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Chapter 1

 


How well do we really ever know someone? How
can we know the secrets that lie buried in one’s past, often for
years at a time, things hidden so deeply that they aren’t likely to
ever see the light of day—unless someone asks too many questions? I
would ponder it all later, but I was not to know the darkest of
those secrets yet.

For now, all my secrets pertained to
Christmas, which was coming up in a few days, and the gifts for
friends and family that I’d stashed in obscure little places.

For instance, knowing that my brother Ron
frequently violates the sanctity of my desk in his search for some
random office item—such as a paperclip—which he can never locate in
the perpetual mess of his own office across the hall, I’d hidden
his gift where he would never look—under the kitchen cabinet where
the dishwashing liquid resides. Sally Bertrand, our part-time
receptionist, would find her own gift in two seconds flat in the
kitchen, so the handmade quilt for her soon-to-be-born baby was
securely hidden away somewhere else on the premises. I just had to
remember where.

My thoughts were flitting through all the
possibilities when my phone rang.

“What time does your party start, hon?”
Drake, my hubby. I felt lucky that he remembered our office open
house today, and that he would be in town to attend. His helicopter
business kept him pretty busy, between winter wildlife counts for
the government and a few photo shoots for local businesses.

I told him to come any time and hinted that
it would be nice if he arrived wearing something other than his
flight suit, which permanently smelled like jet fuel. Don’t
misunderstand me—he really cleans up nicely. I’d begun to
clean up a little better, myself, since Ron’s fiancée Victoria came
into our lives. We girls had shopped for holiday outfits and I felt
ready to dazzle the guests in a pair of sleek black slacks and a
fitted long-sleeved top that I would have called red, but Victoria
assured me was cabernet. All I knew was that Drake would like the
extra cleavage on display and I loved the way the draped front
concealed all the extra fudge I’d consumed in the past week. I
stood up a little straighter and smoothed the slacks.

“Charlie? I took the quiches out of the oven
and put those little chicken things in. What’s next?” Sally stood
in the doorway to my office, looking as if she had a basketball
stuffed under her shirt.

A glance in her direction reminded me that
I’d stashed her gift on top of my bookcase, right behind where she
now stood. Luckily, it was already wrapped.

“That’s great,” I said. “Why don’t you just
go down and get off your feet. You look tired.”

I might be the boss, but I felt heartless
asking her to help with the party preparations at the
eight-and-a-half-months stage of the game. “Do you know where Ron
is?” I asked.

“Went to pick up more ice. He should be back
pretty soon. And Victoria … that lady’s a dynamo.”

My watch said that the guests could begin
arriving any minute. “Why don’t you find a comfy seat up front and
just be ready to greet the people. I’ll finish up the food and
hopefully this whole thing will come together without a hitch.”

I watched Sally waddle down the hall and
carefully descend the stairs. She was right about Victoria. Two
weeks ago she decorated the Christmas tree we’d set up in the
conference room. This morning she brought scads of fresh flowers
and turned our big table into the backdrop for a feast, then
proceeded to fill the fridge in the kitchen with trays and boxes of
premade goodies. An hour ago she’d presented Sally and me with The
Schedule—a complicated chart that would allow us to heat the hot
hors d’oeuvres at the proper oven temperature for each, transfer
them to serving dishes, bring out the cold foods and get everything
to the table at exactly the correct time. Leaving us with that
little task, she’d gone to pick up Ron’s three sons, promising that
they would be well-dressed and behaving as gentlemen. I’ve seen
those kids in action enough to cringe at the idea of their
presence, and I would be ready to bestow sainthood on Victoria if
she could pull it off.

Down in the kitchen the oven timer pinged and
I turned toward the stairs, working to avoid a twisted ankle as I
negotiated them in high heels. For a girl who is seldom seen in
anything but jeans, t-shirt and sneakers this dress-up version was
taking a little time to get used to. I grabbed oven mitts and
retrieved the chicken skewers, consulting the chart to see what was
supposed to happen next.

Luckily, it looked as if we’d reached the end
of our tasks because everything seemed to happen at once. Two
vehicles pulled into the parking lot behind our Victorian office
building—Drake in his pickup truck, quickly followed by Victoria’s
blue PT Cruiser. At the same moment I heard the front door chime,
Sally’s cheery greeting and at least three other voices I couldn’t
readily identify.

Showtime.

I met Drake at the back door with a kiss, a
tray full of treats, and instructions to carry them to the table in
the conference room. “Don’t take any,” I warned with a slap toward
his hand, “at least not until you’ve set them down.”

Outside, Victoria stepped from the car with
the grace of Princess Diana, while strange boys in dark suits—with
white shirts and ties!—emerged from each of the other doors. I’d
not seen my nephews in several months, not since before my trip to
England last fall, and I nearly didn’t recognize Justin when he
stood up. He’d sprouted up and now stood a couple inches taller
than Victoria. Wow.

She guided the boys toward the door—none of
them broke into a run—and they greeted me with a simultaneous
“Hello, Aunt Charlie.” Double wow. I think my mouth hung open until
I remembered to reciprocate with a polite welcome.

“Boys, go check in with your dad,” Victoria
said.

“He’s up in his office …” I said, watching
them walk single file toward the hall. I turned to Victoria. “What
did you do to them?”

She looked a little worried.

“No, it’s a miracle. A wonderful
miracle,” I quickly added.

“They just needed some guidelines,” she
said.

It was true. Between Ron’s fear of reprisal
and his ex’s complete lack of discipline with the kids, they’d run
pretty wild the last few years. Add manners and they were basically
good kids.

“Did I ever mention how great it’s going to
be, having you in this family?”

She gave me a hug then stepped back. “You
look gorgeous in that outfit.”

“Did I ever mention how really great—”
We both laughed.

Drake came in, eyed the front of my new
blouse, sent an eyebrow-wiggle my direction, and asked if we needed
anything else carried to the other room. Victoria checked the chart
and took a quick peek into the fridge.

“Looks like we’re ready to party,” she
said.

I put on my best hostess smile and walked
toward the crush of people who’d begun to fill our offices. Drake
pulled me aside just before we stepped into the reception room.

“I invited somebody, the client I just
finished flying on that TV commercial,” he said. “I hope you don’t
mind.”

“Absolutely not. We’ve got a ton of food here
and eighty percent of these people come from the law firms we
usually work for. They’ll all get phone calls and go dashing out
before they have a chance to eat much. Unless we get a huge crowd,
you and I will be taking a bunch of this stuff home.”

He smiled and nodded toward the food table.
“Looks like that won’t be a problem.”

Ron’s boys were loading plates as though
they’d just arrived home from a famine-struck nation. I caught my
brother’s eye and gave a slight head-jerk. He called a little
huddle and I could tell that he was taking charge.

“At least if there is anything left, we know
who to send it home with,” I mumbled.

Scanning the reception area and conference
room, I was pleased to see that someone had remembered to plug in
the lights on the ten-foot tree in the corner. The candles on the
table glowed warmly and sprigs of evergreen gave the table a
festive feel. Victoria’s fresh garland and holly wreath on the
front door had replaced my old fake ones, giving the whole place a
lot more finesse than my half-hearted measures ever did. A dozen
people were circling the food table, chatting amiably and scooping
into the guacamole.

Brett Hascomb, an attorney we’d recently
worked for, stepped in the front door, abruptly patted his pocket
and pulled out a cell phone. With an apologetic little grimace he
turned back to the porch to take the call. Kent Taylor, Ron’s best
contact within APD, edged past the lawyer and stepped inside. Kent
sort of tolerates me. I’ve gotten more involved than he would like
in a couple of his cases but, except when I need something, I
really do try to stay out of his way. Officially, my position in
our little private investigation firm is that of business manager
and financial whiz. It’s not my fault that people tend to glom onto
me and beg me to solve their problems.

Kent sent a friendly smile my direction,
which told me he was off duty for the day. When Ron offered him a
Scotch and he accepted it, I knew that to be the case. The two of
them chatted as the homicide detective filled a bowl with posole,
that favorite holiday stew of hominy and pork marinated in savory
red chile broth.

At her desk, Sally leaned back in her swivel
chair with one fist bunched in the small of her back.

“You feeling okay?” I asked.

“Tired. Achy back. Nothing unusual these
days.”

“Go home. You don’t have to stick around for
this.”

She blessed me with one of her warm smiles.
“Really, what would I do? Sit in a chair and rub my aching back at
home too. Nah, I’ll just sit for a minute and then mingle. It helps
to alternate sitting and standing.”

“If you’re sure.”

Never having done the pregnancy and
childbirth thing myself, I’m usually somewhat at a loss for what’s
needed. Sally hadn’t seemed this tired with her first one, from
what I recalled, but what do I know? I offered to bring her a cup
of hot cider or tea but she stood up and said she’d manage it
herself.

I scanned the room for a sign of Drake and
saw him talking to a guy who looked really familiar. He caught my
eye and I edged through the crowd to where they stood near the
stairs.

“Hon, this is Jerry Brewster,” Drake said.
“Remember, I told you I’d just flown a job for his business?”

My brain didn’t immediately click into gear.
Jerry flashed me a grin. “Brewster Acura, Brewster Mercedes …”

“Ah yes, all the car dealerships,” I
said.

No wonder he looked familiar. His face had
been on local television since he was a little kid, mugging cute
shots to draw folks into his father’s Chevrolet dealership thirty
years ago. When his generation inherited, they expanded and
upgraded the family empire. He still did plenty of camera face
time—I just didn’t watch nearly as much TV as I used to.

“I understand we’re nearly neighbors,” Jerry
was saying. “We’re in the old Talavera place.”

“Ah.” Calling the Talavera Mansion a ‘place’
was like referring to the White House as ‘you know, that big one
with the columns.’ And while we might technically be neighbors, the
four blocks between our houses was at least seven figures in price
level. We’re all part of the old Albuquerque Country Club
neighborhood, but our house and those in the surrounding blocks
consist of decent-sized ranch homes on decent-sized city lots.
Brewster’s section of the community has stately edifices on actual
acreage, housing the most successful business people or those
willing to go into crazy debt.

Jerry and Drake were chatting on about their
flight this afternoon as all this mansion-envy filled my
thoughts.

“Say, Felina and I are doing a little thing
at our house tomorrow night,” Jerry said, turning to me again.
“Cocktails with a few friends and neighbors. We’d love to have you
guys come.”

I glanced at Drake, who had visions of more
flight time dancing through his head. And while I couldn’t think of
a single thing I might have in common with Brewster’s crowd, I had
to admit I’d spent a good part of my life wondering what the inside
of the Talavera Mansion was like. We both said yes at once.

An hour later, our open house crowd had
thinned as most everyone needed to get home or off to the holiday
concert at the university. Outside, darkness had closed in and the
streetlamps were on. I was consolidating the remains of the party
food, trying to make it fit onto smaller trays and hoping I could
send it home with Ron, when the phone rang.

Sally had given in to her backache and gone
home; Victoria must have taken the boys with her. I heard Ron pick
it up before I had the chance to tell him that the machine would
get it. His voice sounded businesslike and the conversation went on
for about ten minutes before he appeared in the doorway to the
conference room. I stretched plastic wrap over a plate of cookies
and looked up at him.

“A new case,” he said.

“Uh-oh … this week?” So much for our idea of
a holiday break.

“A woman is dying. The family wants to locate
her sister before it’s too late.”

I knew that we couldn’t turn them down, but
my holiday spirit took a dive.

 



Chapter 2

 


I trailed Ron upstairs to his office to get
the details.

“Mel Flores was the man who called. It’s his
sister, Rosa, who is missing. She packed a bag and took off from
San Diego about a year ago and they’ve heard nothing from her. Now
their sister, Ivana, is critically ill. Likely only has a few weeks
to live.” He flopped down in the chair at his messy desk. “Their
parents are gone, so the whole family consists of the three
siblings. Ivana is asking about Rosa. Mel says it’s heartbreaking
to watch. And he has no idea how to find her.”

“There has to be more to this. Of all the
investigators in all the world, he happened to call us?”

“Apparently, Rosa left because of a man. Some
guy that she called Chaco. Mel never knew his last name. Rosa’s
only twenty, the man was in his thirties and Mel didn’t approve of
that. When he forbade her seeing Chaco they ran off together. At
least he assumes they did. She hasn’t contacted them.”

Where was he going with this?

“Mel said he’s been wracking his brain and he
remembered that Chaco came from Albuquerque. It’s a sketchy
connection but it’s all he had. He found us in the Yellow
Pages.”

“Gosh, Ron … a year ago? They could have
traveled the world in that amount of time.”

He didn’t look very hopeful. “I know it. I
tried to tell him that I wasn’t too confident about this. I don’t
know, Charlie. You should have heard the desperation in his
voice.”

I could well imagine. Well, I really couldn’t
imagine. We weren’t always the closest family but at least we
touched base often enough that my two brothers and I always knew we
could find each other. I blew out a breath.

“We can start working on it Monday, but you
know Wednesday is Christmas. Offices won’t be open, records won’t
be available.”

“We don’t have that long. He wants Rosa home
by Christmas.”

What? I stared at him. “You didn’t
promise that, did you? Ron …”

He held up one hand. “I didn’t promise. I
know better than that.”

“But you told him—”

“I told him we would do our very best. I’ll
get on the phone first thing in the morning.”

It was all we could do.

 


* * *

 


I woke up at seven the next morning in a mild
panic. We had planned to close the RJP offices this week, using the
time for a complete refinish of the hardwood floors downstairs.
Business was always slow during the holidays and it would be a
chance to get the work done when Sally wouldn’t be there to breathe
the dust and vapors. My plan was to supervise the crew and finish
some final accounting entries for the year. And now Ron had dropped
a new case into the mix.

The workers would arrive at nine and I still
had furniture to move. I jabbed Drake in the ribs and he moaned his
way out of a deep sleep. I threw on yesterday’s jeans and
sweatshirt and dashed through my morning routine, pulling my hair
into a ponytail while I swished with mouthwash.

Freckles, our seven-month-old pup, bounded
out of her crate and trailed me to the kitchen; I let her out to
the back yard, keeping an eye on her to be sure she didn’t head off
through the break in the hedge to Elsa Higgins’s house. Although my
lifelong neighbor and surrogate grandmother loved the new baby of
our family, the vigor of the little shepherd mix puppy sometimes
threatened to take the ninety-year-old woman off her feet. I always
felt as if I had to keep an eye on both of them at once.

This morning, the dog’s desire for breakfast
won out over her curiosity at getting through the hedge. She
circled our yard in record time and zoomed toward me, hoping that
her dish would be filled by the time she skidded across the kitchen
floor. I gathered her close and ruffled her chilly brown and white
fur for a moment before I let her at the food. Drake came into the
kitchen, rubbing his eyes.

“It’s Saturday,” he complained.

“I know. I wish we’d been able to schedule
the floor guys for next week, but they were already booked right up
to Christmas Eve.” I rubbed my knuckles against the grizzly
whiskers on his chin. “At least we’re getting it done early in the
day.”

“And we have the Brewster’s party tonight,”
he reminded as he bent over and nuzzled my neck.

I’d completely forgotten the hasty invitation
for cocktails but I sure wasn’t going to pass up a chance to see
inside the Talavera Mansion. I had no idea what I would wear to
this shindig and there would be no chance to fit a shopping trip
into this crazy day.

“We’d better go,” I said. “Those floor guys
will be showing up soon.”

Freckles had wolfed down her breakfast, and I
grabbed a package of muffins I’d bought a couple days ago,
promising Drake there would be coffee at the office.

Outside, the air was crisp and cold although
the New Mexico sky was a clear, deep blue. No forecast of snow—not
even a cloud to make it feel like winter. Freckles led me toward my
Jeep, having picked up the word ‘go’ in our conversation. She
wouldn’t settle down until she was allowed into the backseat. We
all piled in and headed east on Central.

A blue panel truck sat on the street outside
the converted Victorian that houses RJP Investigations, and I could
see a man standing at the front door, looking as if he’d just
raised his hand to knock. He watched me pull into the driveway.
Drake hopped out to speak with him, while I steered down the long
drive to the back, leashed the dog and entered through the kitchen.
Once I had the eager mutt settled in my upstairs office I joined
Drake and the crew downstairs where they’d already begun moving
furniture. The plan was to stash everything from the reception area
and conference room in the kitchen and a storage room near
it—stacked, piled, shuffled around in whatever way we could. I
directed traffic for a couple of minutes but they seemed to have
everything under control.

Upstairs, Freckles whined to join the
action.

“Sorry, kid, that’s not happening.” I patted
her fuzzy little head and stretched the collapsible baby gate
across the stairway to let her have free run through the second
floor. After five minutes or so she settled beside my chair.

Ron had left a sticky-note on my clean desk,
advising that he was going to the city offices to see if he could
get any information on a Saturday morning. Although I didn’t hold
out much hope for his success, I was glad to see that he was
working the Flores case quickly.

The phone machine contained two messages, the
first from a man who identified himself as Chester Flowers from
Seattle and said he wanted to chat with Ron about working together
on a cold case that had once been in the headlines. That sounded
enticing. The second was a tearful female who thought her husband
was cheating. I hate those cases. I jotted the names and numbers
for Ron and erased the messages. I could feel for the lady but
since my standard answer would be, “So leave the jerk,” I’d learned
to pass them along without comment to my brother. Let him follow
the guy and snap the dirty pictures. I impaled the message slip
onto the tip of his letter opener so he would realize it was a new
note, not something that had languished on the messy desk for
weeks.

Accompanied by the whir of machinery from
below, I started up my computer and checked my email.

Ron arrived and peeked in once, told me he’d
had no luck downtown. While I sorted invoices and entered customer
payments, I heard him pecking away at computer keys, most likely as
he checked certain online records such as news stories or the
police blotter for possible leads on Rosa Flores or the elusive
Chaco.

At some point Drake came in with sandwiches,
which we ate at my desk and shared with Freckles. I think he took
her outside on the leash at some point—I’d lost track of time
locked in my fascinating little world of debits and credits.

Ron ate a sandwich and went back to his
office, where I heard parts of a series of phone calls which all
seemed to last only a few seconds. Poor guy, nothing worse than
having to call every number in the book in hopes of finding your
quarry.

When calls of “Ma’am? Ma’am?” drifted up the
stairwell, I snapped to and realized the sun was already low in the
sky.

“We’re finished down here,” the guy called
out. “Don’t let anyone touch those floors for forty-eight hours.
The polymer has to dry really well or you’ll get smudges and
tracks.”

“Okay.”

“We’re letting ourselves out through the
kitchen,” he said, and I heard the door close firmly.

My phone rang. Drake. “Sorry to abandon you,”
he said, “but I’m on the way. Five minutes. Are you ready to leave?
We’re supposed to be at the Brewster’s in thirty minutes.”

I stared around the room, a little
disoriented. I thanked him and didn’t admit that I hadn’t realized
he and Freckles weren’t there. How could anybody with even half a
life get so wrapped up in tax codes and accounting entries?

I peered around the doorjamb into Ron’s
office, where he was still on the phone. “No luck yet,” he said as
he ended the call. He held up a photo that Mel Flores had faxed
over. The pretty young woman in it had billows of brown hair and
large dark eyes. I stared at her for a full minute, hoping we would
find her in time.

 


* * *

 


For the second time in a few days I slipped
into the outfit I’d worn to our office party. I don’t think I only
imagined that the slacks fit a bit tighter. I briefly debated
wearing the same thing to a second holiday party right away, but
only two people were likely to have been at both events. Drake
wouldn’t dare say anything, and the other was Jerry Brewster. I
decided that, A) men don’t usually notice those things and B) they
couldn’t care less. Women are the ones obsessive about
clothing.

The Talavera Mansion, as it’s been known for
about a hundred years, is a magnificent structure of stone and
slate, towers and intricate stained glass windows. Originally built
by a man who reputedly made his fortune in silver mines in the
northern part of the state, the house had been occupied only a few
years before he died and the estate became embroiled in a battle of
the heirs. By the time they finished fighting it out in court, the
four sons and widow were all penniless and the house had to be sold
for past-due taxes. It stayed unoccupied until another self-made
millionaire took it over, but his fortune was equally shaky and
again the tax man came into possession. During the 1930s it became
a care facility for all those people who were sent to the Southwest
where the dry air would heal their various lung ailments, then it
became a private residence again when the neighborhood association
fought against its becoming a ward of the state and being turned
into a tourist attraction. Supposedly, one family closed off most
of it and lived in three rooms on the third floor, to save on the
gas and electric bills while they kept up the brave pretense of a
genteel lifestyle.

Enter the 1960s, when the Brewster family’s
line of car dealerships began to take off, and Jerry Brewster’s
father bought the then-empty old mansion. Rumor had it that he
picked it up for a few thousand and a promise to restore it—at
least the exterior—to its former glory. Or, if not exactly glory,
at least keep it from becoming an eyesore. He did a lot better than
that. During my childhood in this neighborhood, the grounds were
trimmed and the house looked every bit the magnificent castle it
was meant to be. I’d never been inside and actually didn’t know
anyone who had.

While the mansion looks pretty impressive all
year, during the holiday season it becomes truly glorious. The
normal outdoor lighting, which casts the brown sandstone structure
in a reddish-gold glow at night, is switched off and every tree and
shrub on the entire four-acre property is tastefully covered in red
Christmas lights. Traditional New Mexican luminarias—which all the
homes in the neighborhood use—line every walkway, driveway,
roofline and balcony. In earlier times these were made the old way,
from paper bags with a couple inches of sand in the bottom and a
votive candle that would burn all night. The paper ones are still
used along the sidewalks, lit only on Christmas Eve, but those that
actually touch the houses, especially on rooflines, are now
electric. We give up ambiance for safety and convenience
nowadays.

Drake noticed a cluster of cars near the
triple garage and a few bordering the circular drive, so we joined
the gang. Someone else pulled in behind us and we said polite
little hellos to each other and walked up to the front door
together.

Jerry Brewster answered the door himself and
ushered us into a foyer of deeply carved mahogany paneling and
slate flooring. An elaborately carved staircase with sturdy
balusters rose to the left. Jerry draped our wraps over a coat rack
in the elegant entry hall. He wore dark wool slacks with a sweater,
and he seemed a little preoccupied. But he brightened his
expression for the newcomers and waved vaguely toward the living
room where Christmas music played softly. The couple who’d arrived
with us headed that direction.

“Drake! Glad you could make it. Come in.
Charlie, great to see you again.” He shook Drake’s hand. “Now where
did Felina go? I want you to meet my wife.”

Felina must have heard her name. The
model-slim woman came breezing into the foyer and latched onto
Jerry’s arm. She was très élégant in a floor-length casual
hostess gown of some wispy fabric in emerald green. Her
shoulder-length blond hair and her makeup were perfectly done.
Beside Jerry’s burgundy sweater they looked like a classy set of
Christmas ornaments.

“Darling, I think everyone’s here,” she said.
“And I can’t seem to work that fancy wine opener. Can you
come?”

“Drake is the pilot that I worked with on the
new ad campaign,” Jerry told Felina as he introduced us. “And
Charlie is a private investigator.”

Felina’s eyes narrowed slightly.

“Well, an accountant, actually,” I said. “I’m
a partner in the firm.”

“Hey, accounting is a solid profession,”
Jerry said. “It’s how I got my start with the dealership. Dad was a
consummate salesman but he wanted a family member handling the
money.”

“These days, Jerry is the fabulous face of
the entire business,” Felina said, sending adoration in waves
toward her husband.

Jerry shrugged. “Fate. I just happen to look
okay for the cameras. But I still read the balance sheets every
single month.”

“I’ve admired your home my whole life,” I
said to Felina. “We live over on San Feliz and I wandered the
neighborhood all the time as a kid.”

“Amazing that we never knew each other,”
Jerry piped up. “I guess I’m enough older that we wouldn’t have
been in the same class.”

I had a hard time imagining the Brewster kids
in public school, but he was probably right about the age
difference too. He was closer to Drake’s age, I guessed.

“Let me show you around,” Felina offered.

I didn’t have to be asked twice. We broke
away from the men and she led the way up the curved staircase. At
the first landing, candles and greenery topped a small table. Above
it, a round leaded window with about a million tiny pieces of glass
depicted birds and flowers. It would be stunning during the
day.

“The window is original to the house,” Felina
said when she saw me staring at it.

We arrived at a wide hall, from which doors
opened in three directions. All three doors led to one massive room
with fourteen-foot ceilings. Four impeccably trimmed Christmas
trees, each with a different theme—birds, flowers, snowflakes and
glass beads—along with garlands on the chandeliers and massive
potted poinsettias, filled the room with holiday cheer and probably
made some nursery salesperson ecstatic the day Felina showed up. At
the moment, the lights were dimmed and the lavish room felt
lonely.

“We’ll have the New Year’s Eve party here in
the salon,” she told me. “You and Draper must come. I’m afraid
there will be enough food for a cruise ship full of people.” Felina
laughed at her own joke, a high trill. “We’ll catch the third floor
quickly and then go down to join the party.”

I followed her upward to the next level, not
bothering to correct her on Drake’s name since she was already five
stairs ahead of me. The elaborate wood paneling from the first two
floors had given way to faux-finished walls. The traditional
portraits that hung in the stairwells below were replaced here by
modernism, paintings which seemed purchased to match the color
scheme and not because anyone actually liked them.

Felina led me toward the door on the right,
showing off a master suite that took up half the width of the
house. It had probably originally been two or three rooms. She
confirmed this when she told me they had knocked out a wall and
combined the bedroom with the old study, and made a maid’s room
into a closet. The closet was nearly as large as my living
room.

“The children are in this wing,” Felina said,
ushering me back to the hallway after I’d been sufficiently
impressed by the master suite.

We headed down a corridor of ivory walls and
burgundy carpeting, the kind that’s wide enough for there to be an
occasional table or chair or potted plant, without danger of
everyone tripping over them. She passed two or three doors before
stopping to open one. The room was furnished for a young child,
with a rocking chair in one corner and a youth bed made up in puffy
blue linens. A young woman sat in the rocker with a blond-haired
child on her lap.

“My baby, Adam,” Felina said with a little
wave toward the pajama-clad boy.

I stepped forward to say hello but he buried
his face in the bosom of the au pair. His slender arm had a tiny
cast on it.

“Mrs. Brewster, he’s fussy and complaining
about the arm. Is it time yet for more of his pain medication?”

Felina glanced at a diamond watch on her
wrist. “Yes, Julia, that’s fine. Give it to him and put him to bed.
He probably just needs sleep.”

Adam’s face was flushed and his blond curls
seemed damp. He whimpered a little and buried his face against
Julia’s neck.

“Poor little guy,” I said.

“He went down a couple of the stairs pretty
hard. It was very frightening,” Felina said. “So scary what can
happen to kids when you turn your back for a minute.”

Adam fussed again.

“Julia, it’s past his bedtime, isn’t it?”
Felina gave a pointed look. “Soon. Please.”

“Yes, ma’am. We’ve almost finished our
story.”

Felina continued to stare until the helper
put down the book and started to rise. At the interruption to his
story, Adam began to cry.

Felina put on a bright smile. “All right,
darling. You may have the rest of your story. But then it’s time
for beddy-bye.”

Julia settled back into the chair, picked up
the book and settled Adam back into his comfortable position.
Felina turned quickly and I trailed behind her with a quick “nice
to meet you” aimed at the nanny and baby before Felina closed the
door behind us.

She rearranged her skirt a little and started
back down the corridor when one of the closed doors flew open. Out
stepped a teen female dressed in black tights, a short, flouncy
black skirt, and oversized black jacket that hung lower than the
hem of the skirt. Her hair was cut in ragged lengths and colored in
hunks of hot pink, black, and platinum blond and a tattoo of some
mythical creature showed at her wrist.

“Katie. What are you doing?” Felina looked a
bit distressed.

“Just going to check on Adam,” the girl said.
She had a gentle voice that belied her intimidating ensemble.

“Julia’s with him,” Felina responded.

“I just want to say good night.” Katie raised
her blue eyes to meet Felina’s dark ones. “Since you probably
didn’t.”

“I just—” Felina caught herself and put her
smile back on.

“That’s nice, dear. Be quick about it.” She
started to turn away. “And get your rest.”

The energy in the hallway began to feel
charged. I stepped out of the crosscurrent of electricity that flew
between the two of them.

“I’m going downstairs to say goodnight to
Daddy too,” Katie said.

Felina stepped into her path. “We have
guests. I’ll send him up here.” She caught my eye.

“You two need a minute,” I said. “I’ll go
look for Jerry, if you’d like.” Then I escaped to the ground
floor.

From a vantage point two steps above the
foyer I spotted Jerry Brewster. I walked up to him and after I’d
passed along the message that Katie wanted to say goodnight, I
edged into the gathering.

The living room was elegant on a far smaller
scale than the salon upstairs. Only one Christmas tree here, this
one all done in blues and greens, down to the wrapping papers on
the gifts. Just as in a magazine. I’d never actually seen a real
person take a decorating scheme that far. Looking around I noticed
that even the area rugs and pillows on the all-white sofa followed
the theme.

I scanned the room for Drake. He stood in a
corner near one end of a buffet table, a glass in hand, a group of
men standing around and laughing at something one of them had
said.

Two women I remembered from a charity event
at the country club last year chatted nearby. They glittered with
jewelry and had that same perfectly turned out appearance as
Felina. I was so in over my head here. A high-profile
businessman who did his own TV spots was laughing with another man,
the two of them holding heavy crystal glasses with a couple fingers
of amber liquid in them. I thought the man owned a big appliance
store, but I wasn’t sure.

To my left, just inside the door, a young man
waited behind a bar. From the array of bottles and mixers, blender
and glassware, it appeared he was ready for anything. I pointed to
a wine bottle and he poured it into a delicate glass. I lifted it
carefully, hoping like crazy that it wasn’t as fragile as it
looked.

An older woman was standing next to me as I
turned from the bar. She introduced herself as Lila Snyder and said
the man beside her was her husband Claude. They lived next door,
she added. The man informed me that he was retired from investment
banking. Men, it seemed, needed to define themselves in terms of
their careers while women usually discussed their homes or what
books they liked. I followed that line of chit-chat with Mrs.
Snyder until a young woman came around with a tray of canapés which
caused the three of us to have our mouths full at once. I used the
moment to drift toward a wall hanging of holiday-themed ribbons and
bells.

Jerry had come back downstairs and was making
the rounds with a pat on a shoulder here and a handshake there. I
wandered to Drake’s side, wondering how long I had to handle
cocktail party chit-chat before we could duck out. I didn’t want to
jeopardize his business chances with the Brewster empire but I can
only do so much of this stuff. I took small sips of my wine and
smiled gamely.

About the time I’d coasted over to look at
the buffet, Felina appeared at the wide doorway near me. Her dark
eyes were narrowed, the color in her cheeks high. Had there been an
argument after I left?

“Everything okay with the kids?” I asked.

A bright smile zipped to her lips. “Of
course. Katie just—” She didn’t quite meet my gaze. “Typical
stepdaughter, daddy’s girl.”

“Ah. That has to be tough. But then all girls
her age are tough, right? I know I was.” Trying to find some common
ground here. “Maybe you already know that. Do you have any other
children?”

She gave me an odd little stare. “No. Only
Adam.”

Someone called her name just then and Felina
turned her dazzling smile toward a woman I recognized as the
mayor’s wife. I smiled and edged away.

“Hey you,” a familiar voice said close to my
right shoulder. “Your office party was nice, but I have to say that
you need to upgrade your digs if you want to compete with
this.”

“Linda!” We shared a quick hug, a ‘what’s
new’ in which I mentioned our new assignment to locate Rosa
Flores.

Linda Casper is one of my oldest friends, my
personal physician, and a gal who has shared an adventure or two
with me. She’s also pretty well connected in this city so it
shouldn’t come as a big surprise that she snagged an invite to the
Brewster’s party.

“So, how about this place?” I said. “My first
time inside the house and it’s every bit as amazing as I thought it
would be.”

“First time I’ve seen it decked out for a
party,” she said. “It’s definitely something.”

“So, what … you’ve been invited before? A
special guest?”

“Strictly professional. I’ve been the
Brewster’s family physician for a long time. Over the years I’ve
even made a few home visits.”

I told her about my brief tour with Felina.
“Are the rest of the rooms sized for massive parties?”

Linda looked around. “Besides this room
there’s a fairly normal sized dining room, a study where old man
Brewster’s hunting trophies stare at you from all sides … And I
suppose there has to be a kitchen somewhere. And then I was taken
up to the master bedroom on the third floor. All very fancy, of
course. I got the impression that Felina’s big project when she
married Jerry was to completely redecorate the place.” She lowered
her voice. “Maybe to erase traces of the first Mrs. B.”

We had moved toward a quiet corner of the
room and settled into a pair of wing chairs. Laughter from other
conversations flowed around us.

“That would be Katie’s mother? I met the girl
upstairs.”

“Jerry and Kathie Jo came to me for years.
Poor Katie. Losing her mom was really hard on her. Well, Jerry too.
They were high school sweethearts. Cancer. Very aggressive. She was
gone four months after diagnosis. Jerry and Katie both were in
shock.”

“I can imagine.” Actually, I couldn’t
imagine. If something happened to Drake— I found myself looking
around the room for him.

“The poor man walked around like a tornado
victim for a couple of years. I guess that’s about when he met
Felina.”

“Well, she seems to be good for him,” I said.
Jerry had rejoined the party and Felina stood with him, her arm
linked through his, smiling up at him in the way of a good
politician’s wife. Or a great businessman’s wife.

I spotted Drake weaving his way through the
crowd.

“You haven’t been to the buffet yet?” he
said, handing me a plate. “You ladies share this and I’ll bring
more if you’d like.”

“Oh no, no, no,” Linda said raising her palm.
“I’ve been to way too many parties this week and I have to stay
away from that stuff.”

“You’re sure?” Drake pressed.

She closed her eyes and shook her head.
“Positive.”

“You seemed to have a group enchanted with
something over there awhile ago,” I said to my hubby. “Things going
well in the prospective-client department?”

“Yeah, I think so. Look, I’ll leave you gals
to your chat. I’ll work the room a little more, and I’ll be ready
to go whenever you say.” He straightened up and planted a little
peck on my head.

“You don’t have to babysit me while I eat,” I
told Linda. “I mean, maybe this is a social networking thing for
you too.”

She shook her blond curls. “Nope. I’m good
with
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