


Seventeen years ago …

 


Oh. My. God. Pink curtains and
bedspread. I stood at the bedroom door, staring. Apparently, while
I was at school Gram had decided to redecorate my room. In pink.
The pattern was Hollie Hobbie or some little-girl design that might
have been semi-okay for somebody, like, six years old. There was a
new lamp on the old mahogany nightstand, a white china thing with
pink roses and a ruffled pink shade. No teen in the world could
love this. Especially me, a girl who would rather climb a tree than
put on a frilly dress.

“What do you think?” Gram had sneaked up
behind me. There was no escape.

Inexplicably, tears welled up. I hate
when that happens. I blinked them back.

“It’s—wow—it’s pink.”

“I thought it was just the cutest thing,” she
said, reaching an arm around my shoulders.

“You shouldn’t have.”

“They had a sale at JC Penney’s so it wasn’t
very expensive.”

No, I really meant you shouldn’t
have. I looked away from her prying gaze and clamped my mouth
shut. How was I going to sleep in this cotton candy room? I could
never invite a friend in here. I walked in and dropped my
books on the bed. I needed to talk to Stacy, have someone I could
vent my feelings to.

The only phone in the house was on a table in
the living room. I swear, living with an old person just sucked. I
stomped toward it while Gram went into the kitchen, saying
something about having baked chocolate chip cookies and bringing me
some. Sheesh—didn’t she remember chocolate made my face break
out?

I picked up the phone and put my finger in
the ancient rotary dial, laboriously finishing Stacy’s number in
about twenty-five minutes.

“Hey, Stace. Can you get out?”

My best friend lived three blocks away and
ever since we were kids we would meet at the little neighborhood
park. Nowadays, Stacy sometimes got use of her mother’s car—mainly,
only when her mom needed something from the store. Of course,
I never got to use a car. Gram was paranoid as hell about
something happening to hers with a teenager behind the wheel, so
even though I’d gotten my license last fall, I was only allowed to
drive if Gram was with me.

“Sure. The usual?”

“Yeah.” I heard a footstep behind the
swinging kitchen door and raised my voice. “Yeah, if I could get
that history handout Smith gave in class today … I guess mine fell
out of my backpack.”

If it pertained to homework, there was no way
Gram could refuse to let me go.

The kitchen door swung open and there she
stood with a glass of milk and plate of cookies. They smelled
heavenly but I was determined not to waver.

“You’re going somewhere?” she asked.

“Yeah, I need to run over to Stacy’s to get a
homework assignment. It won’t take long.”

“Okay, good,” she said, working to hide her
disappointment. She liked for us to sit at the dining table
together, talk about my school day and have a snack. I knew it was
so she could be sure I really was getting started on homework.

“Mrs. Delaney is sending the twins over at
four o’clock,” Gram said. “I told her you’ve been wanting to get
some babysitting experience.”

What? Oh, man, shoot me now.

“I’ll be here to help out. They’ll only be
here a couple of hours. We’ll give them their dinner and their mom
will pick them up around six-thirty.”

“Gram, I don’t know anything about—”

“It’ll be fine. They’re out of diapers
already. We’ll just play some games and—”

“Stacy’s waiting on me. Can we talk about
this when I get back?”

I practically ran out the door. Kids … games
… diapers. Oh, god. Across the street, I spotted Mr. Delaney
pulling into their driveway and the two little girls ran out the
moment his car stopped. Two identical little blondes with hair down
past their shoulders, matching shorts and tops, shrieking with
excitement at seeing their daddy.

The tears really did flow then. I would never
again greet my dad when he got home from work, never eat cookies
baked by my mother rather than a neighbor. I stumbled over a crack
in the sidewalk but caught my balance and turned the corner toward
the park.

Stacy O’Donnell sat in one of the swings,
twirling back and forth by stubbing one sneaker-clad toe into the
sand, then the other. She’d gathered her permed blonde curls into a
clip at the back of her head and changed from jeans to shorts.
She’s so pretty she could fit in with the popular kids, but she
hangs out with me instead. I wiped my eyes during one of her sways
in the opposite direction.

“There was no history handout in Smith’s
today,” she said, “so I brought the one from last week. Guessing
you need to walk back in the house with something in your
hands.”

She gave me a firm stare as she handed over
the sheet of paper. “What’s up?”

I flopped onto the swing beside hers. “She
decorated my room in pink—pink! And she made chocolate chip
cookies.”

“Wow—that’s abusive, if you ask me.”

“I know. She’s not doing anything wrong.
She’s doing everything right. So right that it sucks. Ron
tells me I’d better be grateful every single day. I could have been
put in foster care when Mother and Dad—” I dipped my head so my
hair would hide my face.

Stacy put her hand on my arm. “Well, you
know, with one brother in college and the other living in a dumpy
apartment, you wouldn’t exactly be able to live with either of
them. You’ve made it through more than a year with your Gram,
Charlie. Only a couple more …”

I nodded and sniffed loudly, wishing I’d put
some tissues in my pockets.

“Hey, have you read the latest Mary Higgins
Clark? I read under the covers last night until my little
book-light battery went out. It’s so spooky.”

I shook my head.

“I’ll give you my copy when I’m done.” She
pushed off with her toe again. “Maybe you can come sleep over
Friday night?”

I nodded with a flicker of enthusiasm.
Stacy’s mom wasn’t as cool as the ones you saw on TV but at least
she wasn’t a million years old.

“Gram’s set me up with a babysitting job this
afternoon. Twins. I get these little hints she thinks she’s
preparing me for life as a wife and mother. All this cookie-baking
and everything.”

“I think having kids would be fun—someday.
Not ’til way after college though.”

I pictured the toddler twins across the
street. Nuh-uh. That was a long way off for me.


Chapter 4

 


I rechecked the figures I’d entered into my
tax preparation program. Something wasn’t making sense and it had
to be my mistake—after all, these programmers guaranteed the math
would be correct. I went through it again but the problem with
scrolling up and down the computer screen was that I began to lose
track of my place—which line on which form. I took a deep
breath.

Babysitting the twin girls hadn't been
so awful, I thought, in retrospect. They were cute kids and
well behaved, as I remembered. Gram had handled most of the actual
work and I mostly watched them play with a plastic toy where they
were supposed to press buttons and cause plastic animals to make
squawking sounds. The problem-causer in the room had been me.

I flushed with embarrassment at how rude I’d
been to Elsa in those years. She’s such a sweetheart and was so
kind and self-sacrificing for me, and all I could do was find
fault. Over the years, I’ve apologized for my behavior back then,
but my conscience still niggles at me whenever a scene from the
past comes back. How could I have thrown a fit over a pink bedroom?
Elsa and I have laughed over that one.

The stupid tax return still didn’t make
sense. I decided I needed to get some distance and look at it
later. I printed the forms and jammed them into a folder. Freckles
popped up out of a dead sleep the moment I switched off my
computer, recognizing the signal for going home. Going home meant
having dinner and, to a dog, any meal is cause for celebration.

Downstairs, Sally’s desk sat neat and empty.
I’d not heard her leave, nor had I remembered Ron saying goodbye,
but by the hollow sound in the office I knew he’d gone for the day.
I switched off the few remaining lights and paused in the kitchen
to load the coffee maker for tomorrow morning. Those chores done, I
opened the back door and raced Freckles for the Jeep. She won. She
always wins.

My once-pristine Cherokee was showing her
age, victim of a few mishaps during some of my cases—a small dent
here, a long scratch there. Although Drake and I are fairly caring
about our vehicles, dogs are less cautious and the interior had
definitely seen better days, I thought, as I tossed the file of tax
papers onto the front passenger seat after letting Freckles into
the back. Still, I love the old girl. I slid into my well-worn seat
and started the engine.

The afternoon air held a hint of the chill
that would descend when the sun went down, but for now it was
lovely out—a deep blue sky, abundant sunshine and barely a breeze.
I powered all four windows partway down and let the dog stick her
nose out to enjoy whatever array of scents she could pick up.

We covered the few miles home in under ten
minutes, while I thought ahead to dinner. Drake had taken steaks
out of the freezer this morning, which meant baked potatoes and a
salad to go along. He’s a master at salads and at the grill, so it
left me with only one duty: placing two potatoes in the microwave
and pressing the button. I can handle that.

I turned onto our quiet residential street,
my Jeep knowing the turns all on its own. Ahead, a flash of red
caught my eye, a Corvette in a driveway across the street. One of
the Delaney twins was walking toward it and she must have hit her
key fob button to unlock the car. She didn’t look up, concentrating
on something in her hands—a smartphone, no doubt.

Another blast from the past hit me then,
memories of my irritation with Elsa’s having only one telephone in
her house. Even in our own home, there were several extensions;
none of us had cell phones in those days. The idea of a teenager
with a telephone she could carry absolutely anywhere might have
intrigued my father but would have scared my mother to pieces.

I chuckled at the thought as I pulled into my
driveway and parked beside Drake’s truck. Behind me, the red
Corvette roared past. I let Freckles out of the back seat and put a
protective hand on her, although the sports car had now turned at
the corner. I wondered if I should say something to the girls, warn
them about driving so fast on a quiet street where pets and kids
could dash out. Sheesh—maybe I was becoming my father.

In the kitchen, Drake was already working his
magic with salad ingredients at the cutting board.

“Hey you,” he said, leaning backward to
accept the kiss I delivered. “I thought I’d get an early start on
this, so we’ll have time to sit out under the gazebo a little while
before it turns too chilly.”

A bottle of merlot already sat open at the
end of the counter and two filets were seasoned and waiting in the
fridge.

“Did I ever tell you, you’re the best?”

“You could say it again if you want.”

Instead, I kissed the back of his neck.

“You brought work home?” he asked, with a nod
toward the folder in my hand.

“Ugh, tax stuff. I only have a couple more
days to finish this. I’ll take a look at it after I’m filled with a
fabulous dinner, although I’ll feel too wiped out to think about
details.”

“Makes perfect sense to me,” he said with a
laugh.

The mention of work reminded me of Ron’s
newest case.

“Have you ever heard of a company called
Innocent Times?” I asked as I took two potatoes from the wire
basket in the pantry.

“I haven’t, but the name makes it sound like
something not quite so innocent.”

“Funny you should pick up on that. Ron says
it’s what is known as an alibi company. They’re in business to
provide alibis for people who don’t want someone to know where
they’ve really been and what they’ve really been doing.”

“Or who they’ve really been doing?” He
teased with the lightheartedness of someone with a clear
conscience. “I’m only guessing … your brother seems to catch a lot
of those cases.”

“That’s what it is, and the current one
involves somebody with quite a pile of money.”

“Do we know this horrible cad?”

This time I laughed. “Well, we don’t
know he’s a horrible cad, not yet. It’s Bob
Lorrento’s wife who hired us.”

“NFL Bobby Lorrento?”

“Yeah, but you cannot say anything, okay? We
don’t know for sure.”

“It won’t take long to find out,” Drake said.
“He’s got a reputation as a womanizer. I doubt the news would
surprise anyone.”

“You do know that I would murder you if you
ever did that,” I said with a wink.

“And I would deserve it.”

He put the salad bowl into the fridge,
pressed the microwave button for the potatoes, and turned to take
me into his arms. Nuzzling my neck, he murmured, “I will never,
ever, ever hurt you, Charlie. You are the most important person in
the world to me.”

Somehow, we forgot about the wine and the
gazebo after that, and it was nearly eight p.m. before the steaks
went on the grill and we sat down to a very, very satisfying
dinner.


Chapter 5

 


Two days later, I dropped three fat envelopes
through the mail slot at the main post office and walked out of
there, carefree as a three-year-old. Tax season—done. Yeah, I know,
it’s a weird kind of euphoria, something only an accountant can
appreciate. I felt like celebrating.

Drake had rushed to the airport this morning
to meet with some people from National Geographic about a photo
shoot. I supposed I would get the details when the meeting was
finished. Ron had said he was going to call Innocent Times and
pretend to be a potential client to find out how their services
worked. I promised to tell Victoria what he was up to and he threw
a pad of sticky-notes at me.

Now, I stood beside my Jeep in the post
office parking lot trying to decide what to do with my newfound
freedom. The choices were many: I could go to the office and catch
up on RJP billing and other tasks I’d not done in weeks; at home
the roses still needed pruning and the lawn should be fertilized.
Elsa’s busyness in her own yard reminded me I’d left several things
half-finished in ours. A car waiting for a parking slot tooted at
me, bringing me back to the fact I was uselessly taking up space
woolgathering. I got in the Jeep, started the engine and backed
out.

A block away, before I had to make the choice
to turn left or right at Central, my phone chimed. Drake. I swung
into a gas station lot and picked it up.

“Hey,” he said, “you in the middle of
anything?”

“Happily, I’m not.”

“If you want to fly along, I’m taking a
photographer for a little jaunt over the mountains. He claims
there’s an old mining camp up there and he’s doing a story on such
things.”

Mining camps in the mountains reminded me of
the job we’d taken last summer in Alaska, one that unearthed some
tragic old secrets, and I almost declined. But here I sat with a
beautiful spring day at my disposal and my husband inviting me to
spend it with him.

“We’ll pull pitch in about twenty minutes,
and you can ride along if you’re here,” he said.

My decision was made. I told him I’d come,
then took the on-ramp to I-40 and raced westward toward Double
Eagle airport as fast as my Jeep and the moderate traffic allowed.
Precisely nineteen minutes later I whipped into a parking spot and
waved at him through the mesh fence. His blue and white helicopter
sat on the skirt outside one of the maintenance hangars.

Watching Drake in his khaki green flight suit
and leather bomber jacket, I was struck with a hundred memories of
days like this—my handsome pilot doing the thing he did so
proficiently. Love welled up in my heart. My favorite times were
when it was just the two of us, on our way to or from a job,
sometimes he would be at the controls, sometimes I took them. The
presence of a man with a large camera bag slung over his shoulder
reminded me we had company today.

I walked through the fixed base operator’s
office, said hi to Jimmy at the counter and joined Drake as he was
helping his customer with the seatbelt on the passenger side. A
quick introduction—the guy’s name was Michael-something. I hopped
into the back and settled in. While the rotors spun up, Drake gave
the standard safety briefing, the stuff about doors and windows and
not touching anything. Within a few minutes we were skirting the
northern edge of the city toward the Sandia Mountains.

I hiked these mountains a lot in my teens and
early twenties, but there are still a zillion places I’ve never
seen. For our purposes today, Michael wanted a general view of the
area. I supposed his photographer eye would know what he wanted
when he saw it. Drake and I chatted as we crossed I-25, skirted a
couple of the Indian pueblos and followed Highway 14 past the tiny
town of Los Cerrillos.

“What’s that place?” Michael asked, pointing
at something to the south.

From my seat behind him I couldn’t yet see
it, but Drake circled and a little cabin came into view. Made of
rough lumber, it had once sported a coat of white paint but most of
that had flaked away. I spotted a woman’s touch—red-checked
curtains at the two windows, a wooden flower box on the tiny
covered porch. An outhouse sat a few yards behind. The one thing I
didn’t see was a road leading to it.

“Can we land there?” the customer asked.

I was kind of wondering the same thing. For
some reason, the place caught my fancy.

Drake brought the aircraft to a hover and
looked around. The ground was barren and rocky but for a bunch of
cottonwood trees near the little house. As we came in low, it
became evident a dry arroyo ran through and there must still be
enough underground water to keep those trees alive. There was a
fairly level spot about fifty yards behind the cabin and he set us
down there.

“I’d like to spend a little time, if that’s
okay,” said Michael. “That bluff on the northern horizon is
magnificent but the light isn’t quite there yet. If we hang out a
half-hour or so, the shadows will catch those tiny crevices …”

His eye was far better than mine—I had no
idea how he envisioned the high dirt ridge in that way. Drake shut
down and we all got out. Michael immediately began roaming.

“Keep an eye out for snakes,” Drake called
out to him.

“Really?” I scanned the ground nervously.

“I have no idea. Better safe than sorry.
Can’t have a big magazine suing me for bringing their guy out to a
dangerous place.” He took a deep breath and looked around. “Wow.
Listen to the quiet.”

It’s one of those things you don’t hear when
you live in a city. Even in a secluded neighborhood like ours
there’s always noise—the distant roar of traffic on the freeway, a
car starting up somewhere, someone’s TV through an open window.

“My place in Hawaii would be like this
sometimes,” he said. “I’d get up around dawn and sit outside with
my coffee, and the only thing I would hear would be a rooster
crowing now and then. Even that didn’t last long, once people got
up and headed for work.”

I stood still and really listened. Michael’s
footsteps on the rocky ground made an occasional crunch-crunch.
When he stopped, out of our sight beyond the dip of the arroyo, it
was as if Drake and I were truly the only ones on the planet.

“Someone else loved it out here,” I said,
pointing to the cabin. I would have felt guilty, intruding on their
idyllic location, but the place had clearly been abandoned. From
the look of it, decades ago. “There’s no road. How do you suppose
they came and went?”

“There was a skinny little track down there.”
He pointed downhill. “It’s probably washed out now and I have no
idea what it connected to. We must be nearly a mile off the nearest
road.”

“Look at this place, hon,” I said, facing the
cabin.

For its age, the small building was in
remarkably good condition. No doubt its distance from civilization
played a part. No squatters or vandals would make the trek out
here. Our high desert climate, with dry air and a cold enough
winter to discourage termites, was most certainly another
factor.

I could picture an old miner having built the
place, catering to his wife’s desires for something sturdy where
she could cozy up and create a home. But that wasn’t quite the
whole story, either. The nearest mineshaft we’d seen was miles
away, not exactly an arrangement conducive to a guy heading off to
work each day and coming home every night. There was more to it. I
squinted my eyes and envisioned the little house with its white
paint fresh and bright and maybe some red trim around the window
frames. I skimmed past the outhouse. I’d managed those fine when I
was a kid out camping, but I’ve come to enjoy the finer points of
indoor plumbing in recent years.

Drake had circled the structure. “You know,
it’s not in bad shape at all. There’s a back door with no curtain
over the window. The kitchen has a woodstove and I have no idea
what they did for refrigeration. Nobody’s touched it, though
there’s a double bed in there with a decent quilt on it.”

“If the bedding hasn’t been shredded by mice,
the house must be incredibly tightly built.”

“Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” He
raised his eyebrows.

In recent months, we’d had several
conversations about buying a weekend place somewhere. With
commitments to two businesses, there’s seldom time for us to go
away on cruises or take typical vacations. We’d discussed a couple
of ski areas in the northern part of the state—Taos, where we spent
our honeymoon, is incredibly beautiful and less than three hours
away. But this place … it was fifteen minutes by air and absolutely
no one was going to come around.

I looked at it with a fresh eye. The outhouse
was the first thing to catch my attention. “I don’t know …”

An exclamation from Drake’s client caught our
attention. When we looked toward the bluff where the photographer
had headed, I saw what he’d been talking about. The sun struck the
tan earth now, bringing out incredible peachy tones and
highlighting every fissure and boulder. My breath caught in my
chest and all at once I could see myself spending time out
here.


Chapter 6

 


Drake and I sat on the cabin’s wooden porch
while the photographer snapped away. He’d brought three cameras, we
discovered, so he kept plenty busy while we talked.

“You know,” Drake said, “a wraparound porch
would make this even better. We would set a couple of chairs facing
that bluff.”

“We don’t know who owns it or if it’s even
for sale,” I countered, not wanting to get attached.

“I think my carpentry skills are up to
it.”

“Getting confident after building the gazebo,
huh?”

“Think how great it would be to come out here
anytime we want. With the aircraft, we’d just hop in and go back to
town if a job comes up …”

“And the bathroom is an outhouse …”

“You could get new curtains and all that
girly stuff …”

Michael was coming up the arroyo, one camera
on a strap around his neck, the others stashed in the bag
again.

“Lots to talk about later,” Drake said to me,
extending a hand to pull me to my feet.

“Wow—this view will make a perfect backdrop
for the story,” Michael said, breathing a little hard in the high,
thin air. “Now, what were you saying about a mining town up the
way? I’d like to get some shots there, as well.”

An hour later, we’d covered a lot of ground
and the man had taken a lot of pictures, ending with shots
of the mine shafts near Madrid (which the locals pronounce
Mad-rid).

Way, way back in history there were coal
mining operations up here. The town was abandoned for a long time
until modern-day artists discovered it and revamped the old houses
and buildings to create a funky little touristy place to visit on
weekends. Dressed up, Madrid had even starred in a movie or
two.

Drake set the helicopter down near the
ballpark, which in the town’s heyday in the 1920s was the first
field west of the Mississippi with electric lights and a
scoreboard. Babe Ruth even played here—or so the legend goes. The
other thing the little burg was known for back in the day was its
annual display of Christmas lights with scenes covering the nearby
hills and attracting families from Albuquerque who made the
two-hour drive to get here by road.

These days, there are dozens of artsy shops
and—we hoped—someplace good for lunch. A stroll into the heart of
town told us immediately there was some kind of event going on. A
food and wine festival, it seemed. I discovered I was up for
both.

Michael took off on foot to see what
picturesque delights he could capture. He said he’d be back within
an hour, but since Drake was on the clock we didn’t care if he took
all day. The arrangement of booths seemed to run along the lines
of: a wine, a food, an art or craft, a wine, a craft, another wine.
New Mexico is known for some excellent wineries and this little
event was here to showcase them.

First, I wanted food. The smell of barbeque
wafted toward me; I took Drake’s hand and pulled him along as I
followed the scent like a hopeful puppy. Not that he needed much
persuading.

“Hey,” he said, stopping under a shady elm
tree, “isn’t that your guy?”

Utter confusion on my part.

“Bobby Lorrento, the one Ron’s tracking. Over
by that wine booth with the chile ristras hanging on it.”

I followed his gaze in time to see a large
white guy pull a petite, dark-haired woman into an embrace. They
had stepped out of the traffic path and were indulging in a kiss. A
long kiss.

I had to admit I didn’t watch enough football
to recognize the players in their uniforms, on the field, much less
out in the civilian world, but Drake seemed fairly certain.

“It’s him. He hired me once to fly him around
a ranch property up near Pecos.”

Why hadn’t he told me this a week ago? “Did
the woman go along too?”

“Not that one. The lady I met was taller and
blonde and was introduced as his wife, Marcie.”

I glanced back over at the lovebirds. Where
was our photographer when we needed him? I reached for my phone in
my jeans pocket, but even zooming it to its max, I knew the photo I
shot would be an unrecognizable
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