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Reunion

Kirkland Schwartz stood shielding his eyes from the bright Arizona sun as Lizzy pulled into the RV lot. He was her attorney, her friend, her savior, and he was beautiful. Not beautiful like a model or an actor, but with a cultivated look that reflected his professional status. Her breath hitched as it always did when he smiled at her. She jumped down from the motor home and ran toward him, arms out. 

Only slightly taller than her five foot eight, he embraced her and said, “About time.”

“Have you been waiting long?”

“Ages.” He chuckled. “Where’s your famous wiener dog?”

“She’s in the back. Is that yours?” Lizzy asked, pointing at a shiny red and black helicopter parked a short distance from the rows of campers and the adobe-style offices.

“It is. We have a few errands before I whisk you away to my lair. I’ll have Ben load your things while we’re gone.”

“The pilot,” he said, in response to her raised eyebrows.

“I remember him. Where’s Kevin?”

“We had a parting of ways.”

“I’m sorry.”

“I have bounced back, as always,” he declared. “His replacement is waiting at home as we speak. You’ll love him.”

Lizzy remained silent. She liked Kevin a lot and knew Kirk did too. “What kind of errands?”

“You’ll see. Let’s get you checked in first.”

“Am I dressed okay? You always make me feel like a country bumpkin.”

“You’re fine.” He straightened his perfectly tailored linen jacket. “You know this is just my uniform.”

“I also know you frequent places with dress codes.”

He shrugged. “If you’re uncomfortable we’ll go somewhere else. Now where’s that puppy?”

“She’s not actually a puppy, you know.”

“How old is she?”

“I’m not sure, but Holly thinks she’s about three.”

“That’s your vet friend?”

Lizzy nodded and turned toward the motor home before Kirk could see her expression. She hadn’t come to terms with how their road trip ended. I need to call her. Inside the RV, Mavis barked loud enough to hear outside. Lizzy opened the door and the little dog’s antics nearly knocked her travel crate over. She ran in tight circles and jumped against the side with pent up vigor.

“Stop!” Lizzy cried, racing into the back and placing her hand on the plastic carrier. “You’re going to hurt yourself.” 

She unlatched the crate and crouched as the red football-shaped miniature dachshund said, “Ahrooerer,” with a full-body wiggle, then danced around on her hind legs.

“I bet you have to go potty, don’t you? Let’s just get your leash on first.”

Mavis, who seemed to find joy in creating challenges, rolled onto her back, squirming enthusiastically.

“Ha. Gotcha.” Lizzy snapped the halter closed.

Outside, Mavis quickly took care of business, then greeted Kirk as he approached. He stopped and took a step back. The loud medium-pitched bark was at odds with her wagging tail.

“She’s just saying hello,” Lizzy assured him.

He leaned down and held out his hand for her inspection. “I bet you’re a great watch dog,” he said.

Mavis sniffed his fingers and stepped back with a final bark.

“Give her food and she’ll be your best friend,” Lizzy said.

“Kind of like you.” He grinned.

Lizzy stuck out her tongue and followed him into the dealership. Rather than drive back to South Dakota by herself, Kirk had suggested she return the motor home in Arizona and fly back after a visit.

The young man at the desk took one look at Mavis and insisted they do a walk-through before he signed off. He needn’t have worried. The interior was pristine; Lizzy’s belongings packed neatly in boxes and ready to ship. Although his eyebrows rose fractionally, the young man said nothing, simply checked a box on his form and led the way back inside.

Once the paperwork was completed, Lizzy and Kirk stepped outside to find a sleek black sedan waiting for them. Lizzy didn’t know if it was Kirk’s car or a transportation service, but she got inside. The interior was cool and quiet. Her hand glided over the soft leather seat. “Where are we going?”

“I thought we’d have lunch and buy you a dress for the party this weekend.”

Her heart dropped. “Party?”

“You’ll love it. A Monte Carlo casino-themed murder mystery party.” As they drove through downtown Phoenix, he described the guests, the decorations, and the mystery. It sounded like torture.

By the time they pulled up outside an upscale café with patio seating, Lizzy was relieved to let the topic drop. “This is adorable,” she said.

“I believe they were aiming for a Parisien café vibe, but our weather lends itself more to Palm Beach.” He chuckled. “The food is good though, and they won’t mind Mavis on the patio.”

Patrons sipped cocktails and glanced at their phones as Lizzy and Kirk followed a server through the labyrinth of small round tables and potted plants.

“Can I get you something to drink?” the server asked as they sat.

“Iced tea,” Kirk said.

“Water, please. I forgot how dry it is here.”

The server left and Kirk asked, “Where’s Mavis?”

“Under the table looking for crumbs.”

The server brought drinks and took orders. When he left again, Kirk asked, “How did you end up travelling alone? What happened to your friends?”

Lizzy pressed her lips together.

“Did you have a disagreement?”

She shook her head. “Holly wanted to go home so Jason said he’d drive back with me.”

“But he didn’t.”

“He got a call the next morning and said he had to leave.” She swallowed the lump in her throat. “Some kind of emergency.”

“Well, he is a police officer, right?”

She looked down and whispered, “Yes.”

She could feel his penetrating gaze. He waited.

“I know I’m wrong. I’m being unreasonable.”

“You trusted him.”

“And he left me. Just like everyone else.” Her parents, her ex, the fake friends from her youth; they all left eventually. 

Kirk took her hand and said, “Your feelings are valid. But don’t worry. After a couple of weeks with me you’ll be right as rain.”

Lizzy couldn’t help smiling. “What would I ever do without you?”

***
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AFTER LUNCH AND A TRIP to an exclusive boutique where Kirk insisted on buying Lizzy two dresses that cost more than a new car, they finally reached the helipad where Ben waited. The blades whipped through the air, stirring up dust and small pebbles. Lizzy held Mavis to her chest as she jogged behind Kirk to the open door, leaning over Mavis to shield her from the wind. Ordinarily fearless and full of curiosity, the little dog shivered like a Chihuahua and whined, her tail tucked tightly between her legs. Kirk entered first and reached down for Mavis, but she burrowed her snout under Lizzy’s arm and made herself heavy. Lizzy had never figured out how she accomplished that, but she seemed able to double her weight at will. Kirk called Ben to help. He pulled; Ben lifted and pushed. Lizzy and Mavis landed in a heap.

Lizzy sat on the floor of the helicopter and laughed, as Mavis, wiggling and wagging her tail, tried to lick her nose. 

Kirk chuckled. “Sit up here and we’ll take off,” he said, patting the seat and handing her a set of headphones.

“Why are we flying? Is it far?”

“You’ll see.”

“Stop saying that.”

“My lair.” He nodded. “It’s hard to get there otherwise. Watch out the window and you’ll understand.”

They flew over the sprawling urban jungle Lizzy had once called home and out into increasingly barren land. No, not barren, she thought. No people. No cars or construction. The vast desert was dotted with scrub and saguaro cacti. Unusual rock formations soared randomly between hills and valleys. “I’ve never seen it from this perspective. It’s so beautiful.”

“You should see it at sunset.” Kirk joined her in gazing out the window. “My land starts near here,” he said. “A hundred and forty acres.”

“I don’t see any roads.”

“No roads,” he agreed. “You might be able to get through in an offroad vehicle or on a horse, if you have plenty of time and know where the obstacles are. I haven’t tried it.”

Lizzy’s mind was busily conjuring images of bunkers and log cabins. How would you even get building supplies out here? Her question never got voiced because in the distance, atop a sprawling plateau, arose an implausible oasis. She drew in a sharp breath. “Is that real?” Sun glinted off a three-story wall of windows that reflected the red desert and deep blue sky. Bordering the front of the plateau sat an impossibly large, sparkling pool and thick green plant life.

Kirk wore a satisfied smile. “Home sweet home.” 
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Chapter Two
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Making a Splash

Dylan Murray stood on the roof of Kirkland’s mansion, his wavy blonde hair whipping in the wind as he watched the helicopter lower slowly onto the painted circle. The blades slowed and Ben jumped down from the cockpit to open the door for his passengers. Kirk passed him something furry and wiggling, before stepping out of the helicopter and reaching up to help his guest disembark. She wasn’t what Dylan imagined. Younger. Taller. Thinner. He frowned.

After speaking to Ben for a moment, Kirk retrieved the wiggling thing and placed it on the ground. Dylan realized belatedly that it was a dog, Long with short legs and a surprising amount of energy, Dylan realized he had never seen a dachshund in real life. He’d thought the photos were exaggerated but they weren’t. He observed the dog until Kirk took the woman’s hand and led her toward the door. 

He throbbed with jealousy. Is this how it ends? He stepped forward to confront them.

Kirk smiled with perfect white teeth. “Lizzy, this is my personal assistant, Dylan. Dylan, Elizabeth Hornwhistle.”

I’ve heard that name somewhere. Dylan tilted his head to one side, confused. Is she a client? Friend? He wondered how to greet her.

As if reading his mind, Kirk said, “Lizzy’s a client and a great friend. The lines are very blurred.” He laughed. “Go ahead and treat her like a cousin.”

She smiled and held out her hand. “Nice to meet you,” she said, and he hated her instantly.

Watching Kirk lead her into the house, he was startled by Ben’s approach.

“You’ll need to treat her with respect. She’s one of his best friends.”

He narrowed his eyes. Ben was okay, but Dylan didn’t like people telling him what to do. “How do you know?”

“Just trust me. I’ve been working for him for a long time. Put on your happy face and play nice. It’s only a couple weeks.”

Dylan nodded and headed inside. He went straight to his room and locked the door. He stood in front of one of two sinks in his gargantuan bathroom and stared at his reflection in the mirror. I can play nice, but I’m not stupid. He splashed cold water on his face and blotted it dry.

***
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BY THE TIME KIRK LED her into her room, Lizzy was lost. “Why do you need such an enormous house?” she asked. “And where are we anyway?”

“This is my weekend hideaway and it’s spacious enough to have guests—lots of them.” He ignored her second question.

Lizzy turned in a circle, taking in the cool tile floor, area rugs, floor-to-ceiling windows. Everything was quality with matching styles and coordinated colors. Her room was done in soothing shades of blue. “Did you hire someone to decorate for you?”

“Of course. You know I have no taste.”

She laughed. “Do you think they’d help me with my upstairs? The bedrooms are still hideous.”

“I can give them a call later. I’m sure they’ll be thrilled.”

Lizzy wandered into the cavernous bathroom. “Does anyone stay here during the week?” 

Kirk’s voice echoed behind her. “Sometimes. Dylan comes and goes, and the Dinkleberrys return early to get it freshened up.”

“The Dinkleberrys?”

“My butler and his wife. You’ll meet them later. What do you think of the bathroom?”

“Awe inspiring.” The eight-foot-long marble countertop held two sinks, the toilet had an electronic seat with a remote control, and a full-size jacuzzi tub sat in one corner. “What’s that?”

“A rainfall shower. Feel free to experiment with the settings. I find it very relaxing.”

Lizzy pried her attention away from the glassed-in shower and turned toward the door. “I don’t think Dylan likes me.”

“He’ll come around. He’s always jealous of anyone he perceives as a threat.”

“That would get on my nerves, I think.”

Kirk gazed out the bedroom window for a moment. “He puts up with my strange schedule and is usually cheerful.”

“You’re talking about me, right?” Ben said, lugging a large suitcase into the room. 

“Thanks.” Lizzy grinned. Cheerful wouldn’t have been her word of choice to describe Ben, but despite his terrifying appearance, he had always been polite and considerate. 

“Don’t forget the garment bags,” Kirk said.

“Yep.” Ben left. Lizzy had based a character on him once; a larger-than-life jungle warrior covered in tribal tattoos who vanished into the mist after saving the heroine. 

“Why don’t we hang out by the pool until dinner time?” Kirk’s voice snapped her out of her reverie.

“How will I find it?”

“It’s simple. Find the stairs and go down. The living room opens up onto the courtyard. You can’t miss it.”

After he left, Lizzy unzipped her suitcase. Mavis jumped in as soon as the top flipped open. “Hey. That’s not your bed. I guess we’d better have Ben find it for you.”

Ignoring her, Mavis stomped around in a circle before burrowing under a pile of neatly folded shirts to take a nap.

Lizzy rummaged for a swimsuit and quickly changed, then headed downstairs, leaving the door cracked for her slumbering canine.

***
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THE COURTYARD, AS KIRK called it, stretched the length of the house and overlooked endless desert. The red soil and bright blue sky never got old. South Dakota is beautiful, but there’s no place like home. She felt content, realizing how much she had missed the desert. Closing her eyes, she breathed in the sharp, earthy scent of creosote and the sweeter fragrance of spring blossoms. Palm trees and other drought-tolerant plants encircled the outdoor living space. Lizzy decided she would call it a patio, but it was more than that. An azure salt-water pool with a built-in hot tub and a flowing waterfall sprawled in the center. A full outdoor kitchen, covered seating area, and a wood stove sat at one end. Another seating area with a fire pit sat opposite. She made herself comfortable on one of the pool-side lounge chairs and closed her eyes.

Click click, click click. The sound of Mavis’ nails on flagstone heralded her arrival. Then the splash. Lizzy smiled and opened her eyes. Mavis loved to swim.

“Would you like a cocktail?” Kirk’s voice startled her.

“Absolutely.” She reached out a hand to accept the frozen concoction, pink and orange in a sweating glass.

“Do you need me to go in after your little friend?”

“No. I’ll keep an eye on her.”

“She’s adorable. I think I’d like a dog if I was home more.”

Lizzy studied him as he sat on an adjacent sun chair and took a sip of his drink. Sometimes, looking at him, she wished she was an artist. The sunlight glanced off his chiseled muscles. His dark hair shone. She decided if she ever used him as the inspiration for one of her characters, he’d have to be a villain. Anything else would be unfair to the rest of humanity.

“This patio is paradise.” She yanked her thoughts away from dangerous territory. “What are you doing with that?” Pointing at a child’s electric car resting near the fire pit, she raised one eyebrow.

Kirk chuckled. “It’s from a previous party. One of my clients brought his kids and left their toys behind.”

“I wanted one of those when I was little.”

“Maybe you can try it out later.” He placed his drink on the small table between them and stood. “Race you to the pool!”

Lizzy ran after him with long strides and jumped in with a whoop.
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Chapter Three

[image: ]


Emergency Peas

The shouts and laughter ceased when Dylan stepped through the glass doors and paused. He scowled at the two of them in the pool. He hadn’t been invited.

“Hi Dylan.” Lizzy called. “Come on in.” Her short, bleached blonde hair was almost white and her skin had turned bronze in the Arizona sun. Ridiculously thin, all arms and legs, she made him feel like a marshmallow.

Kirk, rather than echo the invitation, dunked her under the water.

Plastering a wide smile on his face, Dylan said, “Thanks, sweetie, but I have tons to do before the party.”

“Have you heard from Ben?” Kirk asked.

“He’ll be back in the morning.” Dylan paused, waiting for a reply, but that was it. Kirk’s attention was back on his guest. Even the dog took precedence. He wanted to confront him, but he was always a little afraid he would end up back on the streets of Hollywood where Kirk found him. One of these days he’ll get tired of me. Maybe he already has. He pivoted and reentered the house, nearly colliding with Mr. Dinkleberry.

“Is everything alright, Sir?” the butler asked.

“Yes. Fine.” Dylan took the stairs two at a time. “Pull yourself together,” he muttered to himself. 

***
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BY THE TIME MR. DINKLEBERRY rang the gong, Dylan was seated in the dining room, freshly showered and exuding enthusiasm. He watched Kirk and Lizzy enter, also showered and changed. If Lizzy was a client, she had money, but she didn’t act like it. Dressed in shorts and a T-shirt, she looked like someone you’d meet at the beach, or a local dog park. She’s comfortable, he thought.

“Lizzy asked about the gong,” Kirk said.

He’s looking more relaxed too. Maybe her visit is a good thing.

“The house is so big. It seemed like a good way to make sure everyone knew it was dinner time.”

“There’s one gong at quarter to, and another announcing dinner is served,” Dylan chimed in.

“And I thought it might be fun to let Mr. Dinkleberry wield the mallet.” Kirk grinned.

“Fun for whom, Sir?” Dinkleberry mumbled dryly before striding through a swinging door.

Lizzy’s stomach growled loudly, and Kirk laughed.

“Sir? Could you possibly assist?” Dinkleberry called from the other side of the door.

“Oh my god,” Kirk sputtered. Mavis was lodged in the doorway, unable to go forward or back.

“Hold on. I’ll get her. I guess she’s hungry too,” Kirk said.

“My friend Holly says we’re two of a kind. Food driven,” Lizzy added for clarification.

“She could make a strong case for that statement,” Kirk nodded with a straight face. He released Mavis from the swinging door and handed her to Lizzy, who placed her on the floor.

Dinkleberry, finally able to enter with his tray, served individual plates of salad and returned to the kitchen.

Mavis stared up at Lizzy with concentration and barked twice.

“Poor baby. It’s past your dinner time, isn’t it.” She stood. “Don’t touch my salad.” She pointed at Kirk with mock severity. “I’ll be right back.” She trotted toward the stairs, Mavis on her heels.

When Lizzy got back, she glanced at her salad and the bowl of soup that had materialized beside it. Her stomach grumbled again. Pausing by the swinging door, she turned to Kirk and asked, “Is it alright if I go in and prepare Mavis’ dinner?”

Kirk opened his mouth to answer at the same time Dinkleberry returned with his tray. He shoved the door with his hip, slamming it into Lizzy’s head. The bowls clinked and Lizzy sat down hard.

“Hold on, Mr. Dinkleberry,” Kirk said as he rose. He crouched down next to Lizzy. “Are you okay?” he asked.

Lizzy blinked twice. Mavis barked.

“Let me help you up.”

“She usually eats at four.”

“Dinkleberry is the only one who uses that door during dinner. I’m sure he didn’t expect you to be there.”

“Sir? May I enter?”

“Yes. Come through. I’m sorry to interfere with your routine, but could you accompany Lizzy to the kitchen to make dinner for the dog?”

“Certainly.” He smiled down at the little dachshund, who wagged her tail. Placing the entrées on the table, he turned his attention to Lizzy. “Come with me, Miss. Would you like some frozen peas?” 

Dylan stared after them before glancing at Kirk, who had returned to his seat and was shaking with mirth.

“You’re... you’re laughing?”

“I can’t help it. I had forgotten how funny she can be.”

“But she could have been really hurt.”

“Then it wouldn’t have been as funny.” Kirk took a shaky breath and pressed his lips together. He grinned at Dylan. “Give her a chance. I know you two will be great friends.”

***
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LIZZY FOLLOWED DINKLEBERRY into the kitchen; it smelled divine. Mavis pranced behind. 

“We’re in need of emergency peas,” Dinkleberry announced to a slight woman in a chef’s hat and jacket.

“Chotto matte,” her voice rang high and clear. She gave whatever she was making a final stir before gliding effortlessly to the freezer. “Douzo.” The peas magically appeared in Lizzy’s hands. The cold felt good against the lump on her head.

“My wife, Miss. What do you need for the dog?”

“Just a little warm water to moisten up her kibble.”

Questions bubbled up inside her as she watched the Dinkleberrys move about the kitchen in harmony, their connection evident despite their silence. 

Mr. Dinkleberry, slender and balding, cleared a space near the kettle and invited her over. His wife stiffened when she saw Mavis dancing at Lizzy’s feet. 

“Dog no,” she said. 

“I’m sorry. We’ll be out of here in a sec,” Lizzy said. She quickly poured kibble into Mavis’ bowl and added warm water, then she handed the bag of peas back to Mr. Dinkleberry. “Thank you
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