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Prologue

March 26th

 


 


“Whoa, dude, watch it! That’s a sharp curve.”
Jacob’s hand hovered over his bag of Doritos, his eyes wide, as
Casey overcorrected and the sports car slid on the snowy road. The
left rear tire dipped alarmingly off the edge but cocky Casey got
it back on the paved surface.

“Just shut up and watch for the turn,” Casey
said with a grin.

“What’s the road called?”

“Winter something Lane … Winter Park Road …
Hell, I don’t remember. It’s a cabin up here somewhere. We’ll find
it.”

In the back seat, Benjamin Packard wished,
for about the fortieth time, that he’d programmed their destination
into his phone instead of trusting that Casey knew what he was
doing. Why did he always feel like the nerdiest guy in the group?
He’d left the spring break travel plans up to Casey (hey, don’t
worry, I got this) Hardwick. On the other hand, why couldn’t he
just let it go, let the plan unfold, as his mother always said?

He glanced down at his screen and saw that he
had no bars anyway. Okay, that settled it. They’d have to find the
rental cabin without electronic assistance. He jammed the phone
into his jacket pocket and leaned back in the seat—well, as much as
possible, considering he shared the space with two duffle bags and
a huge Igloo cooler. Half the beer was already gone, another factor
in their confusion about the directions. And why hadn’t he insisted
they bring something more nutritious than five packs of hot dogs?
Let it go. Let it go …

Up front, Jacob Winters made the brilliant
observation that the snow was coming down a lot harder now that it
was dark outside, and there was a lot more of it up here on the
mountainside than there’d been in town. Seriously? No one else had
noticed this?

Casey responded by hitting the gas, but even
he got a little wide-eyed when the Mustang threatened to go
sideways. Benjamin closed his eyes. When he opened them they were
rolling forward again, at a slower speed.

Jacob jammed the last of the Doritos into his
mouth, crumpled the bag, and tossed it over the seat where it
landed at Benjamin’s feet. Big dumb lunk, Benjamin thought, picking
it up and stuffing it into the cooler.

“There’s a light!” Jacob said, pointing up
the hill. “Take a left—that’s gotta be the driveway for the
cabin.”

The driveway turned out to be about a
quarter mile of steep dirt road, which showed up only as a path of
white through the dark, lined on both sides by huge pine trees, and
not a sign of any other vehicle tracks.

“You sure this is it?” Casey didn’t take his
eyes off the narrow access.

“Gotta be. The lights are on. Didn’t the
owner say they’d leave lights on in case we arrived after
dark?”

Benjamin had to admit—privately—that he
hadn’t seen any other lights since they turned off the Taos Ski
Valley Road. Jacob could be dumber than dirt, but even he sometimes
got things right.

The Mustang’s headlights flared through the
falling snow and illuminated the façade of a log cabin with a
steeply pitched roof as Casey steered into a small clearing. Carved
support posts flanked three steps up to a porch where it looked
like part of the trim pieces were broken.

“Seems kind of plain, compared to the
pictures they showed online,” Casey commented. He pulled the car up
even with the steps, which had been cleared of snow. “Hey, no
worries. We’re here. Let’s carry the important stuff in and we’ll
have us another beer and—”

“There’s probably even a fireplace where we
can roast up a bunch of those hotdogs,” Jacob said.

Benjamin swore the big guy was always hungry.
Then again, he couldn’t argue with the sentiment. It had been hours
since they stopped for lunch somewhere along Interstate 40. The
heater in the Mustang wasn’t the greatest, and his feet felt like
blocks of ice. It didn’t help when he pried himself out of the
cramped seat and stepped into snow that came up to his ankles and
filled the tops of his sneakers. He looked down in dismay.

When he looked up again, light spilled out
onto the porch. The front door was open and two people stood there
staring at them.

“Uh, Casey …?”

Always the leader of the pack, Casey stepped
forward and gave the older couple one of his winning smiles, the
kind he used with his grandmother. “This is the right place, isn’t
it? The cabin-share rental?”

The gray-haired woman turned to the man, and
some kind of look passed between them. A smile lit her face. “It
sure is. Come on in. You boys look hungry.”

Jacob was standing with his mouth open;
Benjamin glanced uncertainly at the others. Only Casey moved
ahead.

“Bring your stuff inside,” the old man said.
“Supposed to go below zero tonight and you don’t want your things
to freeze.”

“I’ve got a big pot of green chile stew on
the stove, and we’ll get you settled in real quick,” the lady
assured them.

They left their snowboards strapped to the
top of the car but reached for their duffle bags.

“You didn’t say our rental was shared with
anyone else,” Benjamin muttered to Casey as he slung his bag’s
strap over his shoulder.

Casey tossed back a lock of blond hair that
hung in front of his eyes. His expression went nonchalant and he
shrugged. “I don’t know. Hey, there’s a hot dinner waiting. Who’s
complaining?”

Benjamin sighed and patted his pocket to be
sure his phone hadn’t fallen out. He’d check the details later.
Jacob was already up on the porch. The other two followed, laden
with bags and boots.

The old man met them at the door. Closer up,
he appeared to be practically ancient—seventy, at least. “I’m
Lyle,” he said. “Wife’s name is Nancy. C’mon, let’s get you settled
in.”

He led the way through a small foyer with a
living room on the left and dining room on the right. Down a narrow
hallway lined with wood paneling, Lyle paused in front of a
door.

“There you go. The guest room.” He stood
aside, effectively blocking the hall and giving the boys no
alternative but to go into the room.

It was furnished with a double bed pushed
against one wall and a set of bunks against another. Colorful
quilts topped all three, and the pictures on the walls looked like
something Nancy had most likely painted herself.

“Bathroom’s right through there.” Lyle
pointed to a connecting door. “Lots of clean towels and such. Once
you’re settled in, come on out to the dining room. Nancy’s green
chile stew is the best, just what you need when you’re cold and
hungry.”

He pulled the bedroom door shut with a click,
leaving them standing there and staring at each other.

“What the hell, Casey?” Jacob
stage-whispered. The walls didn’t seem all that likely to be
soundproof. “You said we’d have our own place. We’d meet girls up
at the ski lodge, have a place to bring them, drink all we wanted,
spend our spring break partying.”

Casey dumped his own duffle on the largest
bed. “Chill, dude. We’ll figure this out. We probably just got the
wrong place.”

“Casey—they seemed like they were expecting
us,” Benjamin pointed out.

“Yeah, so? They have some company coming, and
they think it’s us. The whole thing’s gonna be good for a lot of
laughs later. Right now, I’m hungry, and that stew was smelling
pretty good. You want to head back out in the weather right now?
Let’s not blow a chance for a hot meal. I’ll call the rental agency
and straighten it all out.”

Jacob walked into the bathroom and closed the
door. Casey pulled out his phone. “Hm. No bars. Well, later.”

Benjamin debated about the bunks, deciding he
didn’t want the hugely overweight Jacob on the one above him, so he
snagged the top bunk for himself by plunking his bag and jacket on
it.

“We’ll meet you in the dining room,” Casey
called out to the closed bathroom door.

Benjamin checked his own phone. No signal for
him either, and it didn’t appear there was a wi-fi network
available. He’d have to ask.

“Coming?” Casey seemed impatient.

The dining room was warm, the table set for
three, and the scent of onions and chile wafted from the kitchen in
a way that made them salivate. Nancy carried bowls of steaming stew
to the table.

“We ate earlier,” she said, sending a
grandmotherly smile toward each of them, “but there’s plenty left.
You boys eat up and feel free to ask for seconds.”

Benjamin held up his phone. “I promised my
family I’d let them know we arrived safely, but I’m not getting a
signal.”

Lyle had appeared in the doorway with a
basket of biscuits. “Won’t get one here, neither. Mountains all
around.”

“So, you don’t have cell phones?
Internet?”

“Don’t believe in ’em. That’s how the
gov’ment spies on people.”

Ah. “I’d be happy to pay for a call if I can
use your landline.”

“Later, honey,” Nancy said. “Eat your stew
while it’s hot.” She fluttered about, mother-henning them to the
chairs.

The food was every bit as delicious as
promised, and the young men scarfed it down (three bowls for
Jacob). Nancy lingered nearby, offering more iced tea, clearing
dishes as they finished. When their stomachs were full and eyelids
heavy, she urged them to make it an early evening as she walked
them down the hall to their room. They were tired, after all, from
the long drive. None of the three had the energy to protest, and
within minutes they’d shed their clothes and tucked under the
weighty quilts.

Benjamin’s last thought was that he’d never
managed to find the landline phone. They were completely isolated
in an unfamiliar place and no one knew where they were.


Chapter 1

Three days later …

 


 


Samantha Sweet paged through her portfolio of
baked delicacies, searching for inspiration for this Easter season.
Cupcakes always sold well and, of course, anything chocolate. But
how to make them different? Sweet’s Sweets had been in business
nearly eight years (she couldn’t believe it!), and the Taos
clientele were loyal beyond measure.

“Whatcha doing?” Jennifer Baca, the young
woman who kept the front of the shop in immaculate order, stepped
over to the bistro table where Sam sat alone and topped up her mug
with their signature blend coffee.

“Looking for ideas. Do you think I’m going
stale? My creativity seems at a low point right now.”

Jen patted Sam’s shoulder. “Stale? Are you
kidding? We just came off a Christmas season and Valentine’s Day
that beat all our sales records. The wedding cake you did for the
Stevensons was magical.”

Magic. Maybe that’s where Sam’s energy was
lagging. She hadn’t handled the wooden box in several weeks, and
although the ancient artifact was not exactly meant to be a catalog
of pastry ideas, Sam found all of her senses heightened each time
the carved box warmed her hands. Back when Beau was still sheriff,
she’d even discovered clues to help with his cases.

She realized her mind was drifting when she
heard voices from the kitchen. Two seconds later, her daughter
appeared, a froth of cinnamon curls escaping her knitted cloche.
Kelly was laughing, probably at something one of the bakers had
said.

A shriek pierced the air with, “Grammy!” and
five-year-old Anastasia raced toward Sam.

“Hey, you two. What’s up?”

Ana went into a long and bubbly description
of their visit to one of the local galleries, where she’d
apparently been given a quick lesson in art history.

“When you’re homeschooling, you find chances
to teach wherever you can,” Kelly said as an aside. Her phone rang
just then and she pulled it from her pocket and stared at the
screen.

“Can I have a cookie, Mom?”

“One,” Kelly said absentmindedly as she
touched her phone screen.

Ana raced to the sales counter and asked Jen
for her recommendation.

“Hm. Wonder who this is? It’s my old area
code in California.”

“One way to find out,” Sam said.

Kelly rolled her eyes and took the call.
“Summer? Ohmygosh how are you? Where are you?”

A pair of older ladies walked into the bakery
just then, and Kelly stepped past them to finish her call outside.
Sam picked up her notebook and coffee mug and steered Ana, who now
had two macarons in her little fists, toward the kitchen while Jen
turned to the customers.

“Help me figure out what cupcakes we should
make for Easter this year.”

“Bunnies are always a good choice,” said the
wise-beyond-her-years little girl. “I’d go with bright colors. You
know, for variety.”

“Brightly colored bunnies—you may be onto
something.”

The kitchen was bustling with its usual
energy. Julio, the baker, was pulling cake layers from the large
bake oven and, judging by the sizes, a big wedding must be coming
up. Becky Harper stood back from the worktable, critically eyeing a
fashion-purse cake, which must be for a young woman’s birthday
party or bachelorette do. She picked up a sifter and gave the
design a very light dusting of gold powder.

“I like the gold,” Ana said. “Can I
taste?”

Becky reached out and stopped the child’s
curious finger only a quarter-inch from the cake board. “Uh, not
from there.” She shook a little of the edible gold powder onto the
worktable and allowed Ana to dip her finger and lick it.

“It doesn’t taste like anything.”

“I know, right? It’s all for show.” Becky
picked up the cake and carried it to the walk-in fridge.

Sam was about to suggest that Ana help her
inventory the supplies so they could place an order when Kelly came
breezing back in.

“You’ll never guess who that was on the
phone.”

“Summer?”

A sigh. “Well, yeah.”

“Sorry, I don’t know Summer from California.”
Sam stood in front of the shelving units that held staples, eyeing
the supply to determine what they might be running low on.

“Oh, that’s right. I doubt you ever met her.”
Kelly picked up a blueberry muffin that had somehow missed being
delivered to the sales counter. “She and I worked together at
Bradwick, which is not important. She was really young and brand
new at the time, and because we were the only two females in a
man’s world, we sort of latched onto each other. Nice girl. She
still lives in L.A.”

“And she’s calling you now because …?”

“Yeah, strangest thing. She remembered I came
from Taos and had moved back here.”

“And …?”

“Her little brother came out here to spend
his spring break snowboarding with some friends, and no one’s heard
from them.”

“Because … young guys don’t call home all
that often …”

“That’s what she thought at first, and she
tried to reassure her mother that everything is okay but— I’d
better backtrack. Casey was a late-in-life baby for the family.
Summer and Casey’s father died a few years ago, and their mother
has been in a nursing home, not doing well. Casey lives with Summer
and her husband. He’s in college and doesn’t seem to be graduating,
just keeps taking more courses, which all sound like they’re on the
light side—golf, for one. And the two buddies he’s traveling with
are kind of the same, still living at home well into their
twenties.”

Sam nodded, knowing but not really
understanding this new trend. Her own journey included leaving home
the minute she was out of high school, traveling to Alaska on her
own, having a baby at a young age, and raising her daughter on her
own.

“Summer’s mom took a turn for the worse this
week, and she’s really trying to get hold of Casey to let him know
he might need to cut his trip short. Multiple calls and texts have
gone unanswered.”

“Batteries die, signals don’t go
through.”

“True. Anyway, she first got in touch with
the other two families. No one had heard from the boys. Jacob’s
mother had also tried to get through, with no luck. Benjamin’s
parents seemed barely aware he wasn’t back down in his little
man-cave in the basement.”

“Did she report this to Evan?”

“I asked that question. Yes, says she did.
She felt like everyone kind of brushed her off. That’s when she
remembered that Beau was sheriff and that I was connected.” She
held up one hand. “I know. I told her Beau’s retired. But, Mom, she
sounds so worried. Her mother’s situation is getting worse, and
this is important to them. And we do know Evan, so I can’t say I
don’t have any connections with law enforcement around here.
I told her I’d ask around.”

“We can do that,” Sam said.

“See? I knew you would help.” Kelly’s smile
lit up.

“I may have gray hair, but even I know that
three young guys surely all have cell phones and it would be odd
for none of them to answer.” Sam paused while jotting items on her
list. “I need to run to the store for a few things. How about if we
do that together and then stop by the sheriff’s office and talk to
Evan ourselves?”

Thirty minutes later, Sam pulled into the
visitor parking area at the county sheriff’s department building.
After being an insider, Beau’s wife and a deputy herself, it felt
strange to walk through the front door instead of the one that led
directly into the squad room in back. But Evan was as welcoming as
ever, ushering them into his office as soon as he heard they were
there on business.

Seeing the younger man in Beau’s chair was
another thing Sam hadn’t quite become used to, but she settled into
one of the visitor chairs while Kelly outlined the basics.

“Yeah,” he said, “yesterday. I followed up,
but I guess the lady didn’t like the answers.”

“Can you fill us in?” Sam asked. “Just so we
know what to tell her.”

“Sure. Maybe you’ll come up with some ideas
for me.” He moved his computer mouse around until he came to the
screen he wanted. “The caller said her younger brother and two
friends came up for snowboarding during spring break. They’d
arranged a vacation rental through one of those online services but
didn’t leave any specific information with their families. Your
friend only had a confirmation number for the rental but it wasn’t
an actual link she could follow.”

“That agrees with what she told me,” Kelly
said.

“So, I followed up with the major ones until
I got a match to the confirmation number. Which led me to the
property address and the owner’s name. I called the owner, who
lives in Oklahoma, and was told they just assumed the renters had
showed up. When they don’t hear anything, they figure it’s good
news, that nothing’s wrong with the cabin, the renters’ stay is
going all right.”

Sam nodded, writing down the name and address
he showed her in his notes.

“I spoke with TSV police—you know Taos Ski
Valley only has forty-some residents, a mayor, a police chief and a
couple of officers who mainly call tow trucks for tourists who
slide off the roads. Basically, everyone knows everything up there,
but none of them knew anything about this group of kids.
Sorry—young men. No accident reports involving their vehicle. It
was a two-wheel-drive sedan, not exactly ideal for this country,
but …” He scrolled down a bit further. “I even checked with the
Forest Service, in case they’d decided to go off into the back
country. No indication of that.”

“Did you go up to the cabin?”

“Yeah. Buttoned up tight. But that may not
mean anything. Curtains drawn, could mean they didn’t want anyone
peeking in the windows to see their stuff inside. There’d been
fresh snow that morning, so any tracks would have got covered up. I
couldn’t say for sure that no one had been there. Couldn’t say they
had.”

“Neighbors?”

“The cabins up in that area are pretty far
apart, at least a couple acres between. And no permanent residents
on that road.”

“Which means there’s no nosy neighbor who
watches all the comings and goings.”

“Exactly.” Evan pushed the mouse aside and
folded his hands on the desk. “I feel for the family, and I know
your friend is worried, but I’ve done all I can without initiating
a full-on search and rescue mission. From what I can tell, it’s
just not warranted right now. We don’t even know that the boys
didn’t change their plans and decide to spend spring break in Vegas
or somewhere entirely different. They’re all over twenty-one.”


Chapter 2

March 27th

 


 


Casey moaned as he rolled over, pulling the
quilt snugly over his shoulders. His head felt like a
basketball—hard and round and like it would bounce if it touched
anything. How many beers had he drunk yesterday? Not enough to make
him feel this crappy.

“Hey, you awake?” came Benjamin’s whisper
from the top bunk across the room.

“Ugh. I guess so.”

“What time is it? I can’t find my phone.”

The heavy Indian blanket that served as a
curtain kept the room dim, but bright light rimmed the edges. Casey
reached for the edge of the drape and pulled it aside. Hard, white
light blasted his eyes. He dropped the blanket back in place.

“So, daytime,” Benjamin added helpfully.

“No shit.”

On the lower bunk, Jacob flopped from his
side to his back, shaking the bed frame. It knocked against the
wood-paneled wall.

“Hey, lazy-butt. You got your phone? What
time is it?” Benjamin peered down at the heftier guy.

“What does it matter? We’re on vacation,
dude.” Jacob scrubbed at his face and opened his eyes.

“Yeah, what’s with you always needing to know
the time?” Casey teased. “Man, it’s spring break. We’re gonna get
our boards and shred the gnar!”

Benjamin closed his mouth. He couldn’t
explain it either, the way he always kept track of time. It was
just a thing he did.

“It was snowing pretty good last night,”
Jacob said. “Think the old Mustang will get us on up to the
lifts?”

Casey waved off the idea. He actually had no
idea how the car would handle in snow. Maybe they should have
rented a Jeep or something, but he wasn’t about to express that
worry to his friends. He avoided the need to answer by clearing his
throat and coughing, swinging his legs over the edge of the bed and
reaching for his pants. He swore he’d left them across the foot of
the bed, but when he looked around, he saw that they were neatly
folded and draped over a chair in the corner. Each of the other
guys’ clothing was similarly folded and draped over the footboards
of the bunks.

Okay, this was too weird. Had the
already-fussy Benjamin gone all OCD after Casey drifted off to
sleep? Surely not.

A light tap on the door startled him.

“You boys decent?” came a female voice. The
door cracked open an inch or two and the old lady stood there,
facing the door frame. “I’ve got breakfast all ready. Who wants
pancakes?”

Casey stared. Jacob and Benjamin exchanged a
look.

“Um, we didn’t realize this was a bed and
breakfast,” Benjamin said. “We’re not quite dressed yet.”

“That’s perfectly all right,” Nancy said.
“Just come on in the kitchen when you’re ready. The griddle’s hot
and the batter’s all stirred up. I’ll make you chocolate chip or
blueberry.” The door closed and her footsteps retreated down the
hall.

“What the hell?” Jacob muttered. “Didn’t I
come on vacation to get away from my mother?”

Benjamin had sprung down from the top bunk.
“Oh, give her a break. She’s just a nice lady who wants to make us
a treat. It’s probably something they do on your first morning
here.”

He stopped when he saw his clothing neatly
folded at the end of the bed, and his glance slid between Casey and
Jacob. Discarding the idea that either of his friends would have
done it, he kept his mouth shut and began dressing. Another amenity
of the cabin?

In the bathroom, their toothbrushes lay in a
neat row on the vanity top, each with the correct tube of
toothpaste beside it. Benjamin noticed them as he stood at the
commode, relieving himself. A prickle of gooseflesh crept up his
neck. He’d watched a movie a few weeks ago with his mom, one in
which the manservant of the king did stuff like that, waiting on
the royal personage, hand and foot. But real people in real life
didn’t do this.

He finished his business, washed his hands,
and messed up the toothbrush arrangement. Casey would come in here
and think he’d set them all in place. And the last thing Benjamin
needed was for the other two, the guys from the cool crowd, to
start razzing him about being even more of a nerd.

He looked in the mirror, hated the way his
short hair lay perfectly in place, and ran damp fingers through it
to mess it up. He had to figure out how Casey achieved that tousled
look, that casual don’t-give-a-shit attitude that made girls
gravitate to him.

Later. Right now he could smell bacon
cooking.

Jacob was already at the kitchen table, a
stack of chocolate chip pancakes in front of him, a jug of syrup in
hand, from which he proceeded to pour a small lake onto the plate.
A platter holding what must be a full pound of bacon sat in the
middle of the table.

“Good morning, Benjamin,” Nancy called
out. “Blueberry or chocolate chip?” She stood poised at the stove,
ready to ladle out the batter.

“Blueberry, please.” She remembered his name?
He couldn’t help but feel flattered.

“Take a seat, and I’ll bring them right over.
Did you boys sleep well?”

Jacob’s mouth was full and Benjamin was about
to answer when Casey stumbled into the room. At Nancy’s query about
his choice of pancakes, he came out with, “Coffee. Just
coffee.”

“Of course. What was I thinking?” She flipped
Benjamin’s pancakes while reaching to a shelf above for mugs,
something like Supermom combined with the waitress who was so good
you’d leave a twenty-dollar tip.

Before the pancakes were fully browned, she’d
managed to pour three mugs of coffee from an old-fashioned pot and
deliver them to the table. A moment later, Benjamin’s blueberry
cakes were waiting there too. He sat down and began to give them a
lavish swipe of butter.

Casey carried his mug to the window and stood
there, staring at the snowscape outside. The kitchen was at the
back of the house and the window gave a view of nothing but pine
trees and snow.

“We can’t wait to get out on the slopes
today,” Benjamin said, mainly to fill the momentary silence, or to
keep Nancy from offering more food.

“Oh, dear,” she said.

All three of the guys turned toward her.

“Well, it’s just that the wind came up during
the night. Not sure how the roads will be.”

“How far are we from the chairlifts, anyway?”
Benjamin wished, once again, that he’d pressed a little harder for
Casey to share details.

“Oh, it’s only a couple of miles,” Nancy
said, carrying the coffeepot around to see who needed refills. “But
the drifts, you know. Until the plows get out.”

Casey had wandered across to the living room
but he returned now, with fire in his eyes. “Where’s my car?”

Nancy stood at the stove and it seemed that
she froze for a split second before putting her grandmotherly smile
back on.

“My damn car! Where’s my car?” He slammed his
mug down on the table.

A wave of cold air whooshed into the room.
The old man stood in the kitchen doorway. “Just simmer down, you
young buck. And watch your mouth. My wife’s a lady.”

“Lyle …” Nancy placed a hand on his
shoulder.

“I’ll tell you where your car is. I moved it
into the barn last night. Wind was coming up and I thought them
board-things you had on top might just take right off with it.”

“Seriousl—?”

“Go look for yourself out front. Snow’s all
drifted up to the porch, and until I get my plow out there, no
one’s going anywhere.”

Casey shot him one last defiant look, and
Benjamin soothed it over by agreeing that the snow looked pretty
deep. Jacob swabbed the last of his pancakes in the syrup puddle
and asked for more. The request set Nancy into action once
again.

“All right, then. Everybody take a seat and
I’ll have more pancakes on the table in a second. Honey, I don’t
want you out there on the plow until you’ve had a good breakfast.
Everything else can wait.” She poured batter for another eight
pancakes onto the large griddle, then turned to the group. “You’ll
see. Life just has to slow down a bit when the weather takes over.
We do this a lot in the winter, have a late breakfast and then read
or watch movies all day.”

Even Jacob seemed to realized those were not
options for Casey. They’d come here to live it up, not be stuck in
a log cabin with these oldsters. But thankfully, he kept his
opinion to himself, stuffing his mouth with bacon instead.

Tempers cooled as the pancakes and bacon went
down. Twenty minutes later, Lyle pushed his plate back and stood.
“Goin’ to get the plow. Anyone wants to help shovel the porch is
more than welcome.”

Casey gave a little chuff, which Benjamin
covered by coughing. He had no idea how one went about shoveling a
porch, but it sounded like more fun than watching Jacob stuff his
face or Casey stomp around in a mood. But first … “I told my family
I’d let them know when we arrived,” he said to Nancy. “Can you show
me your landline?”

She led him into the living room and pointed
to an old fashioned telephone that had a wire leading to a plug in
the wall. “It’s the only kind that works if the power goes
out.”

He picked up the handset and thought a minute
to remember his home number before he began to press buttons.
“Nothing’s happening.”

“Did you get a dial tone?”

Dial tone? “I don’t hear
anything.”

She stepped over and took the receiver from
him, listening. Set it back in place, picked it up, and listened
again for a moment. “You’re right. A line must be down somewhere.
It’s dead.”


Chapter 3

 


 


“So, what do we do next?” Kelly asked. She
sat at Sam’s kitchen table with a mug of tea, while her mom
rummaged in the fridge for dinner ideas. Ana was out in the barn
with Grandpa Beau, supposedly to check out their selection of
saddles and maybe take a short ride on the gentle, elderly
horse.

“I assume you’re talking about Summer and her
missing brother, not whether I’ll settle on pork chops or vegetable
soup?”

Kelly sent her a look.

“Well, I’m a little skeptical about Evan’s
idea that the boys would have changed plans in favor of something
as different as Las Vegas. Summer told you they loaded up
snowboards and winter clothing. In Vegas, they’d want to dress up,
play it cool. That’s a big switch.”

“Yeah, I got the feeling Vegas was
just a word that popped out of Evan’s mouth. He really meant
‘anywhere else in the world.’ Don’t you think?”

“Probably. Which gives us no clues
whatsoever.”

Kelly sighed, staring into her tea mug. “I
just feel really sad about this. Summer is a good friend. You know
the kind, the coworker whose personality just clicks for you. She
and I didn’t even work in the same office all that long, but we
stayed in touch. Met for lunch every week or two after I left
Bradwick. Emailed a lot since I moved back to Taos.”

Sam had one or two friendships
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