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Chapter 1

 


The first Saturday in December was going to
be the happiest day of my brother’s life. Ron and my husband,
Drake, were all tuxedoed up and presumably picking up the flowers
on their way to the chapel. My matron-of-honor dress hung on a hook
on the closet door, all snug and clean in its garment bag. Victoria
had helped me choose it but had not jammed her own opinions down my
throat. I’ve seen so many disastrous, puff-sleeved, low-waisted
bridesmaid dresses in every color from baby pink to violent purple
that I truly appreciated it when she let me pick one that might
serve double duty for the upcoming holiday season—in case we
actually got invited to a dressy soirée. My deep burgundy, knee
length dress was demure enough for a wedding and low-cut enough for
a party. I picked up the accessory bag containing my shoes, jewelry
and makeup, mentally running through my to-do list as I called
Freckles in from the backyard, hustled her into her doggy crate and
headed for the front door.

Pick up Victoria at her house, arrange both
of our dresses in as unwrinkled condition as possible in the back
seat of my Jeep Cherokee and get us to the chapel with time to
spare for putting them on and applying finishing touches to hair
and makeup. In my case, that last part would consist of an extra
swipe of lipstick and hair-spraying any errant strands from the
complicated up-do that my local hairdresser had been kind enough to
create at eight o’clock this morning. Believe me, I felt decidedly
overdressed walking out of there.

The noon ceremony with approximately fifty
guests would be followed by a very classy luncheon at the country
club, an afternoon of champagne and dancing, and a quick exit by
the bride and groom in time to catch their plane to the east coast.
Ron had confided that he’d told Victoria only to pack for warm
weather. Their destination was a surprise for her, but I knew he’d
booked them a room at a very chichi hotel in Miami with a side
excursion to Disney World because he truly did believe the ads that
promised it’s way more fun without the kids. Besides, his three
boys are already beyond the kiddie-ride phase and well into the
blasé, you-can’t-impress-me stage.

I stashed my things in the back of the Jeep
and gave a final stare at the house. Had I locked the back door?
Yes. The front door? Fairly sure I did. No sense worrying about the
iron—I don’t do ironing. The toaster had long since been put away
and the coffee maker emptied when I got back from my hair
appointment. Ron had been a nervous wreck for two days but
Drake—bless him—was a model of organization. It’s what makes him an
extraordinary pilot and the logical choice as Ron’s best man. Our
brother Paul, his wife Lorraine and their two kids had stayed the
night next door at Elsa Higgins’s house, and they would give our
elderly neighbor a ride to the ceremony. With a houseful of
disorganized house guests, I had a feeling my surrogate grandmother
would be the happiest of all of us to see this weekend to its
completion.

The Jeep cranked to life with a little
reluctance and I wondered if she was going to make it through
another winter. The night temperatures were already dipping below
freezing and the old girl was getting a little testy about that. I
pulled my wool dress coat more tightly around me as I waited for
the heater to thaw my toes.

Victoria’s house sits less than two miles
away, a cute little three-bedroom bungalow on the fringes of
downtown. Convenient to Ron’s work, it’s one of the reasons they’ve
decided to move into her place rather than his—that, and the fact
that he’s been in a dumpy, depressing bachelor apartment in the
northeast heights ever since his divorce from Bernadette, I don’t
know how many years ago. My brother is hardworking, loyal, and
kind; he is not a homemaker. The dreary apartment doesn’t look a
whole lot different from the day he moved in.

Victoria, on the other hand, has put all her
professional interior decorator skills to work on her place, so
even though it’s an older home she has added all the modern
conveniences without sacrificing the original ambiance. Last I
heard, Ron had moved quite a bit of his stuff over there and was
ready to vacate his apartment by the end of the month. Pretty much
everyone thought he couldn’t leave the old dump a moment too
soon.

I drove up Lomas, noting that the Saturday
morning drivers all seemed to be moving sluggishly along the frosty
streets. This was our first real cold snap of the season and I
supposed none of us were really ready to say goodbye to the
gorgeous autumnal blue skies and Indian summer temperatures we’d
experienced all the way through Thanksgiving. I turned off Lomas
and took a couple more turns into Vic’s 1950s neighborhood where,
thanks to a recent revival of interest in Albuquerque’s downtown
area, the homes had undergone a wave of renovation and renewal.
Tired facades had been updated, withered landscaping replaced and
updated for greater curb appeal. All in all, it was a charming
little area where anyone would want to live.

Stopping in front of her mushroom-brown house
with its dark chocolate trim, I started to tap my horn before
realizing how rude that would be. Besides having a lot to carry,
she most certainly had a zillion things on her mind and would
appreciate a hand with some of the tasks. I braced myself against
the chilly breeze and climbed out of the Jeep.

Boxwood hedges lined the flagstone path that
meandered with a charming curve to the front door. The drapes
appeared closed, but beyond the transom window the entryway light
was on. Victoria had probably been up since before dawn putting the
final touches on whatever it was that perfectionist brides put
touches on. I’m not a fusser and my own wedding had been thrown
together very last-minute, so I have no clue about a lot of this
stuff. I pressed the doorbell.

Not a sound came from inside. She must be
back in her bedroom. With a shiver against the breeze, I buttoned
my coat up to the throat and hit the bell again. This time I
distinctly heard it echo off the hardwood floors and through the
spacious living room. I let a full two minutes go by. Maybe she was
in the shower. After awhile, though, I began to wonder. She knew I
was coming. She’d been very specific about the schedule, allowing
time to get to the chapel and dress for the ceremony. I was not a
minute late, but I wasn’t early either. I began to feel slightly
irritated as I reached for the doorknob.

The solid wood door swung inward without a
sound.

“Vic? It’s Charlie. You ready?”

From the basement I could hear the furnace
running but a chill breeze skimmed my ankles. I closed the door and
took a few steps into the entry hall, reminding myself that I’d
left my Jeep running out on the street.

“Vic? Hurry up, time to get going,” I called
out. My voice ricocheted back at me.

With one ear tuned to the idling Jeep and the
other to the sounds within the house, I walked into the living
room. A puddle of white silk caught my attention first. Victoria’s
wedding dress, lying in a heap on the floor. Something was very
wrong.


Chapter 2

 


I took a shaky breath and called her name
again, this time with a definite waver in my voice. No
response.

Okay, Charlie, stop and think. There
could be a lot of reasons for this. She’s on the phone, she ran to
a neighbor’s place for something, she realized Ron would forget the
flowers and went to pick them up herself. But she would never leave
her beautiful wedding gown lying there on the floor. I’d gone with
her to the designer’s shop to choose that dress. With Victoria’s
usual flair for the chic, she’d chosen this one because it so
perfectly fit both her figure and her style. She looked like a
sophisticated princess in it. She loved this dress.

I wandered over to the pile of white and
picked it up, looking for the hanger. That’s when the disarray in
the rest of the room caught my attention. The overstuffed sofa,
normally at a precise angle to the fireplace, sat off-kilter.
Brightly colored pillows, always neatly plumped at the corners of
the couch, had fallen to the floor and an arrangement of seashells
from the coffee table lay strewn across the blue and cream area
rug. A sharp odor, somewhat familiar, hung in the air.

My heart went into overdrive. I dropped the
white gown onto the sofa.

“Vic!” I yelled, racing down the hall toward
the bedrooms.

No sign of her in the boys’ room or the front
one she used as her home office. The master bedroom showed a neatly
made bed, a makeup case on the dresser with her white satin shoes
sitting nearby, and a packed airline suitcase with the lid up just
waiting for whatever last-minute things she intended to pack. Both
bathroom doors stood open; neither held a wisp of recent steam or a
hint of soap or shampoo scent.

Down the hall again, I went into the kitchen
where there was no sign of breakfast, not that Victoria wouldn’t
have immediately cleaned up after herself. I did find the source of
the chill I’d felt earlier. The back door stood partway open.

My pulse pounded in my head as I reached for
my cell phone. But I’d left my purse in the Jeep which, given the
city’s notoriety for missing vehicles, was an incredibly stupid
move on my part. I ran out front and yanked open the driver’s door,
sliding into my seat and grabbing for the purse on the floor of the
passenger side. My hands shook as I tried to tap numbers to reach
Drake. Two misdials before I finally got it right. I took a deep
breath as his phone rang.

“Have you and Ron heard anything from
Victoria this morning?” I asked, amazed that my voice sounded as
calm as it did.

“Why? She’s supposed to be with you.”

I breathed. “I know that. I’m at her house.
She’s not here.” At that point, my fake calm left me. “Something’s
really wrong, hon. I don’t know what, but things don’t look
right.”

A moment of silence. “We’ll come. Wait where
you are. Fifteen minutes, max.”

I nodded, as if he could hear it over the
phone, but the connection was already dead.

The Jeep was warm inside, and it was tempting
to take Drake’s instruction literally and stay there, but
unanswered questions bug me to death. When they involve a loved
one, there’s no way I can sit quietly by. I pulled my keys, grabbed
purse and phone, and even remembered to lock the car as I headed
back to the empty house.

This time I paid close attention to every
detail. Nothing at the front seemed out of place. Small, potted
evergreen shrubs flanked the red painted door. The fact that the
door was unlocked when I arrived was troublesome, but there really
had been no sign that Victoria had not left it that way. Inside,
the entry hall with its console table, trio of Nambé candlesticks,
antique mirror and arrangement of fall foliage appeared exactly as
I’d seen them on previous visits. Still, the condition of the
living room worried me. The wedding gown on the floor would have
never happened with Victoria in control. Someone else had been
here.

I sniffed the air. Again, that noticeable
acrid odor. I stepped into the grouping of sofa and side chairs,
the area I’d only observed from the doorway earlier. From this
angle I saw it—a long smear of red on the wheat-colored sofa.
Closer, I could tell it was blood. Below the smear, on the blue and
cream area rug, a puddle had formed. Drops led away from it,
dripping their way toward the dining area and kitchen.

I swallowed hard, my toast and coffee
threatening to rise. My index finger reached toward the spot,
wanting to test whether it was wet. Stupid move, Charlie. I
yanked my hand back.

Other things began to catch my attention.
Slivers of wood on the hearth, shreds of stuffing from a pillow
that had fallen to the floor. A small statuette of a Franciscan
saint lay on its side on the mantel, nudged there by some force not
quite strong enough to knock it to the floor. I knelt and held a
hand to the glass fire screen. It was cold.

A sound at the front door startled me and two
seconds later Ron and Drake walked in, catching me on my knees at
the hearth staring up at them.

“What’s going on?” Ron demanded.

“I wish I knew.” I pointed out the red
stains.

“Where’s Vic?” Ron demanded.

“I was hoping you could tell me. I got here
to pick her up and found this. The front door was unlocked. The
back one is standing open …”

“Shit,” he murmured, rubbing his hands
through the somewhat sparse hair on his head.

“We have to call the police,” Drake said.
“Something could have happened to her.”

“Maybe she got scared and went to one of the
neighbors,” I suggested.

“And didn’t call me?” Ron paced the room, his
eyes flitting every direction.

I looked toward the dining table, surrounded
by six antique chairs. The purse Victoria normally carried hung by
its strap over one of them.

“Maybe she couldn’t call. Here’s her purse,”
I said, checking and verifying that her phone was inside.

“Charlie, she could have gone to a neighbor,
used their phone.”

Good point—stupid me.

“She’s missing and there’s blood. We have to
get the police involved,” Drake repeated. He was already pulling
his phone from the pocket of his tux. “Meanwhile, it’s probably
good if none of us touch anything.”

My hubby is quickly learning the finer points
of crime scenes after only four years on the periphery of Ron’s and
my private investigation business. I left Victoria’s purse where it
hung and tried to think of everything else in the house I might
have touched, while he dialed 9-1-1 and gave the dispatcher the
basics.

Ron continued to pace and there was something
about his expression that bothered me.

“You going to tell me what’s going on?” I
finally asked.

“Nothing! Nothing’s going—well, obviously,
something went on here.”

“Ron? You’ve been tetchy all morning. I
hardly noticed it at our house, with all our rushing around to get
ready. Is this wedding day jitters or something else?”

He glanced toward Drake then back at me.

In the distance I heard a siren.

“Is this something you want to tell the
police, or would you rather get it over with while it’s just us
three?”

The siren grew louder, making the turn onto
this street.

“It’s just—I don’t know—Vic and I had an
argument last night.” He glanced toward the front door as the cop
car came to a stop at the curb.

“You guys never fight. Was it a bad one?”

“I don’t know, Charlie. I’ve never seen her
like that. We were talking about today and about our honeymoon
trip. She’d found the tickets and I was a little put out that she
wasn’t happy with my surprise. That’s all, I swear.”

Footsteps approached the front door.

“Did the fight get loud?” I kept my voice
low. “Could the neighbors have heard it?”

“No! I don’t think so.” He shuffled his
weight to the other foot. “By the time I left everything was okay.
I swear, she fully intended to go through with the wedding.”

The doorbell rang.

“I’ll get that,” Drake said. “Maybe you’d
better shush about this until we see what the police say.”

Both Ron and I took that as excellent
advice.


Chapter 3

 


Two uniformed officers stood at the door when
Drake opened it, a tall, dark-haired man standing slightly behind
the other, a woman with her blond hair twisted into a bun at the
back of her cap. They seemed a bit surprised at the appearance of
Ron and Drake in formal wear at eleven o’clock in the morning. I
suppose I looked a little off-whack too, with my hair elaborately
done up, wearing jeans and a flannel shirt under my woolen dress
coat.

The female officer spoke first, verifying
that the call had come from this residence, and Drake basically
repeated what he’d said to the dispatcher. Victoria Morgan owned
the house and was supposed to be getting married this morning but
was missing and we’d found things out of order inside the house. I
led them into the living room and went through the list of things
I’d noticed out of place. Other than the blood and wedding dress,
most of the other items could easily be explained away, I supposed,
by someone rushing through the room in a hurry. I did my best to
impress upon them that Victoria wasn’t the type who rushed about
knocking things over, nor would she have left the room in disarray.
Not to mention that she was expecting me to pick her up this
morning.

In a standard divide-and-conquer move, the
male officer took Ron to the kitchen and the woman, whose badge
merely identified her as P. Lacey, shuffled Drake and me back
toward the front door where we went through a raft of questions of
the sort they were probably required to ask although they were
stupid. In my opinion.

“Could Ms. Morgan have simply left to do a
quick errand before the wedding?”

“No, her purse is here and her car is out in
the driveway.”

“Maybe she meant to meet you at the
church?”

“Leaving her dress, shoes and everything else
behind? Really! Not to mention that she would have phoned with any
change of plans.”

Officer Lacey must not have liked my tone of
voice. She turned to Drake.

“When was the last time any of you saw
her?”

“The rehearsal dinner last night,” he said
with a smile that was intended to say, Don’t mind my wife’s
attitude. She’s always a little short-tempered in situations like
this. “Other family members are in from Arizona and we met at
Pedro’s for dinner. Ron drove Victoria home afterward.”

Ms. Lacey wrote all this into her little
notebook along with our phone numbers and address. “I’ll need a
complete list of those at the dinner. Did either of you speak with
Ms. Morgan this morning?”

We both shook our heads. I felt as if I’d
done something seriously wrong by not staying in closer touch, but
really—we’re only talking a matter of twelve hours or so.

Through the archway to the living room, I
could see the other officer—I think he’d introduced himself as John
Blumenthal—with a guiding hand at Ron’s elbow, steering him toward
us. The man’s eyes, however, were aimed toward the blood-stained
rug.

“I’m calling in a 10-28,” he told P. Lacey.
To the rest of us, he said, “You all will need to leave the house
now. We have your contact information.”

“What? We can’t leave until we know where Vic
is,” Ron sputtered.

“We’re investigating the fact that she’s
missing. Meanwhile, I meant what I said,” Blumenthal replied. “You
can go home now.”

The two of them herded the three of us out
the door and down the front steps. Then the door closed between us,
just after I noticed Blumenthal speaking into his shoulder
mike.

“So. What now?” I asked.

“Well, I’m not going home,” Ron said. A
flicker passed over his face as he looked up at the bungalow. “This
is my home. Aside from a few things back at the apartment, I’m
almost completely moved in here.”

“We could go to our house,” Drake said.

“No!” A rush of rebellion ran through me.
“There’s no way I could sit around, wondering what’s going on. I’m
staying here.”

Ron ran his hands down the sides of his face,
then glanced at his watch. “The wedding’s supposed to start in
thirty minutes.” He looked completely lost.

“Okay, here’s what we’ll do,” I said. “I’ll
call Paul and tell him to keep everyone entertained, tell them
there’s a little delay. That will buy us some time.”

Neither of the men had a better plan, so they
merely nodded.

“Then, on the off chance that she really did
pop over to a neighbor’s house, forgot the time, didn’t notice the
arrival of two cop cars …” It sounded lame. “We should ask around.
You guys take the houses on either side, I’ll go across the street.
Ask if anyone has seen her, if they heard or saw anything unusual
at the house last night or this morning. Ron, what time did you
leave her here last night?”

“Eleven-thirty? Midnight? Something like
that.”

Unfortunately, I couldn’t corroborate what
time he’d gotten to our house. I’d been dead asleep by ten.

“Okay, so use that as our timeline, the last
time we know for a fact that she was okay. Ask people if they
noticed anything after midnight.”

“Charlie … the police will want to ask the
questions,” Drake said.

I ignored him and pulled my cell phone from
my purse. Ron started moving. Drake shrugged and I watched the two
guys head in opposite directions, practically hopping through the
frosty winter-brown grass in their woefully inadequate dress shoes
and clothing. In five minutes, I’d informed our other brother,
Paul, that there would be a delay and asked that he take over and
keep folks busy for another hour or so. He dithered—he’s a great
ditherer—wondering aloud what he should do until I got impatient
and told him to figure it out. Sheesh!

The sun began to peek out through the clouds
as I walked across the street, and I hoped the day would warm up a
bit. I rang two doorbells where no one was home; Saturday errands
apparently took precedence over the excitement in the neighborhood.
At the third house, really the only other one with a clear view
toward Victoria’s, an elderly lady answered. My hopes dimmed when,
upon asking my question, I had to stop so she could turn up her
hearing aids.

“I never sleep a wink anymore, honey,” she
said. “Some nights I just lay there in bed. Sometimes I get up and
bake. Would you like to come in for a cookie? You look cold,
dear.”

I glanced back to see if I could catch sight
of Ron or Drake, but neither was near enough to rescue me. The sun
wasn’t hitting the covered porch where I stood and a gust of wind
nearly took my breath away.

“A cookie would be lovely,” I said.

The moment I stepped inside I had to peel off
my coat. The place felt like a hundred degrees. I hoped the old
woman’s Social Security covered such a heating bill.

“I’m Gladys Peabody.”

“Charlie Parker. My brother, Ron, is marrying
Victoria, across the street.”

“Charlie? That’s a funny name for a girl. You
ain’t one of them who’s changed herself from a man, are you?”

I chuckled at the suspicious going-over she
was giving me.

“No, nothing like that. My name is
Charlotte—Charlie’s a nickname I’ve had since I was a kid.”

She led me through a living room that would
have been the dream of any Depression-era collector. Carnival glass
candy bowls, sets of pink and green sherbet dishes and a metal
tureen with intricately etched designs filled bookshelves and
glass-fronted curio cabinets. In spots, I had to turn sideways to
squeeze through the dining room as we headed toward a kitchen that
sported a slope-shouldered refrigerator (amazing the thing still
ran) and a dinette set of chrome edges and yellow leatherette
seats.

I already knew there was no way she could
have seen Victoria’s house if she’d been baking. The kitchen’s only
window faced a backyard full of elm leaves and crispy rosebush
canes. But she’d forgotten my original purpose and was intent on
pouring hot water from a kettle on the gas burner into a teacup. I
tried to make little hurry-up noises, picturing Ron and Drake
standing out in the cold waiting for me. But Gladys was not to be
rushed. She found an old fruitcake tin and opened it to reveal the
most scrumptious-looking pile of butter cookies I’ve ever seen. Oh
well, Ron and Drake could sit in the truck and start the
heater.

Between bites of melt-in-the-mouth cookie, I
tried to ascertain what times Gladys was up and whether she had
actually looked out her front windows at all during the night.

“Well, I always do,” she said. “You know,
just keep an eye on things and make sure the neighborhood looks all
right.”

The tea scalded my tongue and I didn’t even
mind. I took a second cookie.

“My brother brought Victoria home after their
rehearsal dinner and stayed until around midnight. Did you see him
leave?”

“I think I must have been asleep then. See,
the thing about getting older is that you fall asleep at the oddest
times. I drift off in front of the TV then go to bed and can’t
catch a wink.”

I wanted to hurry her up. I could only eat so
many of these cookies before I’d have to unbutton my jeans.

“But last night I actually went to bed around
ten-thirty, right after the news. It was about two o’clock when I
woke up and couldn’t go back to sleep. I got up and started my
baking about three in the morning. I noticed a light on over there,
across the street.”

“Was that unusual?”

“Yes. Come to think of it, it was peculiar. I
don’t know the young lady all that well, but I do have to say that
I’ve never seen her lights on late like that. She’d told me she was
getting married. I suppose I thought she was doing something to get
ready for the wedding. Or maybe she was just sleepless, like
me.”

We could speculate along those lines all day
long and I really did need to get going. I thanked her for the
treats and edged my way back through the cluttered dining and
living rooms. The icy blast at the front door actually felt good
and I raised my face to the breeze before realizing I’d better put
my coat back on.

Across the street, I saw Ron and Drake
sitting in Drake’s truck in Victoria’s driveway. I started toward
them, pausing at the curb when a sterile-looking white car came
slowly down the street. I recognized it as belonging to Kent
Taylor, an APD detective.

Homicide. The realization sent a chill right
through me.

The car pulled to the curb in front of
Victoria’s, parking behind my Jeep. Ron’s startled face showed that
he, too, had recognized Taylor’s car. He got out of the truck and
the two of us approached Taylor as he started toward Victoria’s
front door.

“Ah, the Parker duo,” the detective said. He
seemed older than when I’d last seen him, the lines in his face
more pronounced and his fringe of hair grayer. He wore a flat cap,
like a golfer’s, and a long wool overcoat against the chill air. “I
thought that was your Jeep.”

Ron spoke up. “Kent, why are you here?”

Realizing how abrupt that sounded, I inserted
that there had not been a homicide, that Victoria was missing. That
was all.

“I can’t speak to the facts until I’ve been
inside,” Taylor said. “I came because the responding officers
reported finding a significant amount of blood and some bullet
holes. The Crime Scene Team should be along any minute and we’ll
see what the evidence shows.”

As if they’d heard his voice calling out to
them, a large black van turned the corner and pulled in behind
Taylor’s plain sedan. This was becoming all too real, all too
quickly.

Bullet holes? “Kent, are you sure?” My
breathing felt ragged.

He turned to me. “We aren’t sure of anything,
Charlie. That’s our job, to gather evidence and put it all together
and then to catch whoever is responsible.”

He started walking toward the van and I
automatically trailed along, until he spun around and pointedly
asked me to wait at my vehicle. I didn’t realize Ron had also
followed; when I turned I ran solidly into his chest.

Detective Taylor began issuing orders to the
crime scene folks using a low voice that, frustratingly, I could
not hear. Ron and I stood frozen in place, huddling there, our eyes
fixed on the police team. Thoughts ricocheted through my
head—bullets, blood, crime technicians—along with the picture of
Victoria’s white gown I’d found on the floor inside.

All the officials disappeared into the house.
I wanted so badly to go along, to explain and show what I’d found
earlier, but even I realized they would never go along with that.
Although the sun had come out, the air had not warmed much at all.
Without consulting each other, we three climbed into my Jeep and I
started the engine for some heat.

A very long half-hour passed before Kent
Taylor came back outside. He held a small notebook in one hand and
a cell phone to his ear with the other. He stared toward us as he
talked for about a minute, then stuffed the phone in his pocket and
strode over to the Jeep.

Ron started to get out but Taylor asked if we
minded talking in the car. Without waiting for an answer he walked
to the remaining empty passenger seat and let himself in. I turned
in my seat to watch.

“Ron, your registered weapon is a Beretta 9
millimeter, isn’t it?”

My brother nodded.

“Is it in your possession?”

“Well, considering I was at the wedding
chapel, no, I’m not wearing it right now.”

“Don’t get snide with me.” Taylor sounded
resigned, rather than angry. “I’ll need to test it. Where is it and
when was the last time you fired it?”

“It’s in my car back at the chapel. I went to
the gun range about two weeks ago and that’s the last time I fired
it. I cleaned it the next day.”

“Okay.” Taylor was jotting this down in his
little notebook. “Why the car? Don’t you normally keep it at home
when you’re out on social and family occasions?”

“I’m a little unsettled right now. I’ve moved
most of my stuff here to Victoria’s house, but there are still a
few things at my old apartment. It just felt safer to keep it near
me, that’s all.”

“Why does this matter?” I piped up.

“I’m afraid the bullet holes in the house are
nine millimeter.”

“There are at least a thousand nine
millimeter guns in this town. Probably more,” I said.

“Charlie …” Ron’s voice held a warning but
I’m not very good at staying quiet.

“You can’t seriously think Ron would go
shooting up his own home!”

A little smile formed on Taylor’s face.
“You’d be amazed at how often that very thing happens.”

“Wait a second,” Drake said. “Are you saying
Ron is a suspect in a crime?”

“I’m saying we have more questions than
answers at this point. We’ll do tests. We’ll do interviews. We’ll
find out what happened.” He flipped back to the beginning of his
notes. “So, for starters, tell me how you all happened to be here
this morning.”

I ran through the quick version of the
wedding day plans, how I’d arrived first, finding the door unlocked
and the bride missing.

“After the other officers kicked us out of
the house, we went to the immediate neighbors to see if maybe
Victoria had gone to someone’s house. I figured I’d look pretty
silly if it turned out she’d just run next door for a cup of
something and came home to find the cops all over her house.”

He sent me a look. “Charlie, there’s a lot of
blood in there. There are bullet holes. No matter where Ms. Morgan
is, there’s plenty of reason for the police to be involved.” Taylor
shuffled in his seat, reaching for the door handle. “Hang out here
until I get back but don’t go around questioning any more
neighbors. I mean it.”

The three of us sat in a thick silence as
Taylor got out and went back to the house. Before the door closed,
one of the uniformed cops came out and posted himself on the porch
to watch us.

“What the hell is this about?” Ron fumed.

My mind was racing ninety miles a second. The
rest of the family and friends were still at the chapel, thinking
the wedding would happen any minute now. I’d purposely not told
Paul anything he could misconstrue, so his logical story to the
gathering was probably that there’d been a delay with the bride’s
dress or the flowers or something. The ceremony should have started
a half hour ago and I could picture the crowd getting restless.

“Let’s think about what might have happened,”
Drake said, the one cool head in the bunch. “Victoria has her own
pistol, doesn’t she? She went to the range with us a time or two.
Maybe she was doing something with it, cleaning it or something and
it went off and injured her. But she was able to get to medical
care somehow.”

The idea of Victoria, the night before her
wedding, deciding to clean her gun sounded way far-fetched to me,
but it provided a ray of hope. I suggested we call the hospitals,
since we had nothing else to do but worry. With three of us on cell
phones, we went through the list pretty quickly, then the urgent
care centers in this part of town, receiving negative answers all
around.

“What else might have happened?” I asked when
the hospital scenario didn’t pan out.

“Maybe she heard an intruder, got out her
gun, wounded the guy …”

“And she wouldn’t call me right after this
happened?” Ron grumbled.

He was right. Victoria might have been
cool-headed enough to confront and get rid of an intruder on her
own, but there was no way she wouldn’t have reported this to Ron
and the police and—if I knew her at all—she would have immediately
set out to clean up the mess in her house. She was gone, and
although none of us wanted to voice the thought, it was beginning
to look as if someone had taken her. Dead or alive.


Chapter 4

 


It felt like forever before Kent Taylor came
back out, a stretch of time in which I could only repeat to myself:
she’s alive, she’s alive somewhere.

“Okay, Ron,” Taylor said. “I’ll need you to
come with me and make a statement. We’ll stop by and pick up the
gun from your vehicle, then we’ll be downtown.” Something told me
he’d found out about the argument between Ron and Victoria last
night. There was a certain firmness in the detective’s
expression.

“We’ll come along,” I said to Ron.

“You can’t ride with us,” Taylor said. “I’ve
already got my hands full here. But I suppose I can’t stop you from
driving down to the station yourself.”

He had that right. While Ron got into
Taylor’s car, Drake and I quickly made a plan. We would swing by
our house and leave his truck there, then take my Jeep to the
police station. The extra stop was only a few minutes out of the
way.

While we were at it, I’d better accept the
fact that the wedding wasn’t happening today. That meant calling
Paul again and also contacting the country club and letting them
know the reception and luncheon were off, too. With a heavy heart,
I dialed Paul’s number. Officially calling off the wedding made it
too real.

“Let the guests know it’s time to go home,” I
told him. “Take Ron’s boys back to their mother’s house. This isn’t
the time for them to become an added distraction for Ron. He’s, um,
going to be busy for awhile. I’ll fill you in when I see you back
at Elsa’s place.”

I could picture the gorgeous cake Sally had
driven all the way to Taos to pick up at Sweet’s Sweets, my
favorite pastry shop on the planet. We were not going to let
that fabulous confection go to waste.

“I’m going to stop by the club on the way
home and save their cake,” I told Drake.

Forty-five minutes later, the two of us were
carrying the splendid three-tier cake into our house and setting it
on our dining table. If everything went well, we would have
Victoria back in our midst by tonight and could figure out some way
to pull off this event tomorrow, with the cake none the worse for
the delay.

I repeated it to myself as I hung my
matron-of-honor dress in the closet, as I set my makeup case on the
dresser, as I stared in the bathroom mirror at the newly formed
dark circles under my eyes. Face it, things were not looking good.
Our beloved Victoria was missing and my brother was being
questioned by the police. My haggard face reflected the
otherworldly feeling in my head.

“Hon, where are you?” Drake called out.

I dabbed at my eyes and applied fresh
lipstick to draw attention away from my reddened nose.

“I’m in the bathroom,” I said. “Almost
ready.”

Drake had traded his tux for jeans and a
sweatshirt and he handed me my warm parka as we headed for the
front door. Our casual clothing felt wrong, a symbol of the entire
day gone off track.

We were halfway to the Jeep when Elsa’s 1968
Mercury, quite the sporty thing in its day, pulled into the
driveway next door. My brother Paul was at the wheel, Elsa beside
him, with Lorraine and their two kids crammed into the narrow
backseat. Paul brought the car to a jolting stop when he saw we
were about to leave.

“What happened? Where’s Ron? What’s with
Victoria?” He didn’t stop questioning the whole time it took him to
cross the lawn.

My condensed version of the story was
becoming more concise with every telling. For this group, only the
very basics: Victoria had not been home when I got there this
morning, it appeared there’d been some kind of mishap, Ron was
talking to the police about it and we were on our way to pick him
up.

Elsa Higgins, my ninety-year-old neighbor who
has been more like a grandmother over the years, had followed Paul
and now stood shivering in the wan winter light because of her
lightweight flowered chiffon dress and beautiful-but-flimsy
matching autumn-gold coat. She obviously hadn’t figured out that
October has been gone for awhile now.

“Oh, dear,” she fussed. “Poor Ronnie. Will
Victoria be all right?”

I didn’t want to even begin to address that
question so I changed the subject.

“I’m so sorry about the cancelled luncheon,”
I told them. “Maybe when we get back we can get take-out food or
something.”

“Don’t you fret about it at all,” Elsa said.
“I thought about it on the way home. I’ve got a pot of chile that
I’d made for tomorrow. It’ll warm up in a jiffy and feed us all.
And it won’t take but twenty minutes to bake a fresh pan of
cornbread to go with it.”

“You all go ahead and eat. I know it’s late
for lunch and you must be starving. Drake and Ron and I will check
in with you when we get home.” I held to the faint hope we’d be
back within an hour or so.

As we drove toward police headquarters
downtown, I couldn’t stop picturing the scene in Victoria’s house.
The blood, the disarray, the gown. Add to all this the fact that
they were now questioning Ron. I was glad we had passed up the
invite for lunch. My stomach was in such a twist, there was no way
I could imagine putting food in there.

I navigated the one-way streets downtown
until I reached the station. Luckily, Saturdays are fairly quiet
around here and we were able to snag a decent parking spot. As we
approached the main entrance, it looked like some kind of speech
was taking place. Media people from all the local stations aimed
microphones at a suited man with a two-hundred dollar haircut.
Politician or lawyer. I didn’t recognize him, but he had the look.
We swerved around the cluster of excitement and climbed the
steps.

I’ve been to Kent Taylor’s office before.
Several of Ron’s cases have overlapped with APD’s and most of the
time we’ve managed to work effectively together, if not always
cordially. In general, the police would love it if private
investigators and ordinary citizens stayed out of the way and
allowed the officials to do their jobs. Most of the time I’m
perfectly cool with that. Most of the time I don’t have a relative
who’s being questioned.

Drake and I made our way through security but
were stopped short of getting down the hall where the detectives’
quarters are. I had to put my name on a list and wait for a
sergeant to come out and listen to our story. He stepped away and
apparently made a call. When he came back we were told that Ron
Parker was a ‘person of interest’ and we would have to wait until
questioning was completed.

“Does he need a lawyer?” I hated the fact
that I had to ask the question.

“Mr. Parker has not requested one,” the
sergeant informed me, “although he certainly has the
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