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Chapter 1

 


Drake’s voice came through my headset.
“You’re less than fifty feet above treetop,” he cautioned.

“I know,” I said. “I’m setting up for the
L.Z. at my ten o’clock.” I continued easing left pedal and watching
my airspeed. Keeping an eye on the tiny field less than a quarter
mile ahead of the Eurocopter A-Star I was flying today.

“Watch it, watch it.”

“I am watching it,” I snapped. Even
though I had less than a hundred hours in this aircraft, he didn’t
need to coach me through every single step, for god’s sake.

My eyes scanned the instruments. Normal,
normal … oh, no. The rotor RPM had dropped below the red line so
fast I’d not noticed. The low rotor horn suddenly blared, right
beside my head. I jammed the collective down as fast as I could. It
helped a little but the RPM continued to decay.

“Drake!” I felt the scream rise in my
throat.

“Flare!”

“Yes! I’m starting to. I am
flaring!”

Outside the windows, treetops flashed by. My
heart pounded and my palms felt like glazed ice cubes.

“Bring the nose up more!” he yelled.

I yanked the cyclic back and the nose came
up.

“I’ve lost the engine,” I screamed. “I’ve got
no engine RPM. Engine horn is on!”

“You’re going in.”

The ground rose sickeningly. There was a
shudder as the rotor blades struck trees. The cyclic jerked in my
hand. I could feel my eyes grow wide as the earth came toward me,
little details like pebbles and wildflowers coming into sharp
focus, then blurring. I pulled up on the collective for all it was
worth. I squeezed my eyes shut, waiting for the impact.

An electronic boom caused me to open them
again and the screen in front of me was now solid blue. YOU
CRASHED. The words in bright white on the simulator screen slammed
my ego. A crash—even a simulated one—the worst thing a pilot could
experience. My pent-up breath rushed out.

My husband stuck his head in through the
cabin door, a grim little smile on his face. “It worked.”

I took three more breaths. “Yeah, it sure
did.”

“This gives me the evidence I need.” He
reached over to unfasten my harness and realized I was shaking.
“Hon, you did exactly what you should have, exactly what even an
experienced pilot like Mike Walters would have done. I’m proud of
you.”

Tears welled but I blinked them back.
“Really?”

“You helped make my case for me.” He offered
a hand to help me out of the simulator cockpit.

I stepped out and gave him a gentle jab to
the ribs. “Next time, you’re the pilot who crashes and I’m the one
who gets to loosen the thingamajig and cause your engine to
fail.”

“Deal.” He kissed me solidly. “Let’s go check
out that wine festival now.”

 


 


Two hours later, Drake and I were finally
relaxing, having snagged a table at one of the more popular
wine-tasting events in the city. Although this morning’s crash had
not been real, the adrenalin charge certainly was. I willed the
tightness from my shoulders and put my feet up on an adjoining
empty chair, a glass of pinot noir nearby.

I took a deep breath of September. I love the
crisp air, the late-blooming roses, the purple and gold
chrysanthemums, the way the State of New Mexico celebrates with
cultural and festive events. We seem to pack a lot of art shows in
alongside the State Fair and Balloon Fiesta. We’re reveling in cool
mornings and glowing afternoons, when you can drive up to the
mountains to witness the turning leaves and come back to the city
by mid-afternoon to sit at an outdoor café with the sun warming
your back.

So much had happened to us in the past
year—we’d thought we might become parents, only to have that
possibility taken away; I’d gone through a blue winter, guilting
over my role in the loss. Our chance at a getaway vacation for two
last spring had somehow morphed into my taking a new case in the
northern part of the state while Drake rushed off to start an early
fire season with his helicopter business. The summer brought so
much flight work we could hardly keep up with it; after several
years of drought the state had become a tinderbox and Drake
continually stayed busy with one fire contract after the other. I’d
gone along on a few of the jobs, getting additional qualifications
for flying difficult water bucket drops and a bit of long-line
work. But those weeks and months didn’t exactly provide quality
time as a couple. Bone tired and caked with soot at the end of each
day, we were doing well to manage a quick shower and goodnight kiss
before dropping off into exhausted slumber.

I looked over at Drake and noticed the strain
around his eyes. This crash investigation has turned into more than
he bargained for. But he’s coping.

He reached for my hand and gave it a squeeze.
When our eyes met, I knew that he’d divined all the thoughts that
had just run through my head. “It’s okay,” he said. “We’ll get past
the bad stuff. I’ll take some time off this winter. Promise.”

I blinked a couple of times, smiled and
stroked his jaw. “I know.”

“We’re going to make the most of that second
honeymoon,” he promised, referring to an upcoming trip we’d booked
to Kauai for November.

A flash vision of some of the moments from
our first honeymoon zipped through my head. I couldn’t help sending
him a rather naughty grin.

“Charlie! Hey, Charlie!” A female voice
grabbed my attention and I stood up and turned around.

“Linda—wow, imagine the odds of running into
someone you know in this mob.” We hugged. I reintroduced Drake to
Linda Casper, my close friend since elementary school, now also my
physician. He offered to get Linda a glass of wine, princely guy
that he is, and she accepted. I think he simply found standing in
line preferable to listening to ten minutes of girl-babble.

“I was planning to call you the minute I got
home,” Linda said after he’d gone.

“We’re due for our monthly lunch, aren’t we?”
Considering I’d skipped them the past two months, I should have
been the one calling her. “I’ve gotta tell you about the summer and
gosh it seems like there’s tons to catch up on.”

“How about if we take a whole week to do just
that? This week?” Her blond curls bounced when she talked and the
blue eyes held the same sparkle as when we’d met in the fifth
grade. She was still a full six inches shorter than I, her growth
having moved in an outward rather than upward direction. Today she
wore pink, a summer flowered top and capris that showed off the
curve of her calves.

In college, our paths had diverged with mine
going toward accounting and a CPA certificate, while she finished
med school in record time and started her own practice a few years
ago. Our schedules were equally erratic and it was rare that we
found more than an hour at a time for each other.

“A week? What’ve you got in mind?” My mind
flashed back over the promises I’d made to my brother Ron about
spending some time at RJP, the investigation business we own
together. But with Drake leaving tomorrow for a Fish and Game job
the prospect of sitting home alone every evening wasn’t all that
appealing.

“How about a week at the plushest spa in
Santa Fe …” she paused for effect. “Huge rooms with views toward
the ski slopes, meals by a staff of gourmet chefs, massages every
day, yoga classes, peace and quiet.”

“What’s the catch?” Something this good
always has a catch.

“Okay, honestly?” She fiddled with the clasp
on her watchband. “Alex was going with me but he got an emergency
call from the folks back home and had to cancel.” Freckles popped
through her light makeup; it happens when she’s embarrassed. “I
didn’t mean to make it sound like you were second choice …”

“But I am.” I laughed. “So? Since when has
that ever mattered between us? I’ve cancelled lunch with you a
dozen times since Drake came along. It took both of us forever to
meet our Mr. Rights, so we adjust, right?”

“Well, it’s not just a trip purely for
pampering. That’s the other thing.” She fidgeted with the watch
again.

“Uh-oh. What other thing?”

“I’m taking classes in Eastern medicine.” She
held up one hand. “No kidding—it’s really fascinating. Makes so
much more sense than a lot of the stuff we learn in traditional
Western medicine. I’ve been studying quite a lot and I want to
learn more about it, see if I can incorporate some of these ideas
about diet and treatments with my current patients.”

“And I figure into this, how?”

“Alex and I had planned to each attend some
of the sessions, then share notes afterward. He wants to put it to
use in his practice, too.”

“Oh, Linda, I’m not qualified. I wouldn’t
know what they were talking about when it comes to anything
medical.”

“Yeah, you will.” The blue eyes sparkled
again. “I’ve looked through the course schedule. Anyone can attend
the basic classes in nutrition and meditation. And there’s a lot of
philosophy. I think you’ll love those. I’ll take the sessions for
medical professionals. Mainly, I need someone to pick up the
handouts and take notes, get the materials that each instructor
provides—two copies, if possible. Please, Charlie.”

“And the massages—”

“Every day. Different techniques for
different conditions, so of course I’ll need you to experience each
one and report to me. All the spa facilities are open to attendees,
so … mineral baths, hot tubs, lounge chairs around a pool …”

“Wow, you make it sound pretty tough.” I had
to laugh at her sales pitch. “It’s this week, though?”

“Sunday evening, a reception. Monday morning,
the classes start. I know, it’s short notice and I’m really sorry.
But you’d really be helping me out.”

Drake walked up with two new glasses of wine.
He gave Linda one and lifted the other, indicating it was for me.
She quickly filled him in on her request.

He glanced at me, gauging my enthusiasm for
it. “Whatever you want,” he said. “I’ll have to stay over at the
jobsite, anyway, the government being too cheap to pay ferry time
for me to fly home and back each day.”

“I’ll need to clear a few things at the
office with Ron, but if you don’t mind my not being at home …” I
knew better. Drake’s always good with nearly anything I want to
do.

“Let me just—” I pulled my cell phone out of
my jacket pocket and punched in Ron’s cell number. It rang four
times before his voice came on.

“One second, please,” he said. I heard
fumbling and kid voices in the background. A full minute went by.
“Thanks for holding. Ron Parker here.”

“Did I catch you in bad traffic?” I asked. He
and his new lady, Victoria, had taken his three boys to the State
Fair and I’d teased him about how much fun they would have eating a
ton of junk food and riding the carnival rides until they puked.
And if Ron didn’t go quite that far, it was a cinch one of the boys
would.

“Uh, no, we got out of the fairgrounds okay.
We’re pulled over at a gas station on Lomas.”

I didn’t want to visualize what was going on,
but I knew it involved one of the kids in the bathroom. “Okay, I
won’t keep you long. Just wanted to let you know that something’s
come up and I’m planning to go to Santa Fe for a few days. You’ve
got the situation with Graham and Valdez under control at this
point, don’t you?” Our wrongful-death helicopter case.

“Charlie, what is it this time?” he demanded.
“You’re always roaring off somewhere!”

“Excuse me?” I turned away from Linda and
Drake and walked toward the back of a vendor tent. “What—”

“You know what I mean. We’re partners. And
you’re always finding something to do outside the office.”

A grain of truth in that, but where on earth
did this outburst come from? “Ron, that’s ridic—”

He cut me off. “No, it’s not. Between
helicopter jobs with Drake and whatever other fun things you come
up with …”

“Fun? I’m usually snagged into doing things
that bring money into this company. I lost—” My throat
tightened.

Silence on his end.

I took a deep breath. “Ron, despite all this
goofing off you think I’m doing I haven’t missed a payroll,
I’ve never been late with a tax return or any other stupid-ass
government report that’s been required of me.” I straightened my
shoulders. “I’ll be in the office this evening. I’ll be there
tomorrow. I don’t need to be in Santa Fe until Monday morning. But
you’ll have to plan on my being gone for the week. I’ll have my
cell if there’s a real reason to reach me.”

“Fine. Oh, great—Jason! Get …” His voice
trailed off and I lost the connection.

I waited a minute to see if he would call
back then dropped the silent phone into my pocket. I was not
going to beg his permission to take a personal week off.

“All set.” I walked back to Linda. “I better
plan to take my own car, just in case something drastic happens.” I
didn’t elaborate and she didn’t seem to notice. Drake, on the other
hand, gave me a quizzical look.

Linda beamed. “Thanks, Charlie. This is gonna
be so much fun!” Her dimples went deep. “Here’s a map to Casa de
Tranquilidad. I’ve already switched the room from a king bed to two
doubles, so that’s set. I’m driving up this afternoon to get a head
start, but you come along whenever.” She gave a little wiggle, her
bosomy chest shaking like a gelatin mold. “Gotta go pack. I’m
really looking forward to this!” She drained her glass and
practically skipped as she headed out of the park.

Drake smiled. “She’s got the enthusiasm of a
cheerleader, doesn’t she?”

“Used to be one, in junior high.”

He gave me another close look. “Problem with
Ron?”

“It’ll be okay.” I sipped from the glass he’d
handed me. “You sure you don’t mind my going off for a week?”

“To Santa Fe? Heck no. In fact, since I’ll be
working up there in the Pecos area, maybe we can both break away
and meet somewhere for dinner in town.”

We finished our wine and decided we better
get home and pack for our respective journeys. Something about the
way his eyes gleamed told me that we were going to make the most of
our last night at home.


Chapter 2

 


Eager as we were to get home, I convinced
Drake to stop by my office at RJP Investigations on the way. I’d
left some of the files for the Graham and Valdez case, Walters
et al versus Starland Helicopter Manufacturing and S-Jet
Engines, on my desk and decided it would be safer if I put them
in the locked file cabinet. Ron’s and my little business enterprise
is located in a converted Victorian house in what’s now a
combination residential/office neighborhood near downtown. Although
we’ve never had a security problem, I’ve always taken reasonable
precautions about leaving sensitive information out in plain sight.
I’d originally planned to come back here this evening to organize
paperwork, and type up some of Ron’s notes. Considering his
attitude today, I decided screw him. I’d rather spend the evening
with Drake. I would get him on his way in the early morning, then I
could come back to the office to wrap up a few things Sunday
morning and leave for Santa Fe when I was finished.

“Do you want to look over the file on the
engine data?” I asked Drake as we climbed the stairs to my second
floor office.

I didn’t hear his response as I hit the light
switch and I turned to look at him. He shook his head. “Not
now.”

“Sorry. I know this is hard for you.”

“It’s just that Mike Walters and I worked
together several fire seasons. He was a good pilot. I can’t stand
the idea that all these lawyers are trying to place blame with him,
and I just can’t believe the accident was his fault.”

“I know. And it wasn’t. Didn’t our simulated
crash this morning prove mechanical failure? Isn’t that enough to
clear him?” I sat down at my desk, opened the file and picked up
the printout of our test data. “Or almost enough?”

“What we did today proves that a loose nut
would cause that particular engine failure. I still have to prove
that exact nut failed in this accident.” And Ron
continued to put pressure on Drake to hurry the investigation.

I watched his profile and saw the jaw muscle
flexing. This was the first instance where the firm’s work had
caused friction between my husband and my brother. “It’s okay.
Let’s put this out of our minds and deal with it later.”

After a minute or so he blew out a long
breath. The jaw muscle relaxed and his military-sharp posture
loosened up.

“Look, there’s nothing here I can’t do
tomorrow morning.” I said. “Let’s grab some dinner.” I gathered the
folders quickly and took them to the fireproof file cabinet in
Ron’s office.

“Pedro’s?” I asked, knowing he’d hear the
hopeful tone.

“Sure.”

A couple minutes later I’d locked the drawers
and switched out the light.

Drake rubbed the back of my neck as we walked
down the hall toward the kitchen together, a silent apology for his
testy attitude earlier. I slipped my arm around his waist and
pulled closer to him.

We locked the back door and drove in Drake’s
pickup truck the few blocks to Pedro’s Mexican restaurant near Old
Town. By the time we walked in and got our first whiff of green
chile and tortilla chips, the earlier conversation had receded to
the back of my mind. When Pedro brought our customary margaritas
with extra salt, my stomach began to growl.

“No Rusty tonight?” Concha, Pedro’s wife,
waitress and chief cook, asked as she set plates of steaming green
chile chicken enchiladas in front of us.

Our rust-brown Lab is a fixture here, as much
as we are. He normally takes a spot in the corner beside our table
and manages to catch any loose, unwanted tortilla chips that fall
his way. Pedro always brings a heaping basket of them, just to
cover that situation.

“No, we’ve been out all day. He would have
gotten bored at the wine festival, I’m afraid,” I told her. “But
he’ll be jealous that we came here without him.” I knew we’d get a
huge sniff-over from the dog the minute we walked in the house and
he’d know exactly where we’d been.

She set the hot plates down and scanned the
table. “Just a minute.”

About the time I’d blown the steam off my
first bite and put it into my mouth she came back with a basket of
fresh sopapillas—three of them. “Here’s a spare napkin. Take Rusty
one of these and the extra chips. So he won’t be angry with
me.”

Drake laughed as she walked away. “Good thing
that dog isn’t spoiled.”

I pulled one corner off my little
pillow-shaped pastry and let the steam billow out. As I poured
honey into the hollow interior I told Drake, “Well, I’m not
performing this part of the routine for the dog. Can you imagine
what a mess he’d make? He’ll just have to eat his sopa without the
sweet.”

Thirty minutes later we made our way to the
truck, carrying our little bundle of doggie goodies. An hour after
that, with two duffle bags packed and waiting near the front door,
we fell into bed. Drake reached for me hungrily.

“I hate time apart,” he said, nuzzling into
my neck.

We spent the next forty-five minutes
relieving that sadness before we fell into a deep sleep. The alarm
went off way too quickly as the first light of Sunday’s dawn began
to gray the windows. I rolled over, planning to snuggle into
Drake’s warmth, only to find that he was already wide awake staring
at the ceiling. My little whimpery sounds got his attention and he
pulled his hands out from behind his head and wrapped me in a cozy
embrace. That lasted about three minutes before I could tell he was
antsy to get moving. First day of a new job.

We grabbed a quick breakfast of cereal and I
stuck the bowls in the dishwasher while he walked Rusty over to
Elsa Higgins’s house next door. Bless her heart, she’s always a
willing sitter even on a moment’s notice. When I’d called her as we
were leaving the wine festival she’d even offered to come over and
pick up the pooch right then. I felt guilty that my requests had
become so routine that she assumed the need was immediate. I vowed
to bring her something from Santa Fe and to manage to spend more
time with her. Our times together are becoming precious, as she is
approaching ninety. She’s an amazing lady, putting up with me all
these years, and now caring for my dog as well.

Drake came back with a baggie full of
homemade chocolate chip cookies, picked up his duffle, and we both
walked out to our vehicles. He watched me as I started my Jeep,
asked me if I’d checked the oil and topped off with fuel (the
answer to both of these was that I was going to stop at the first
station I came to), then he kissed me so well that I wanted to
switch off the engine and take my husband and our bags back inside.
With a reluctant smile I backed out of the driveway and watched him
do the same. He turned left at Central, heading out to the airport
on the west side of town, while I aimed for that promised gas
station. I even remembered to check my tires’ air pressure while I
was at it. Marriage to a pilot. He’d done a good job of training me
in the wisdom of being prepared.

At the office I pulled out the files on the
crash case and reread the notes. I felt a pang of sadness that
Drake and Ron were at odds over the case. More so that I’d had
words with my brother yesterday. Normally, we work together really
well. I pushed the thoughts aside, resolving to keep doing my best
for the business, but not to let Ron’s wishes take over my life.
He’s got his own set of problems.

Turning back to the file I saw that, in a
phone message from Graham and Valdez, Rick Valdez had requested
copies of several of the documents Ron had obtained, along with
Drake’s informal notes. Soon, Drake would be required to give an
official deposition—something he was looking forward to like a case
of the flu—but for now Valdez simply wanted to review the initial
findings. I stacked the pages and started the fax machine. Once
they’d gone through I re-inserted them into the files in the
correct order and noted the date and time the faxed pages had been
sent.

I typed letters to a couple of other
important clients, paid some upcoming bills and entered monthly
statements into the computer before I realized that most of the day
had slipped away and I really ought to be heading north. I locked
the files away again, making sure to leave Ron one of our loosely
coded messages telling him what I’d done with them. I scanned the
rest of the office to be sure I hadn’t left anything terribly
crucial undone. I couldn’t imagine having a whole week—especially
spur of the moment as it was—to myself. There was always some
little crisis that brought me back into the office but I would
leave things in good shape for now.

Downstairs, in the reception room, I left my
outgoing mail and jotted a note for Sally including the name of
Casa Tranquilidad and the central phone number, just in case my
cell didn’t quite connect there in the mountains. I also reminded
her that Ron had an optometry appointment mid-week and that he
probably wouldn’t go unless someone nudged him. Sometimes I feel
like everyone’s mom.

I snacked on a granola bar that had probably
been in the console of my car for at least six months and managed
to hit a bunch of the weekend traffic on I-25 heading toward Santa
Fe. By the time I reached the edge of town I felt more than ready
for some classes on how to relax.


Chapter 3

 


They don’t call Santa Fe the City Different
for no reason. The street layout follows no sort of grid but is
instead a meandering maze of twists and turns that can lead a
driver in circles. I know it’s historic, I know you can’t redesign
a city that’s been around since before 1600, but moving around this
place is a pain in the ass. I absolutely hate getting entangled
anywhere around the plaza or government offices so I took the St.
Francis Road exit and made my way north.

Gradually I left the commercial areas behind,
then the smaller residential streets. Following Linda’s map, I
drove a winding dirt road north of the city, into foothills dotted
with piñon trees and juniper. In the higher elevations near the ski
area, distant aspens had already begun to turn, and their myriad
shades of gold, yellow and celadon painted the hills in a palette
of autumn. The contrast with the pure blue sky felt almost
startling. This is the sky for which the Spanish azul
celeste surely must have been invented. I began to relax at the
sight.

As I rounded the final curve at the top of
the hill, I got glimpses of Casa de Tranquilidad between stands of
piñon and ponderosa pine. A winding adobe structure, it seemed
designed to fit the hills like a boa draping a woman’s shoulders.
Late afternoon sun burnished the various buildings in rose-gold.
The drive was paved in slate tiles, which curved around a circular
entrance and framed a planter of brilliant purple petunias. I
pulled my Jeep to the front entry under a wide, shady portico.

A valet, uniformed in green and gold, met me
and offered to park the car but I told him I’d rather do it myself.
It’s just a quirk of mine. He directed me to a small, discreet lot
on the north side of the building, behind an adobe wall. I grabbed
my duffle bag and walked back to the front of the building.

A woman was pulling two large trays from the
back of a small SUV parked under the portico. The trays, stacked
high with homemade cookies that smelled like they’d come from the
oven minutes earlier, looked like they were about to get the better
of her.

“Can I give you a hand with those?” I asked,
dropping my duffle beside her vehicle.

“Oh, sweetie, you sure can.” She lifted one
tray toward me, leaving the other one balanced a little
precariously on the edge of the vehicle’s cargo space. I reached
out and caught mine just as she had to let it go and make a grab
for the other. “Whoa, that was a little too close.”

We stood there, frozen in a little ‘what’s
next?’ moment in time. I have to admit that it was tempting to make
a run for it, keeping five dozen elegantly decorated butter cookies
all for my very own.

“I’ve got to get these to one of the
conference rooms,” she said. “Could you spare a second out of your
way?”

“Sure.” I followed her lead. We walked
through a lobby filled with heavy, hand-carved furniture and Two
Gray Hills rugs. Enormous arrangements of fresh flowers topped a
table in the center of the room and several side tables. Down a
corridor and past a dining room, doors to a meeting room stood open
and a jacketed waiter was setting up a large coffee service. He
tilted his head toward an empty stretch of table and we deposited
our treasures there.

“Whew! Thanks so much!” The woman turned to
me and held out her hand. “Samantha Sweet.”

I introduced myself. She was a stocky woman
in her late fifties, short graying hair in a shaggy cut, smile
wrinkles at the eyes and mouth. She had that jovial, open
friendliness that reminded me of the actress Kathy Bates.

“I don’t know why I tried to handle both of
those at once. I know better. Just get myself in a hurry
sometimes.”

“Hey, no problem.” We walked back outside
where I retrieved my duffle.

“If you ever need customized, homemade baked
goodies, that’s what I do,” she told me, reaching into the pocket
of her white slacks and pulling out a business card. “Sweet’s
Sweets.” She rummaged into a large paper sack in the car and came
out with a baggie that held four exquisite little cookies. “There
you go—a sample.”

I swear that my salivary glands went into
overdrive just looking at them.

“Thanks, Samantha. Nice meeting you.” Knowing
about this great lady might give me the excuse to hold an office
party at Christmas this year.

She thanked me again and climbed into the
SUV, waving through her open window as she pulled away. I hefted
the duffle again and headed inside.

The front desk was made of golden pine,
topped with hammered copper. An extremely polite young lady greeted
me, tapped my name into the computer and scrunched her eyebrows
slightly.

“I don’t seem to have your reservation, Ms.
Parker,” she said.

“Sorry. I’m rooming with Linda Casper.”

“Ah, yes. Dr. Casper arrived earlier. I have
you in Room 12, a very nice double just beyond the garden.” She
finished clicking the computer keys and shuffling papers then
handed me a tiny folder with a plastic key card in it. “Just out
this way, take a right through those double doors.”

By the time I’d made my way through shady
cloisters beside lush gardens of autumn flowers to Room 12, I was
suitably impressed.

“Hey, you came this afternoon after all!”
Linda greeted me with her usual dimples and a hug.

“Afraid I might not be great company for the
evening,” I said. “It was a very early morning and the traffic up
here was a mess.” I eyed the undisturbed bed on the far side of the
room as I set my bag on the floor beside a desk carved with Mexican
designs. “A quick little nap would feel so good.”

She didn’t pick up on my hint. Just bustled
over to the desk and handed me a folder with an Eastern-looking
emblem on it and the words “Lightness in Living.”

The daylight through our gauzy drapes had
faded to deep lavender and I guessed it must be around six o’clock.
I sat down on the polished cotton spread on my bed and flipped open
the folder.

“Save that,” she said. “Let’s freshen up and
check out the dining room. Bring your folder with you, and later I
can show you around.”

I unpacked my meager wardrobe of jeans,
sweaters, and five sets of clean undies. Linda had told me to
expect casual-comfortable wear, and I’d brought one broomstick
skirt and tunic, in case there was a dress-up dinner at some point.
Unfortunately, I’m not one of those women who’s ready with a chic
outfit for every occasion. If I couldn’t attend a nutrition class
in jeans, well, too bad.

I almost regretted that stance when I saw the
dining room. It was one of those with a black-tie maitre d’, real
linen, and three goblets at each place setting. After I noticed
that most of the other patrons were also dressed very casually I
relaxed a little. The menu was about ninety-percent vegetarian,
with a couple of fish dishes thrown in to pacify us rabid
carnivores. Luckily, I love veggies too and we were both able to
quickly choose dishes that sounded wonderful.

“So, here’s the program schedule,” Linda
said, flipping to a page in the folder. The name badge in mine said
that I was Alex Hudson but Linda told me that would be fixed by
morning. “The inspiration behind the program is Dr. Celeus
Light.”

“Ah—‘Lightness in Living’—catchy.”

She pressed on. “He studied in India under
some of the great maharishis. Apparently, some of his healing
techniques have worked miracles, although he’s been poo-poo’d by
the medical establishment.” She glanced up at me. “That’s one of
the reasons I’m interested in finding out what he has to say. I’d
never admit this to another of my patients but there’s so much in
Western medicine we don’t know. And there are so many procedures we
could be doing but are afraid to because we’re crippled by the
insurance companies. But that’s a major rant that I won’t get
into.” She took a deep drink from her water glass.

The brochure pictured a tall, slender man in
his forties, with dark hair and bronzed skin. He wore some kind of
modified sari with purple and gold trim, making him look like a
cross between Gandhi and Caesar. In the photo he was shown in a
Jesus-like pose with his hand stretched out to a small child. A
real man for all cultures. Despite all the obvious image management
his credentials looked impressive, including degrees from major
universities in both America and England. The testimonials from
doctors and patients alike were glowing.

“Tomorrow starts with an orientation class,”
Linda said. “I think there are only a few doctors attending the
special sessions with Dr. Light. I’m hoping to get some individual
attention and lots of information. At least half the attendees are
people who are here to experience the treatments and work on their
own problems, or so I’m told.” Linda turned to the program
schedule. “Each day starts with a yoga class, then meditation, then
nutrition classes, followed by lunch. In the afternoon you get a
massage or some other spa treatment, philosophy lectures, and group
discussion.”

I sent her the perkiest smile I could manage.
My early awakening, sketchy meals, and the hour-long drive were
taking their toll and for a couple of seconds I wondered what I was
doing here.

Our meals arrived, an artistically arranged
pile of julienne vegetable strips in yellow, green, orange and red
for me. Rice with black beans and glazed carrots for Linda. Pungent
spices wafted upward from the plates and we picked up our forks
without another word. Finishing the meal with ginger tea and an
almond cookie, my energy rebounded. I suggested we check out the
rest of the facility and learn our way around.

Linda glanced at her watch. “Good idea.
There’s a get-acquainted gathering at eight tonight, too.”

She signed the dinner check, waving away my
offer to split it. I glanced at the other diners as we left,
curious as to which might be in our group for the coming week. Out
in the lobby, Linda steered me toward a hallway to our left.

“According to my little map,” she said, “the
classrooms and a library are this way.”

Through a short corridor, a doorway led to a
good-sized vestibule where a reception desk sat with a lamp set to
a dim night-light mode. Across the room, shelves held candles,
incense and decorative bottles of various oils and potions. A
display table contained an impressive array of Dr. Light’s books.
I’d just picked up one entitled Shedding Stress From Your
Life when a voice startled me.

“Are you ladies here for our program?”

I jumped and quickly set the book back in
place.

“Yes, we are,” Linda quickly chimed in. “I’m
Dr. Linda Casper.” She extended her hand. “And this is my
associate, Charlie Parker.”

The woman greeted each of us with a smile and
warm handshake. “I’m Shirley Broussand.” Cinnamon brown hair framed
her face in soft chin-length waves and was scattered with gray
strands. Tiny creases radiated from the corners of her vivid green
eyes. Her skin had that particular gray-tan hue of a long-term
vegetarian and her long, thin face reinforced the fact. She wore a
gauzy skirt and top in a shade of sage that accented her eyes and
brought out the luster in her hair.

“I’m afraid the offices are closed right
now,” she said. “I was just locking up.”

“Oh.” Linda sounded disappointed. “We thought
we’d get a look at the place, so we’d know where we’re going
tomorrow.”

“This is it,” Shirley said. She gestured to
indicate the vestibule. “Nicki will be here in the morning and
she’ll give a quick tour of the facilities. I’d offer now, but I’m
off to get things ready. Are you coming to the gathering tonight?”
When we nodded she smiled. “That’s great—I’ll see you there.”

Subtly, we’d been ushered to an outer door
and found ourselves standing in a beautifully landscaped courtyard.
The evening temperature had dropped about twenty degrees already
and I buttoned my denim jacket.

“So that was Shirley,” Linda mused. “She’s
the one I corresponded with in getting this set up. Funny how phone
impressions never come out right. I’d pictured her as a heels and
business suit type with hair in a French roll.”

We chuckled over that and strolled the
courtyard, discovering that it was flanked by a number of offices
on one side and a low adobe wall on the other. Beyond the adobe
wall the night was pitch black. Knowing that the resort sat at the
top of a hill, I assumed the terrain dropped off and there were
probably fabulous views by daylight. Openings in the courtyard led
back to the dining room and, eventually via a softly lit winding
path, to the parking lot where I’d left my Jeep. We strolled as far
as the parking lot then turned back toward the lobby.

Near the front desk a discreet sign pointed
the way to the Lightness in Living group.

All this vegetarian, spiritual, lightness of
the soul stuff was completely foreign to me but I’m game for new
experiences. Signs directed us through another exit to a secondary
building where the spa and massage rooms were located. The
reception was to be held in the lobby of the spa building. We
entered a world of luxury and quiet good taste. The walls were
faux-finished in shades of umber and gold. Massive wooden columns
framed the doorway, with smaller versions of them leading to other
corridors and the hidden wonders beyond.

Cushy leather chairs had been pushed to the
corners of the room to accommodate the dozen or so people who had
already arrived. I noticed that the reception desk had been
converted to a bar, serving something that looked fruity and
slushy. A dark-haired girl poured the mixture from a blender jar
into small crystal goblets. I supposed that booze was out on this
healthy regime.

A quick glance around the room told me that
no one seemed to know anyone else yet. They stood around awkwardly
with their glasses of whatever-flavor smoothie, openly ogling the
surroundings but not
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