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      Chapter 1
    

    El Sueno Dorado

    -

    This year the Christmas season held little joy for me. There were a few brief moments of pleasure that vanished all too soon. Seeing a small child's delight in the twinkling tree lights. Selecting gifts for my family, friends and neighbors. Watching my granddaughter perform the role of Clara in a local production of the Nutcracker. Those times did little to halt my feelings of regret and grief.

    On Christmas Eve I sat with my family in a pew in St. Stephen's Episcopal Church and huddled in my coat. The chill I felt had nothing to do with the voices of the choir raised in joyful celebration, or in the message of hope and peace contained in the sermon and the liturgy. My feelings were caused by things I had and had not done.

    Though we sat several rows in front of the place where death had stained the stones of the floor, my awareness of past events nearly drove me to leave. Remembering last month's Evensong and the death of the choir master brought frost-filled memories and stirred my guilt. For my covetousness had brought him here, and I'd been the one to discover the body.

    Your fault. Your fault. Those words had circled in my thoughts for weeks.

    As the candles were lit at midnight, I prayed my role in Roger Brandon's death would fade and I could forgive myself. I also knew my decision to welcome the New Year in Santa Fe, New Mexico with my dear friend, Lars Claybourne, was mete and right. Thoughts of the trip had become my golden dream.

    * * * *

    The night before my departure, I carried a half dozen tins of dried mint to the bedroom. These were the last items for the suitcase on the antique sleigh bed. As I paused in the doorway, the urge to laugh was almost impossible to contain, but a stern approach was needed.

    "Robespierre, an open suitcase is not a bed.” I glared at the Maine Coon cat who had curled among my neatly folded clothes. “You aren't being abandoned. Maria and the baby are excited about your visit."

    The look of disdain on his face brought my laughter bubbling forth. I dumped the tea on the bed, scratched his head, then lifted twenty-five pounds of cat from the case. “Be gone.” As he stalked from the room, his tail twitched to signal his displeasure at being banished.

    After tucking my stash among my clothes, I closed the case. With a supply of teas for every occasion, I felt prepared to face my flight to an unfamiliar destination. I wheeled the suitcase and carried a hanging bag to the kitchen where they would be on hand for my early morning departure. My son had grumbled about the hour, but he'd promised to get me to the plane on time.

    Robespierre now lay on the kitchen floor and stared at the case containing my belated Christmas present for Lars’ granddaughter. I plugged in the electric kettle, this year's gift from one of my neighbors, selected an assortment of mints and stuffed a tea ball.

    Once the tea had steeped, I poured a mug and headed to the living room where I settled on the window seat. The lights from the Tappan Zee Bridge vied with the moonlight dancing on the dark waters of the Hudson River. Stars formed patterns in the sky. I never tire of watching the river and my early morning walks often end at the river's edge.

    The shrill ring of the phone startled me. I grabbed the receiver. “Hello."

    "Kate."

    "Lars, is something wrong?” Why was he calling when he'd see me tomorrow? Had something happened to make it necessary for me to postpone my visit?

    "Jitters. Afraid you've changed your mind. You've never come before. And...there is something...” His voice drifted into silence.

    Something was bothering him, but extracting a story long distance is hard. Face to face is better. “My bags are packed and the tickets are in my purse."

    "Good. I'm looking forward to having you here.” He paused. “What are you doing with the cat?"

    "He'll be staying with Maria and the baby.” I chuckled. “At this moment he's peeved. He tried to use my suitcase as a bed and I chased him."

    Lars laughed. “Guess he wants to come along. You could bring him."

    "Are you out of your mind? You want me to bring the creature who hates cars and being confined. He'll be fine at the Prescott's house. I'm looking forward to freedom from his tyranny."

    "He does tend to act like a dictator. Kate, we'll have a grand time while you're here. I've so many things planned for us to do."

    I set down the mug. “That's not why you called. What is bothering you?"

    His deep sigh rumbled in my ear. “The problem is...I'm not sure what's going on."

    "So tell me what you can. Are Don and Megan all right?"

    "They're fine."

    "And...” I hesitated to ask if his daughter had staged a scene when she learned I'd accepted his invitation. “Is there a problem because I'm coming?"

    "No."

    "Something else?"

    "I'm not sure there is a problem.” He paused. “It's just...vague...and...You know I plan to retire. I've been avoiding all the paperwork necessary for months. Last week I looked at some of the companies I've seeded. Something odd is going on."

    For years Lars has looked for new and sometimes unique businesses and provided funds for expansion and promotion. Most of these ventures have been successful and repayment of the loans with interest has made him a wealthy man.

    "Someone's stealing.” The words just popped out.

    "Maybe, but I hope not. Except just before Ramona's accident, she hinted she'd discovered a number of discrepancies. We found nothing in her records or her computer. I figured whatever she'd learned had been destroyed when her car burned."

    Eight months ago Lars’ daughter-in-law had died in a tragic accident. A chill crawled along my spine. “Do be careful."

    His laughter boomed. “You're telling me to be careful. This warning comes from a woman who set herself up to be robbed, who had tea with a murderer, and who single-handedly trapped a killer."

    "I wasn't in any danger."

    "If you say so...What time does your flight arrive? I'll meet you at the airport."

    "No need. I've rented a car."

    "Why? I'll be on hand to provide taxi service."

    The image of a glowering Lars stomping after me while I flitted from shop to shop made me chuckle. “How wonderful. Are you volunteering to go shopping with me? I plan to spend at least a day in the shops. Probably more."

    He groaned. “You win. See you tomorrow. You'll need to announce yourself at the gate so I can buzz you in. Oh, bring an assortment of your mints."

    "Already packed."

    "And warm clothes."

    "Yes, Lars. Let me go so I can head to bed."

    "Do you remember the name of the estate?"

    Why was he so reluctant to let me go? Tomorrow I planned to ask him a lot of questions and discover the answers. “How could I forget? Good night, Lars. See you tomorrow."

    After I hung up, I stared at the night sky. Something troubled him and I'd learned nothing from our conversation. Was I headed into another messy situation?

    Stop it! Just because my nerves were frayed didn't mean trouble lurked in Santa Fe.

    Robespierre leaped to the window seat and rubbed his head against my hand. His rumbling purr soothed my nerves. An uneventful visit was my goal. There'd been enough mayhem in my life.

    * * * *

    A plaintive cry rose from the carrier on the front passenger's seat. When the cry rose to a shrill pitch, I tapped on the mesh.

    "Don't blame me. My cat made me do it."

    Actually, a small girl's fascination with Robespierre had led me to select my howling companion. The kitten's wails grew louder.

    "Your brother wouldn't protest so vocally."

    Robespierre seldom voices an opinion. He has other methods of communication. To gain attention he butts with his head and to show disapproval when he's been banished, he's been known to trash my bedroom.

    Bringing a kitten from my Hudson River village to Santa Fe wasn't among my greatest ideas. From the moment we'd arrived at the airport in Albuquerque, the kitten had loudly protested. Stroking and cajoling had had very little effect on the creature's unhappiness. She wanted out of the cage, but I wasn't willing to let a kitten free to roam around the car.

    With a prayer music would soothe the wee beast, I turned on the radio and dialed around. An excerpt from Mozart's Requiem filled the car. My abdominal muscles tightened. A scream raised by memories pulsed against my vocal cords and demanded release. As guilt curdled my thoughts, tears threatened. I wallowed in remembrance and tried to block the comforting voices that sounded in my head.

    
      Stop blaming yourself. How could you have known the woman was insane?
    

    I should have and I should have found a way to divert her anger. I should have pushed the search committee to investigate the choirmaster's past.

    
      Mom, stop beating yourself. There were other committee members. Didn't Edward Potter hire the man on the spot? Did the Vestry protest?
    

    The words my son had said time and time again were true, but I had aided and abetted the selection. I'd trusted Roger Brandon. His charismatic charm and his mastery of music had blinded me to his manipulative nature. Lives had been radically changed because of my silence and because I had coveted his music for St. Stephen's.

    The music on the car radio slid from Mozart to Handel. My thoughts drifted to Lars. I prayed this visit would permit me to forget what I had and had not done and that I could help solve whatever problem troubled my friend.

    For the first time since leaving the airport, I noticed my surroundings. Though the road rose toward the distant heights, the ascent was gradual. On the left, a vast plain of barren earth studded with bushes stretched toward the horizon, and to the right, sharp hills and tumbled rocks provided a contrast. Patches of snow clung to brown slopes. Towering snow-covered mountain peaks rose in the distance.

    I'm not sure why the sight of snow bothered me except I'd thought of the area as desert, hot and covered with sand that would gleam like a golden road. Not the case at all. Santa Fe lays seven thousand feet above sea level.

    For years Lars had been after me to join him during one of his stays in New Mexico. Part of my reluctance had stemmed from the animosity of his two youngest children.

    There'd been a time after the deaths of our spouses when Lars and I had considered marriage. His only daughter, Bonnie, had been opposed. Her twin, Don, had echoed her protests, though he'd thrown none of the tantrums followed by threats to run away from home the way Bonnie had.

    Lars and I had put our plans on hold. His family's wishes had prevailed. Rather, Bonnie's had. He'd never been able to deny her demands or deal with her tantrums. We had remained friends and ignored the yearnings for a more permanent relationship.

    A year ago Don, his wife and young daughter had come east to a gallery exhibition of his paintings. Ramona and I had instantly found rapport. Don and I had reached, not friendship, but accord. Megan had fallen in love with Robespierre, thus the kitten.

    A meow sliced into my thoughts. “Right on cue. You'll be out of confinement before long.” At least I hoped we'd soon reach our destination.

    Lars lived on an estate within the city limits. His son and daughter also had homes on the property. This meant I'd have to deal with Bonnie, a thought that made me uneasy. In the past, her attitude toward me had been insultingly rude. Had she changed?

    When I reached the turnoff to the street where Lars lived, the temptation to drive into the old town to explore clamored and was pushed aside. The constant complaints of the kitten added a discordant theme to Beethoven's Fifth. Another day I'd drive there and browse in shops and visit the historic sites I'd read about.

    Lars had promised a tour of the town and surrounding area. As I recalled his invitation, I smiled. “Can I tempt you to stay longer than three weeks? You'll need months to see everything."

    I couldn't stay. A young couple who were friends of mine had planned a February wedding. Since neither of them have a living mother, I've been tapped to play a dual role—mother of the bride and groom.

    The directions Lars sent took me into an area of large houses. Most of them were behind walls. I counted gates. Had he said four or five?

    Then at the foot of the dead end street, I saw the sign. Casa de Oro. House of gold, indeed. Bonnie had chosen the name, but in a way it suited Lars. Years ago my husband had teased Lars about his Midas touch for nearly every business he touched prospered.

    The gate stood open. I frowned. Lars had said I'd have to announce myself and he'd open the gate. I'll surprise him, I thought and drove into the compound.

    At the top of the rise I saw the reason for Bonnie's choice. Bathed in sunlight the two-story house at the top of the rise appeared to glisten. The golden adobe wasn't my destination. On the lower end of the horseshoe drive were two smaller houses.

    The adobe with a long porch on the left side of the drive was Don's. The H-shaped ranch on the right belonged to Lars.

    Though Bonnie's choice was above the gate, Lars’ name amused me. He called the estate Las Casas de Los Tres Osos. The houses of the three bears.

    Laughter bubbled forth. Was I Goldilocks? Not according to my hair color. Mine is a rich auburn shade courtesy of my beautician.

    I pulled into the carport beside Lars’ silver Mercedes, twin to the car he drives back east. The house seemed larger than my “Painted Lady,” circa 1890. The difference was that mine has two stories and an attic while this house is on one level.

    With the kitten carrier in one hand and my purse in the other, I walked to the front door and rang the bell. To my surprise, the door was ajar.

    When no one answered, I rang a second time. Where was Lars?

    What now? My foot beat an impatient rhythm against the flagstone walk. The kitten cried and scrambled around the carrier making my hold iffy.

    I pushed the door open. “Lars, I'm here."

    He didn't answer. I set the carrier on the slate floor of the foyer. Since the door was open and his car sat in the carport, he was probably in the rear of the house or at one of his children's. I returned to the car for my suitcases.

    I left my luggage in the foyer and stepped into the living room. A portrait of my friend hung above the massive fieldstone fireplace. Several Navaho rugs hung on the cream colored walls.

    Through the archway I glanced into the dining room. The table was set for one. The sight of a partially eaten breakfast sent fear surging through my veins.

    "Lars, are you here?” My voice echoed in the deserted room.

    
      What if he's had some kind of attack? A stroke or his heart.
    

    Those thoughts propelled me through the dining room and into the kitchen. I glanced into the pantry and stepped into the sunroom.

    
      Lars, where are you? Had something dreadful happened? Was my visit responsible for his disappearance?
    

    
      Don't be a fool. The world does not revolve around Katherine Miller. He's at Don's or Bonnie's.
    

    Those thoughts failed to staunch my rising panic. Though I felt like an intruder, I made a quick tour of the house. I found three empty bedrooms, a deserted office, two powder rooms and three bathrooms and nowhere was there a sign of my friend.

    I returned to the dining room. The food was cold. A fork lay on the oak floor. What had happened here? Lars and I are in our sixties. He's my senior by six months, but his health has always been excellent.

    In the living room I reached for the phone. Whom could I call? Other than Lars and his children, I knew no one in Santa Fe. I opened the directory. Were their numbers even listed?

    My legs trembled. I sank on a chair and glanced through the bay window. Don and his daughter walked across the drive. I went to the door.

    Megan, clad in a bright pink puffy jacket, dropped her father's hand and ran up the walk. “Told you she come."

    Don reached us and hugged me. Warmth infused my thoughts. I believed we'd moved beyond accord.

    "Aunt Katherine, you look wonderful."

    The spicy scent of his aftershave was a welcome addition to the sterile air of the deserted house. “You look great and Megan has grown."

    The dark-haired child danced around us. Her blue eyes sparkled with excitement. She pointed to the carrier. “That's a suitcase for pets. You bring Rose Prairie. Let me see him."

    Momentarily I pushed my concern for Lars aside. No need to upset Megan, especially since she'd lost her mother just eight months ago. “He didn't come this trip.” I looked at Don. “You may hate me when you see what I've done."

    "Never.” He ran his fingers through his hair, a color between blond and brown. “Never hated you. Back then I let my sister run my life.” He closed the door.

    I opened the carrier and lifted the kitten. “This is who I brought."

    "Rose Prairie, you shrink.” Megan's blue eyes widened and she touched the kitten's brown, white and sable fur. “Him soft."

    "This is Robespierre's baby sister. Thought you might like to take care of her."

    "Me! Daddy, can I?"

    "Yes.” Don met my gaze. “Thanks. This is the most animated she's been since Ramona...” Sadness clouded his blue eyes.

    I grasped his hand. “The kitten will help Megan with her grief. Rose Prairie has had all her shots and you won't have to worry about offspring."

    "Bless you."

    "Megan, why don't you take the kitten to the sunroom and let her run? I need to talk to your dad.” Ever since they'd entered the house, I'd wanted to blurt what I'd found, but my concern for Megan had stopped my tongue.

    "What's wrong?” He trailed me to the living room. “Where's Dad?"

    "Hoped you would know. When I arrived the gate was open. So was the front door.” I halted in the archway to the dining room. “This is what I found. Looks like he left in a rush."

    Don frowned. “That's not like Dad. Maybe he went to the office."

    "His car's outside."

    "He could be at Bonnie's.” He put his hand on my arm. “She's planning a bash for New Year's Eve and might have needed his advice."

    "Call her."

    Don did. The housekeeper said Bonnie was out.

    "What now?” I asked.

    "Maybe Carl drove him to the office."

    That explanation didn't quell the fear that had grown steadily since my arrival. Was Lars’ disappearance linked somehow to the problem he'd spoken of in vague terms last night. He'd mentioned his dead daughter-in-law. Had he learned Ramona's death hadn't been an accident but was part of something more sinister?

    I wasn't ready to ask Don those questions. I wasn't sure I wanted to know anything other than Lars was all right.

    "Try the office."

    He nodded. “First let me show you the guest room. Then I'll make a number of calls. Don't worry. I'll find him."

    He carried my suitcase and the hanging bag to the bedroom and put them on an ornate Spanish Mission oak bed. If my neighbor had been here, he could have told me if the room's furniture was antique or just excellent reproductions.

    After hanging my clothes in the closet and filling the bureau drawers, I carried my stash of mint to the kitchen. Don followed me. The kettle on the stove held water so I turned on the burner.

    "Did you learn anything?” Hope filled my voice.

    Don slumped at the table. “Carl and Damon were in a meeting. The secretary refused to disturb them. She said Dad wasn't with them and she hadn't seen him since the middle of the month."

    "What now?"

    He rested his elbows on the inlaid painted tiles of the table. “Have you seen Consuela? She's usually here by eight."

    "No one was here.” The kettle whistled.

    As I reached to turn off the burner, a stout woman with ebony hair entered by the kitchen door. She carried two bags of groceries.

    Don jumped up to help her. “Aunt Katherine, this is Consuela."

    "Welcome, Senora.” She looked around the room. “Donaldo, where is your padre?"

    "I don't know. He wasn't here when Aunt Katherine arrived. Did he say anything about going out?"

    "Nada.” She opened one of the bags. “This morning I make his breakfast. Then he gave me the list for the store. Was very crowded today with people buying food for the New Year celebrations. I have lunch with my cousin and come back."

    I added a selection of mints to a tea ball. “Was he expecting anyone?"

    "Just you, Senora. He was happy for the visit. He tell me you have been amigos for years.” She opened a cabinet and took out a teapot. “Maybe Senora Bonnie come for him."

    "She isn't home,” Don said.

    Consuela shrugged. “Senora Bonnie is always on the move. Maybe they go somewhere."

    My choice of mints included one to clear my thoughts and several to calm my nerves, a badly needed thing. Not knowing where Lars was and fearing something awful had happened to him made me want to scream.

    Consuela showed me where they kept the mugs. “While you wait for the tea, I'll show you the bedroom for the guests."

    "Already done,” Don said. “Just what did Dad talk about this morning?"

    "He talk about the Senora's visit and tell me how she grow the mint in her garden. He laugh and say when he drink a cup at night, he think of her."

    "Lars?” I laughed. “Always thought black coffee was his preference."

    She shrugged. “I never see him drink the tea, but he is a truthful man."

    Megan ran into the kitchen. “Consuela, look. Rose Prairie."

    Consuela took the kitten from Megan. “La gatita."

    "Megan, why don't you get her dishes from the carrier?” I asked. “She's probably hungry and thirsty."

    "Okay.” Megan darted away.

    Don followed her. He returned with the litter box and took it into the sunroom. “Looks like Button and I need to go shopping."

    "I've a bag with enough food and litter for several days in the bedroom.” I filled a mug with tea. “Remind me to get them before you leave."

    "Will do.” He smiled. “It's hard to believe she was out of my sight for more than five minutes without crying. This is the first time for months."

    "How are you doing?"

    "Coming to grips.” He sighed. “Considering a drastic change. Hope you don't mind being used as a buffer when I tell Dad. He has his own ideas about my future."

    His mention of Lars brought my uneasiness to the fore. “We need to do something about your father, but I can't think of anything."

    "The police?"

    My knowledge of what happens when a person is missing is limited. There was something I'd heard about twenty-four hours except when a child was missing. I think there were other factors like age and mental status.

    "I'm not sure they can do anything yet. We don't know how long he's been gone."

    His shoulders slumped. “Hours, but he could have left just before you arrived."

    "We need professional advice, but I don't know anyone here. Are you acquainted with any of your local police officers?"

    He straightened. “I know who to call. Ramona's cousin Rafe. He's a former cop and does some investigative work for Dad. He'll know where to begin.” He strode to the living room.

    My knowledge of this area was based on books. What I knew about my friend's life here was limited. Though we indulge in bi-weekly phone calls, our conversations center around family and mutual friends. As I sipped the tea, a shroud of helplessness settled over me.

    
      Lars, where are you?
    

    Consuela stored the rest of the groceries and joined me at the table. “Senor Lars has given me the vacation while you are here. He said you would take good care of him. If you wish me to stay I will."

    "There's no need. He'll be home soon.” I had to believe Lars would walk in the door and tease me about my fears.

    "Now let me show you where things are kept. Then I finish my work and go."

    She opened the door to the pantry and showed me the staples. Then we entered the laundry room that opened into the sunroom. In the kitchen she opened cabinets and drawers. Stoneware canisters on the counter held flour, sugar, tea and coffee.

    As we passed through the living room, Don covered the phone with his hand. “I'll be here a bit.” He pointed to the couch where Megan and the kitten were curled on one end, asleep.

    Consuela beckoned and I followed. Now that I wasn't frantically searching for Lars, I could appreciate the paintings in the hall and on the bedroom walls. Some were Don's, but other artists were represented.

    "The linen closet,” Consuela said. “Here are the extra blankets, sheets and towels. In your bathroom, you will all you need for the bath."

    I nearly lingered in the office to look through the papers on the desk. There might be some clue, but I had no idea what I wanted to find.

    Consuela paused in the hall. “I will finish with my work and go. Do not worry. Senor Lars will come."

    I leaned against the wall. Did she know something about his disappearance? Intent on asking, I followed her. A cold draft eddied around me. I dashed into the foyer. When I reached the door, my eagerness turned to disappointment.

    "Daddy, we have to talk."

    Lars’ beautiful and willful daughter had arrived.
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    La Hija Dorado

    -

    "Aunt Katherine, how was your trip?” Bonnie's lips brushed the air by my cheek. Though her greeting held a facade of friendliness beneath the cordiality a distinct coldness hummed. She drew back, but the cloying sweetness of her perfume lingered.

    Of all Lars’ children, she resembles him the most. She's a tall blonde with skin tanned to a golden hue. Her graceful movements imbued her with the essence of a magnificent jungle beast on the prowl for prey. The leopard skin coat she wore added to the picture.

    "Uneventful until I...” Before I finished she glided away.

    "Don, where's Daddy? There are some important matters he and I need to discuss.” She tossed her coat on one of the chairs facing the fireplace.

    Her brother replaced the receiver in the cradle. “He's not here and we hoped he was with you. When Aunt Katherine arrived, she found the front door open and his partly eaten breakfast on the table."

    "Oh lord, maybe he's had a heart attack. Did you check the house? What about the grounds? I really need to talk to him."

    I joined the pair. “I've checked the house twice. He's not here."

    She brushed her hair from her face. “I've been out all day. Been busy with preparations for the party. Did you try Carl or Damon?"

    Don raked his hair in an awkward parody of his sister's graceful gesture. “The office was the second place I called. Carl and Damon were in a meeting and couldn't be disturbed. The secretary said Dad wasn't with them."

    "Maybe Daddy had some last minute shopping to do in preparation for Aunt Katherine's visit."

    "He sent Consuela to the store.” Don glared at his sister. “Didn't you notice his car's still here?"

    "Never looked.” She smoothed her blue sweater over her slim hips. “What's eating you? Ever since Ramona died, you've been jumping at shadows."

    "We've talked about what I plan to do."

    "And I've said it's impossible."

    Don rose. “Right now, I'm worried about Dad. Haven't you noticed how edgy and distant he's been lately?"

    Bonnie laughed. “That's just your imagination. He's been fine."

    "He'd never go off without leaving a note for Aunt Katherine. You know how much he's looked forward to her visit."

    Bonnie planted her hands on her hips. “He was more worried about how she'd fit in with our friends. I'm sure he's gone off with one of his cronies.” She turned and manufactured a smile that left her blue eyes as cold as diamond. “No disrespect meant, but you don't move in the same circles as Daddy and I do."

    My jaw clenched. Back east Lars and I have the same set of friends. While the people here were unknown to me, as a nurse and former choir director, I've dealt with the rich, the poor and the in-betweens.

    A few calming breaths controlled my anger and my need to lash out at this rude young woman. I couldn't allow myself to forget what was important and that was my friend's whereabouts.

    "For heaven's sake, have you forgotten Dad's missing?” Don grasped his sister's shoulders.

    "You don't know if he is. He could be anywhere. Maybe he's planning something for my party. I know he wants the affair to be as perfect as mine usually are."

    "So glad you're pleased with your social success, but get real. Did Dad mention having any new problems with the business?"

    While they bickered, I tried to recall the little I'd learned from Lars’ phone call. “Last night when we talked he seemed worried about his retirement plans and —"

    "Just what did he say?” Don asked.

    Bonnie jerked away from her twin. “I doubt he'd tell her anything and there couldn't have been a problem or I would have known. He's turned everything over to me."

    "Are there missing records?” Don asked.

    "What do you care about the business as long as you and your br...child can live off the profits?” She stabbed her finger toward the sleeping child.

    "I've never taken a cent I haven't earned."

    "Pardon me if I don't believe that. What about the house where you're living rent free?"

    "You have the same benefit. Does Dad charge you rent for the mansion you talked him into building to enhance your image?"

    "The house is necessary."

    Don rolled his eyes. “Maybe Carl and Damon know something. Let me try the office again."

    She glared. “How could they? When Daddy's not around I'm in charge."

    He shook his head. “This isn't about you being boss. They might have some idea where he is."

    "I doubt that."

    "I've been thinking."

    Bonnie cut him off. “About time.” A sneer distorted her perfect features. “Did you call the police?"

    "I doubt they can do anything yet,” I said.

    She waved me aside. “This isn't your problem.” She pointed at Don. “You call the hospital. I'll use my cell phone and call the police. They'll listen to me or else."

    Megan stirred and grasped the kitten. “Aunt Bonnie, look what Aunt Kaferine bring me. Rose Prairie."

    Bonnie stepped back. “Keep that beast away from me. I detest cats."

    Megan flinched as if she'd been slapped. “Sorry."

    "Go play. Your father and I don't have time for your nonsense."

    "Bonnie, that's enough,” Don snapped. He crouched beside his daughter. “It's all right. Your aunt's upset."

    Since Bonnie had taken charge of the search for Lars, I crossed to the couch and took Megan's hand. “Why don't you and Rose Prairie come with me? I'll see if I can find you a snack."

    Megan nodded. When we reached the kitchen, she put the kitten down. “Stay here, Rose Prairie. Aunt Bonnie don't like you. She don't like Mommy either. She yell at Mommy. Then Mommy don't come home."

    The child's matter-of-fact statements about her aunt chilled me. Was there a connection between the quarrel and Ramona's death? How long before the accident had the argument occurred?

    I saw tears in Megan's eyes and gathered her close. “I like you and I liked your Mommy. Let's see if your pop has some cookies hidden away."

    While I rummaged in the pantry, I wondered what Bonnie and Ramona had quarreled about. Dare I ask? Was their disagreement somehow connected to Lars’ disappearance? Except Ramona had died eight months ago. I pushed the child's words aside until I had time to ponder their meaning.

    After putting several cookies on a plate and pouring a glass of milk, I heated the remainder of the tea in the microwave. Had I left home to become involved in another incident leading to someone's death?

    Gooseflesh covered my arms. Not Lars. I had to hold onto the belief he would be all right.

    "What do you mean you can't do anything?” Bonnie's voice, shrill with anger, carried into the kitchen. “Do you know who I'm calling about? Lars Claybourne is no ordinary citizen. He's an important businessman in this community. He's not senile and he doesn't wander off. What if he's been kidnapped?"

    Silence followed her outburst. I edged toward the archway between the kitchen and dining room and studied her. Though her voice had been loud and shrill, no emotion showed on her face.

    She paced around the gleaming oak table. “No, there hasn't been a demand...I see...If anything happens to him, you'll be sorry."

    The front door banged. I rushed past Bonnie to reach the foyer. “Lars.” Neither of the men was my friend.

    Bonnie ran to them. “Daddy isn't here. He wasn't home when Aunt Katherine arrived. None of his friends have seen him. He's not at the hospital and the police won't do a thing.” She grasped my arm. “Tell them what you found."

    After relating the tale of my arrival, I led them to the dining room. Unfortunately the table had been cleared. I should have told Consuela to leave the dishes, though I wondered if the unfinished breakfast would have told anyone a thing other than Lars had departed in haste.

    The tallest of the men had to be Lars’ son-in-law. Though I'd never met Carl Grayco, Lars had shown me pictures. Carl was darkly handsome with penetrating anthracite-colored eyes. He was a perfect foil for Bonnie's blonde beauty.

    The other man must be Lars’ executive assistant. He was shorter than Carl, but more muscular. His blond hair had been razor cut to attain a tousled look. Hazel eyes held glints of humor. Did he find the situation amusing or did he possess secret knowledge? An odd question surfaced. What connection other than employee did he have to the Claybourne family?

    Bonnie touched my arm. “Aunt Katherine, I'm so rattled about Daddy's disappearance that I forgot to introduce you. This is my husband, Carl Grayco, and this is Damon Webster. I'm Daddy's right hand and Damon's his left. Mrs. Miller and her husband were dear friends of Mommy and Daddy."

    Both men turned to me. “Pleased to meet you,” Carl said.

    Damon took my hand. “A pleasure. Lars has told me so much about you."

    Bonnie linked arms with him. “Now don't be repeating Daddy's stories."

    As though I'd been shocked by static electricity, I sucked in a breath. The heat pulsing between the pair startled me, but I couldn't decide if what I sensed was animosity or attraction.

    Damon shrugged off Bonnie's hand. “Lars has so many plans for your visit, but he wished you had come in the summer."

    "Maybe next time."

    Don entered the dining room. “Could Dad have gone off with someone to check some potential investment?"

    Bonnie cast a sneering glance at her twin. “I would have known. Besides all our new projects are out of state and I'm handling them."

    "She's right,” Damon said. “He cleared his desk so his guest could have his full attention."

    "Did anyone check for phone calls?” Carl asked.

    "How? Daddy refused to have an answering machine.” Bonnie walked to the living room. “Would someone do something? I can't stand this."

    Damon followed her. “We could search the grounds unless that's been done."

    Bonnie pressed her hands against her chest. “I have a bad feeling about this. I have to go home. If Daddy's been kidnapped, I'll have to cancel the party. What will people think if I do that two days before the event?"

    "Not a good idea,” Carl said. “I've heard that when there's a kidnapping people are supposed to live as though nothing's happened."

    Bonnie nodded. “You're right, but I don't think I can pretend. What excuse could we give to explain his absence?"

    An odd look passed between Bonnie and Carl. Something more than Lars’ disappearance was in the air.

    "Is anyone coming with me?” Damon asked. “Carl? Don? You know this place better than I do."

    Don glanced at me. “Would you?"

    "Stay with Megan, of course."

    Bonnie put on her fur coat and followed the men to the door. “I can't stay here. I'll be at home. If Daddy calls here, let me know. Oh, Aunt Katherine, if you decide to go home, we'll understand."

    "Why would I do that?” She vanished before the question was out. Her departure was welcome. Some of the heaviness drained from the atmosphere. Something about her attitude troubled me. I wondered if she knew more than she had said.

    
      Don't be foolish. She'd never let anyone harm her father.
    

    Since her mother's death, Bonnie had clung to Lars. When she and Don had come here for college, Lars had moved to Santa Fe to be near them. Any time he stayed in the East for more than a month, she found a reason to bring him rushing back.

    I returned to the kitchen and found an eye roast in the freezer, then rummaged in the pantry for potatoes and onions. Cooking one of Lars’ favorite meals might nip my fears. In the refrigerator I found the ingredients for one of my chocolate cakes.

    Megan sat on the floor beside a basket lined with towels where the kitten slept. Consuela must have made the nest before she left.

    "Aunt Kaferine, where my pop?"

    "I don't know."

    She climbed on one of the chairs. “What you doing?"

    "Making dinner and baking a cake. Want to help?"

    She nodded. “Daddy don't make cakes. He buy ‘em. Mommy did. Her and the baby fall a long way.” Tears trickled down her cheeks.

    I hugged her. “It hurts when someone you love dies. I know you miss your Mommy, but I bet your daddy takes good care of you."

    She nodded. “I have bad dreams and cry real loud. He come and pet me.” She looked up. “Aunt Bonnie don't like me. Her yell."

    "Does she now?"

    "Her don't like me bringing dirt in her house and making her ‘spensive fings messy. Her yell at Daddy. Then her cry and he say sorry."

    The child's tales of her aunt's behavior didn't surprise me. Bonnie had always been overly selfish with her possessions. She'd also staged tearful tantrums to persuade her father and brothers to give Bonnie her way.

    Her mother had curbed her willful daughter, but after Marie's death, Lars had failed to provide the needed controls. Bonnie's whims and demands had ruled the family. I'd often wondered if this had caused the coolness between Lars and his older sons.

    I put the ingredients for the cake on the table. Using a towel, I improvised an apron for Megan so she wouldn't get her pink jeans and shirt dirty. After seasoning the beef, I put it in the oven. Then we began the cake. Megan stirred while I added flour and sour cream to the egg, sugar and chocolate mixture. Soon the pans were in the oven. Megan watched while I peeled potatoes.

    About an hour after the men left, Don returned. He sat at the table. Megan crawled onto his lap.

    "Find anything?"

    "Nothing.” He hugged his daughter. “Something smells good."

    "Would you and Megan like to stay for dinner?"

    "Yes.” Megan looked at her father. “We make a cake."

    Don laughed. “Wouldn't dream of missing a cake you baked, Button. Aunt Katherine, would you like to stay at our house tonight?"

    "I'll stay here. He might call."

    Doubt filled his eyes. Had he given up? I felt sure his thoughts were colored by memories of waiting for his wife to come home and then learning of her death.

    "Rose Prairie can sleep with you,” Megan said.

    "She's your kitten and needs to get used to being at your house with you and your daddy.” I tested the cake to see if it was cool enough to ice.

    * * * *

    During dinner, Megan revealed her plans for a shopping trip. “Rose Prairie need a bed and a pillow and a bell and food and lots and lots of toys."

    "There goes your budget.” I grinned at Don.

    "Probably."

    "Daddy, let's go now."

    "Tomorrow,” Don said. “Finish your cake so I can help Aunt Katherine with the dishes."

    "Okay. Can I see TV?"

    "I'll put it on.” He rose and headed to the living room.

    After the dishes were done, Don and I lingered over coffee. He seemed reluctant to leave and I was glad he stayed.

    Don slouched in his chair. “I'm leaving Santa Fe and moving back east."

    "Why?"

    "Since Ramona's death, I've felt...restless...out of place...a need to start somewhere new, be somewhere else.” He heaved a sigh. “We stayed here because this was her home and then Dad gave her a job with the company as Carl's assistant. Not that my sister approved. She sulked for weeks."

    "What will you do?"

    "I've been in touch with several galleries about exhibits and I'll pick up some freelance artwork."

    "Have you given your dad some hints? You know how he hates surprises."

    "Tried several times including last night, but he's been distracted and edgy."

    "Will he accept your decision?"

    Don shrugged. “Bonnie says he'll be angry. She also claims they can't afford to buy me out. Not that she thinks I deserve the money."

    "Buy you out?"

    "The way he did my older brothers when they decided to have other careers. When we turned eighteen, he made us partners in the company. Bonnie says since Dad plans to retire, there won't be enough free cash to pay me off. If she wasn't in line for the whole thing, I'd say forget the money."

    "Is the company in financial difficulty?"

    He shook his head. “Don't really know, but according to my sister it isn't. Just that things are tight because most of the capital is tied to long-term loans. She thinks I should become a working partner."

    "Will you?"

    "Never. I'm an artist, not a businessman.” He raised the coffee cup. “Ramona would have been great, but Bonnie carried on when Dad suggested making my wife a partner instead of me."

    I covered his hand with mine. What had Lars been thinking? Bonnie would enjoy having her brother to bully. She never would have accepted a bright lovely woman.

    
      Lars, what have you done to your children?
    

    We finished our drinks and went to the living room. Megan and the kitten were asleep on the rug in front of the television. Don carried the kitten and paraphernalia to his house. When he returned for Megan, he gave me his and Bonnie's phone numbers.

    "Call if you hear anything,” he said.

    "I will. You, too."

    Once he left, the house seemed too quiet. I changed the television channel to a talk show, not to watch, but to keep my thoughts away from my fears for Lars. The attempt at diversion failed. Finally jet lag forced me to head to bed where I drifted into a sleep full of nightmares.

    * * * *

    The shrill ring of the phone jerked me from a violent and vivid dream. Confusion reigned. Five rings sounded before I remembered I was in the guest room at Lars’ house. I hurried to the living room and grabbed the receiver. “Claybourne house."

    "Is this Katherine Miller?” The voice belonged to a woman.

    "Yes."

    "This is the nurse from the ER at St. Joseph's Hospital. Lars Claybourne is here. He asked me to call you."

    "Was he in an accident? Is he all right?"

    "He's a bit confused. Has some amnesia. No evidence of a head trauma. Has some bruising."

    A deep sigh heralded the relief that made me feel weak. Bruises hurt but they would fade. “Thank heavens."

    "Could you come and pick him up? Though his doctor wants him to spend the night here, Mr. Claybourne has refused. Oh, bring his wallet. It's on the dresser in his bedroom."

    "And a jacket?” I asked.

    "No need. He has one."

    Her statement puzzled me and raised more questions. “Where are you located?"

    After she gave the directions, I decided I didn't know the area well enough to drive to the hospital after dark. I hurried to change, found Lars’ wallet and returned to the living room.

    Before I called a cab, I dialed Bonnie's number. If I didn't let her know about her father, she'd have a fit. After a dozen rings, I hung up and called Don. He answered on the first ring and I gave my report.

    "That's a relief,” he said.

    "I need a cab."

    "Why don't you stay with Megan and let me go?"

    "Two reasons. He asked for me. And if Megan has a nightmare and finds a near stranger there, she might become hysterical."

    "You're right. I'll call the cab and open the gate. Have you let Bonnie know?"

    "I called but no one answered."

    "That's odd. She has an answering machine that's usually on when they're out. After I get you set, I'll try again. Imagine she and Carl had some social engagement they just couldn't miss."

    The bitterness in his voice showed the depth of his anger toward his twin. “Call the cab. Your dad and I will talk to you in the morning."

    "Good enough."

    I grabbed my jacket and purse and waited at the door. A short time later the cab arrived. When we reached the hospital, the driver agreed to wait—for a price I was glad to pay.

    Inside the hospital I stopped at a desk where a tired looking woman sat. “The ER. I'm here to pick up Lars Claybourne."

    She buzzed a number and announced me. A nurse appeared. “Katherine Miller."

    "Yes."

    "Right this way.” She led me into the ER. “I'll let Mr. Claybourne's doctor know you're here.” She opened a curtain.

    "Lars.” I crossed to the examining table.

    "Not the welcome I planned.” He clasped my hands. “How was your trip? Good thing I wasn't meeting you."

    Tears welled in my eyes. “I'm so glad you're all right. What happened?"

    "Sure wish I knew."

    While he spoke, I assessed his physical appearance. He looked exhausted, but he held himself erect. There was a small bandage on his left arm where they must have drawn blood. His eyes were slightly unfocused and the pupils seemed smaller than normal. His speech had a slurred edge.

    A thirtyish dark-haired doctor stepped around the curtain. He flashed a toothy smile. “Mr. Claybourne, I see your friend has arrived, but I really think you should spend the night."

    "No need. Feel fine.” Lars crossed his arms over his chest. “Kate's a nurse. She'll know what to do if I have a problem. Your uncle wouldn't give me a problem."

    I frowned. Did Lars distrust this young man's medical knowledge or was there another reason for the anger I heard in Lars’ voice?

    "Doctor, could I speak to you for a moment? I have a few questions."

    "Sure."

    I followed him away from Lars’ cubicle. “What do you think happened?"

    He shrugged. “Possibly a TIA. Could have been a small stroke, though nothing showed on the scan. He was found wandering the streets. A cab driver brought him here. By the time I arrived, he was oriented times three. Other than some bruising on his upper arms, he's fine."

    "His pressure?"

    "One twelve over seventy-four."

    "Hardly in stroke range. Did you order a blood alcohol and a tox screen?"

    "We did a CBC and an Chem twelve. Results were in normal range. He's certainly not the type to use drugs."

    "That's not why I asked. He was missing for more than twelve hours and he has no memories of that time. I'd like to know why."

    His lips thinned. “Leave the doctoring to me. I can see what Bonnie meant when she said you were forever pushing into things that aren't your business. Should I tell her what you've accused her father of doing?"

    "I've made no accusations. I think it's a logical request."

    "Stay out of this.” His dark eyes shifted from my face. “Since he refuses to be admitted, you can take him home. If he exhibits further symptoms, call. Bonnie knows my number.” He strode away.

    The way he said the last sentence made me wonder how close he was to Lars’ daughter. Though I wanted to force the issue of the test, I didn't think the young doctor would budge. At home I would have known what buttons to push. Here I was clueless.

    Before returning to the cubicle, I cornered the nurse I'd met earlier. “What was Mr. Claybourne's condition on admission?"

    "Pupils constricted. Speech slurred. Blood pressure one hundred six over sixty-eight. Most of the symptoms had cleared by the time Dr. Verdigras arrived.” She shook her head. “Never saw Dr. Cool so rattled. I suggested a tox screen and he nearly had my head. Said Mr. Claybourne was no ordinary patient."

    What did Dr. Verdigras know that he wasn't saying? I felt sure Lars had been drugged, but without the test, we'd never know. What was going on? Lars was a wealthy man, yet no ransom had been demanded. We had to solve this puzzle before a worse incident occurred.

    The nurse pushed a wheelchair into Lars’ cubicle. Once he was in the chair, I pushed him to the admitting desk so he could complete the necessary paperwork. I sat in the waiting room.

    A short time later, he pushed the chair toward me. “Let's go. Where's your car?"

    "There's a cab waiting."

    He shook his head. “Why hire a cab? Thought you rented a car."

    "I did, but took a cab for convenience. It's night and a strange town. I could have taken forever to find the hospital.” I pushed the wheelchair toward the exit. “Don offered to come, but I was afraid Megan might wake and be scared."

    "Guess he told you about her nightmares. What about Bonnie? She'd have been glad to come."

    "She wasn't home."

    "But you left a message."

    "Tried but the answering machine wasn't working. Don said he'd try."

    Lars stood. I left the wheelchair just inside the door. He held my hand and settled in the seat beside me. Neither of us spoke until after we'd reached the house and the cab drove away.

    Once in the foyer, Lars pulled me into his arms and just held me. “Kate, Kate, I'm so glad you're here."

    "The feeling's mutual.” I raised my head. “You have no idea how frightened I was. Where were you? Who did this to you?"

    "I wish I knew.” He brushed my forehead with his lips. “I can't remember a thing."

    Exhaustion added age lines to his face. In his eyes I saw puzzlement and fear. Was it because he struggled to remember or to forget? Was there something he couldn't tell me? Something he couldn't face?

    "We'd better go to bed.” He caressed my shoulders. “It's been a long day for both of us."

    "Are you sure you don't want to talk about what happened?"

    "I'm so tired I can't think. Even if I could there's nothing there.” He ran his fingers along my cheek. “We'll talk in the morning. Night, Kate.” He released me and strode down the hall.

    As I put on my nightgown, questions circled in my thoughts like swarming bees. What was happening here and why?
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    El Hombre Dorado

    -

    The next morning I rose at dawn and went to the kitchen to brew a pot of tea. Though still tired from the time change and the late night visit to the hospital, I hadn't been able to remain in bed. Yesterday's concerns had haunted my dreams, and my thoughts were fogged by clouds of worries.

    While waiting for the water to boil, I strolled into the sunroom and stared at the morning sky. A sullen sun streaked the clouds with angry orange hues. A noise startled me. With a jerk I turned to find Lars standing in the doorway. The light blue V-neck sweater he wore made his eyes a brilliant shade.

    "Morning. Your water's boiling,” he said. “Are you all right?"

    "Jet lagged.” And worried, I thought. After joining him at the counter, I rinsed the teapot with hot water and set about my preparations. “Would you like a cup when it's brewed?"

    Lars filled the carafe of the coffee-maker and started the cycle. “Need a stronger jump-start this morning.” He opened the refrigerator. “You really must have been worried. Looks like I missed one of my favorite meals and your chocolate cake."

    "There's plenty left for lunch."

    "How about an omelet for breakfast? One with a southwestern touch?"

    "Sounds delightful. After we eat we need to talk about what happened yesterday."

    He ran his fingers through his thick hair, once golden but now threaded with strands of silver. “What's to say? There's a giant hole in my memories. Wish I could remember something...anything."

    The defeat in his voice troubled me. I stroked his arm. “You'll think better on a full stomach. So will I. To the stove."

    "Slave driver.” His chuckle heartened me. He put the ingredients on the table and chopped scallions, tomatoes and a variety of peppers. “How was the trip?"

    "Quiet until I left the plane. The cat complained for most of the drive."

    He jerked around and nearly dropped an egg. “You didn't?"

    "What?"

    "Bring Robespierre. I distinctly heard you say you wanted to escape his tyranny."

    "Heavens no, Not him. I brought his youngest sibling for Megan. The kitten is now known as Rose Prairie."

    Lars laughed. “Megan must have been thrilled. She still talks about the furry beast. How did Don handle the new addition to his family."

    "He was pleased with Megan's response. Said it's the first time she's shown animation since Ramona's death. She and the kitten spent about an hour alone in the sunroom, too."

    He whipped the eggs with cream and poured the yellow mixture into an omelet pan. “That's wonderful. She's been so sad and lost.” He reached for the cheese and vegetables. “I'm afraid Don's upset with me."

    "Why?"

    "For not listening to Ramona. He thought I should have gone to the office the minute she called. Thinks she was upset about my reaction and wasn't driving as carefully as she should have been. We didn't find anything suspicious in her computer or her files."

    "Did they find the car that side-swiped hers?"

    He shook his head. “Probably never will.” He added the cheese and vegetables to the pan. “Enough about my past. Are you feeling less responsible for the tragedy at St. Stephen's?"

    The change of subject made me wonder if there was other information regarding Ramona's death that puzzled Lars. I could continue probing, but I knew he'd just close down. For the moment I'd allow him to evade.

    "Kate, are you?"

    "A bit. If only..."

    "Words we've all said too many times. Judith might have snapped and killed her husband or her daughter. Marcie might have had to face a court trial.” He took two plates from the cabinet and divided the omelet.

    "That thought keeps me sane."

    "You are the sanest person I know. After breakfast let's take a walk around the grounds. Unfortunately this isn't the best time of the year to see them."

    I chuckled. “So I discovered. I came on this visit partly because I thought I'd come south and escape winter.” Was the tour another way for him to divert me for a time? I intended to probe for answers no matter how many times he tried to put me off.

    "We're south but high."

    "So I'm learning."

    "Any problems breathing?"

    "None."

    The omelet was delicious and tasted as good as it smelled. Once we'd eaten and straightened the kitchen, we donned jackets and went outside. As we strolled up the driveway, Lars painted a word picture of the garden during the seasons. His descriptions of the colors were vivid. I almost wished I could stay until spring.

    We reached the house at the top of the drive. Up close the pale adobe house was imposing. Two cars, a gold sedan and a red Jaguar, were parked in the carport. I stopped to admire the grillwork on the upper balconies. “Magnificent."

    Lars chuckled. “My daughter's taste."

    "Do you want to let her know you're all right?"

    He shook his head. “If Don called, she knows and I've no answers for the questions she'll ask.” He squeezed my hand. “She's unhappy about your visit."

    "Already guessed that. Is she afraid I might steal you?"

    "Could be. Maybe I'll let you."

    I laced my fingers with his. A bubble of hope formed but I broke it. Lars and I were friends. No need for change.

    When we returned to the house, he lit the logs in the fireplace. I went to the kitchen and returned with coffee for him and tea for me. We settled on the buttery soft leather couch.

    "Let's talk about what happened yesterday.” I cradled the mug.

    He groaned. “Beating a dead horse won't make me recall a thing."

    Beneath his words I heard anger and frustration. “Then let me think aloud. You were at the dining room table. Consuela brought your breakfast."

    "That I remember."

    "Was there a phone call?"

    He shook his head. “I don't think...no."

    "You gave Consuela a shopping list."

    His eyes narrowed as though he was trying to focus on the scene. “That's right. She left. The kitchen door closed.” He frowned. “Twice. She must have returned for something. Then...nothing."

    "Was the food all right? The coffee?"

    "I don't know...I think...someone...Kate, I can't remember."

    A sigh rippled through my body. “Where were you all those hours?"

    "Dr. Verdigras asked me that question at the hospital."

    "How did he know you were missing for hours?"

    "He ran into Bonnie at a party."

    "Do you remember anything else?"

    "Walking. The cab. The hospital. The tests."

    "How did you pay the cabbie? Your wallet was here?"

    "Always keep a twenty in my pocket.” He reached into his trousers and extracted a bill. “Habit since I was a boy, but then it was a one or a five."

    "What cab company? Are there more than one? Maybe the driver can remember where he picked you up."

    "You're not turning this into one of your cases."

    "Cases? I'm no detective."

    He pulled his sweater over his head. “Just remember that. Let's forget yesterday and just enjoy each other's company."

    I looked at his right arm and saw a small bruise at the bend of his elbow. Was that a needle mark? Why hadn't someone at the hospital noticed? “Looks like they had to draw blood twice."

    "Just once.” He pointed to his left arm. “Would have remembered being stuck twice."

    "Can I see the bruises?"

    He rolled up one sleeve of his knit shirt. The bruises were wide and only on the outer surface of his arm. How had he gotten them?

    "Is something strange happening with your investments? Some reason someone would want you to turn up missing?"

    He failed to meet my gaze. “Lord, Kate, just because you've been involved in several crimes doesn't mean I'm the victim of one. I've been gradually turning the business over to Bonnie. These days she and Damon handle most of our affairs."

    I faced him and captured his gaze. “You vanished. There are hours you can't remember. There has to be a reason. What about enemies?"

    He shook his head. “If you mean someone I've turned down for a loan, not a chance. I find them. They don't come to me. Come on. Put this aside and let's talk about my plans for your visit, starting with the New Year's Eve party at Bonnie's.

    Was he avoiding the subject of who and why? I wanted answers before another incident occurred.

    "Lars, we need to know."

    He patted my hand. “Let me tell you about Bonnie's party."

    I sighed in exasperation. “Do we have to go?"

    "Bonnie throws great parties."

    "I'm sure she does. Imagine it's formal."

    "What else? You'll meet a number of my friends and business associates."

    I glanced outside. Megan skipped and Don strode up the walk. Moments later, the little girl danced into the room and provided a diversion from an uncomfortable subject.

    "Pop, you wented away and we couldn't find you. Daddy say Aunt Kaferine find you and bring you home. Look what she buy me."

    Lars took the kitten. “Looks like the beast in miniature. Do you like your new friend?"

    "Oh yes. Her sleep with me. I tell her secrets."

    "What kind of secrets?” I asked.

    She shook her head. “Mine."

    Lars laughed. “Kate, you've more curiosity than the beast."

    Don clasped his father's hand. “Glad you're okay. What happened?"

    "Beats me."

    "Did you call the police?"

    "What could they do? I'm home. I'm fine."

    Don sat on the arm of one of the chairs. “Maybe you should let them know you're home."

    Lars shook his head. “And create a stir when there's none needed."

    "My sister staged a scene when she called to report you missing."

    "And they told her there was nothing they could do."

    Don nodded. “Dad, there's something we need to talk about."

    A resigned look appeared on Lars’ face. “Does it have to be now?"

    "Daddy, the store."

    Don reached for the kitten. “Looks like it will be later. We're off to outfit the kitten. Need anything?"

    Lars looked at me. “Do we?"

    "Not that I know of."

    "Good enough,” Lars said. “Stop by later for that talk."

    "What are you doing today?” Don asked.

    "Loafing. Bonnie's party is tomorrow. Then we're heading to the slopes."

    "Skiing?” I raised an eyebrow.

    "A bit, plus a lot of sightseeing."

    Megan tugged on her father's hand. “Daddy, come on. We take Rose Prairie home. Then we go."

    Once they left, Lars turned to me. “You're a clever woman. The kitten was an inspired gift. It's good to see her acting like an almost four-year-old and not an old lady. Unless Bonnie or one of my daughters-in-law takes time from their careers to have a family, Megan will be my only grandchild."

    Lars’ older twin sons live back east. One was a successful surgeon and the other a prosperous lawyer. While they're both married, their wives have busy careers.

    The phone rang. While Lars answered, I went to the kitchen to refill our mugs.

    "Tea for me,” he called.

    When I carried the tea to the living room, he was still on the phone. He hung up and took a mug. “Did Don call everyone I know?"

    "He was worried."

    "And Bonnie?"

    How could I tell him I had the impression she had been playing the role of a distraught daughter? I couldn't. Until he was ready to listen my words would have no effect.

    "She was upset and angry. What else did you expect? You should have heard her ream out the police."

    He put his mug on the coffee table. “Wish this hadn't happened."

    "But it did."

    "Just when I'm ready to turn the company over to Don and Bonnie.” He sipped the tea. “That's what he wants to talk about. Good thing Megan pulled him away."

    "Why?"

    "He's going to say no, and I'll insist."

    "Why? He's an artist."

    "I know but he's my son. One of my boys should take an interest."

    I never would have thought Lars would take that line. Was this part of the reason Bonnie was so grasping?"

    "That...that's so old-fashioned. Your daughter enjoys the business. You've said she's doing well. Won't she resent your plan?"

    "She'll agree. Has to since Don owns as much of the company as she does. The older boys spent a year working with me. Don never has. I think he should.” He reached for my hand. “I'm tired of dividing my life between two places.” His fingers tightened.

    "What is it?"

    "A house...adobe...old...musty...a cot...walled.” He closed his eyes.

    "Anything else?"

    "Eyes covered.” He put his hand on his right arm. “A jab here, then I slept...woke...voices."

    "Men's or women's voices?"

    He shook his head. “Just voices...distant.” He groaned.

    "Don't force the memories."

    He reached for the mug and sipped. “Wonderful tea. Often drink a cup at night and think of you."

    "So Consuela said. Pleased me. Is there anything else you remember?"

    "Nothing."

    "Maybe later."

    "Let's talk about home. Has Edward recovered from his brush with death?"

    "You know how he is. He moaned. He dithered. Then he forgot. Begged me to head the new search committee. Turned him down. Never again."

    "Should hope not. He lives in another world, one where all is sweetness and light. What about Judith?"

    "Still catatonic."

    "Probably for the best. And Marcie?"

    "Getting help. Playing the piano with more power than ever. She'll do."

    He caught my hand. “When I learned what you'd done, I wanted to shake you. What were you thinking? If you're going to play detective, you need a keeper."

    I laughed. “I have no desire for a third career. No more bodies.” I shivered and thought of yesterday's fear of finding Lars’ cold corpse. “What are you going to do about what has been happening?"

    "Don't know."

    "There have to be answers. You need to look for them.” Had Don called Ramona's cousin? Had he found anything? “You can't ignore this."

    "Can and will. Let's talk about what we're going to do while you're here."

    Once again, I'd smacked into a wall. Until I found a way over the obstruction, I was stymied. Battering won't break titanium barriers.

    "What have you planned beyond skiing?"

    "We'll start with a day in the old town, then on to Taos and beyond. We'll stay in a chalet at a resort I helped expand."

    "Sounds like fun as long as I don't have to ski."

    "The resort will be a stopping place while we're seeing and doing.” He went on to speak of the sights we'd see.

    "Guess we'll be busy.” I wished we could leave today. A fear that Lars was still in danger gripped me. Would he listen?

    "Can I persuade you to stay until spring?” he asked.

    "Can't. Beth's and Pete's wedding is next month. I've things to do as mother of the bride and groom. Then Robby will be staying with me while they're on their honeymoon."

    "Forgot about that event.” He drew me into an embrace.

    Just as our lips met, Bonnie arrived in a flurry of skirts and high-pitched questions. “Daddy, why didn't you call me? Did you forget Aunt Katherine was coming? Where were you? Were you off on another of your little adventures?"

    "Your brother said he would call.” He stared at her. “How could I forget Kate was coming when I've been after her to visit for years? I have no idea where I was. What little adventures are you talking about?"

    She tossed her coat, this time a mink, on a chair. “You know, the way you disappear for weeks and even a month."

    "Every time I leave this house you and your brother know where I am. The so-called adventures are trips back east or on business."

    She laughed. “Just joking. So where were you? Didn't you think about how worried I'd be?"

    "I already told you I don't know where I was. Yes, I knew you would be worried."

    She turned and raked me with a glare. “When did you find him?"

    "Around one AM when the nurse at the hospital called."

    "You should have let me know."

    "I tried but there was no answer."

    "Did you dial the right number? We have an answering machine."

    "Don gave me the number."

    Her blue eyes flashed with anger. “Darn Carl. He must have turned the machine off.” She perched on the arm of the couch next to Lars. “We came home around three. You could have called then."

    Lars grinned. “By that time Kate and I were snug in bed."

    What was he trying to do? Increase her anger toward me?

    She crossed her arms. “I should have been told. Why didn't you call this morning? I had no idea you were home. I stopped by to see if Aunt Katherine was ready to go home. After all, you stood her up."

    
      As if I would have gone before Lars returned.
    

    Lars patted her arm. “Honey, I'm home. I wasn't hurt. I figured if you were out late, you would sleep in and then be busy with party preparations."

    "They're done."

    Just then Carl and Damon arrived in tandem. Did their shocked expressions have a meaning beyond surprise? I nibbled on my lower lip. Suspicions flared, but with no proof or knowledge of why they would want Lars to disappear, how could I accuse them?

    Carl clasped Lars’ hand. “Good to see you. What happened?"

    Lars shrugged. “Until I spotted the cab, last thing I remember is sitting down to breakfast."

    Silently I applauded his reticence. He had remembered a few facts. To the person or persons responsible for his disappearance, those few facts might force them to act again.

    Bonnie took her father's hand. “Daddy, you can tell us."

    "Honey, if I could remember I would."

    My gaze focused on the men. Was that relief I saw in their eyes?

    "Not even a single detail?” Damon asked. “We need to learn who did this and why."

    "The doctor said I might never remember."

    "We'll have to keep a close eye on you,” Bonnie said. “Move to my house. There's room."

    Lars freed his hand. “Kate's here. She'll keep watch."

    "Will you and Aunt Katherine be at the party?” Bonnie asked. “If you're too exhausted from your ordeal, we can make excuses."

    "We'll be there,” Lars said.

    Bonnie leaned toward me. “You'll see how elegant parties are here. There'll be more than seventy-five guests."

    My smile matched hers. “Though I prefer more intimate gatherings, I'm sure this won't be much different from the hospital's spring gala."

    "Do you have a nice dress?” The tone of her voice matched the sweetness of her perfume. “I'll be glad to take time from the preparations to help you find a nice one in your price range."

    "I have a perfectly suitable dress."

    Lars shook his head. “Honey, Kate's not hurting for money. If she needs to go dress shopping, I'll take her."

    "Don't make offers you might regret.” I gathered the mugs and strode to the kitchen.

    Carl appeared in the doorway. “Let me apologize for my wife's rudeness. She's afraid some gold-digger will take advantage of her father."

    "No apology needed. I've known Bonnie all her life. Contrary to her beliefs, I've no designs on Lars’ money. Not that it's any of your business, but I'm financially secure."

    He laughed. “No one can have enough money."

    "Depends on your needs. Mine are fairly simple."

    He moved closer. “You wouldn't gain much around here. Old Lars pinches pennies. Sure wish he'd retire and leave the show to us."

    "Isn't that what he plans?"

    "Not if my wife has her way. She'll do just about anything to keep her daddy here."

    "Carl, where are you?” Bonnie called.

    "In the kitchen."

    "Don't monopolize Aunt Katherine."

    I brushed past him and reached the living room. “You don't have to worry. He's quite safe with me."

    Bonnie laughed. “How droll. Carl, let's go home. Damon, call those people in California and find why they haven't completed their proposed budget. Daddy, take care.” She slipped on her mink and blew a kiss.

    Damon and Lars headed to his study. I returned to the kitchen to prepare lunch. Hot roast beef, potato pancakes, a salad and cake for dessert were on the menu.

    The odd dynamics of the Bonnie, Carl, Damon trio puzzled me. Were they working together or did each of them have a separate agenda? No matter. I sensed something brewing between them that I feared would escalate. Bonnie seemed to be the focus or maybe the instigator. Lars needed to recognize the things I saw, but his doting love for his daughter blinded his sight.

    * * * *

    When lunch was ready, I walked toward the study. Loud voices halted me just as I entered the hall.

    "When are you going to make the announcement?” Damon demanded.

    "After Kate leaves."

    "Then I'll wait, but not happily.” He paused and then began to speak again. “You need to do something about Carl ASAP. He's my friend, but he has a real problem. He could be altering the books. Why don't you call in an outside accountant?"

    "Do you have proof?"

    "I'm no accountant. Neither are you. Lord, he could steal you blind to pay his gambling debts."

    "Bonnie wouldn't tolerate my harassing him."

    "Don't be so sure of that. She's growing tired of his weekends in Vegas."

    "She hasn't said a word."

    "She wouldn't,” Damon said. “She's your daughter and has your kind of pride. She knows how you feel about the marriage."

    I wished Lars would forget about entertaining me and attend to his affairs. Perhaps I'd end my stay early. I'm sure I could find a reason, but would Lars’ danger increase if I left?

    "Lars, lunch is ready,” I called. “Will Mr. Webster be staying?"

    The younger man stepped into the hall. “If I'm invited. Lars has raved about your cooking. And please call me Damon."

    "We're having left-overs. I'll set another place.” I returned to the kitchen.

    Moments later Lars arrived. He took the plates and silverware. “Thanks for the welcome interruption. We were getting nowhere.” He kissed my cheek.

    "Glad to be of service.” I carried the food to the dining room. Questions about the things Damon had said about Carl troubled me. I refrained from voicing them, at least until Lars and I were alone.

    Something about the attitude of Lars’ assistant troubled me. The young man had a ready smile and a charming manner, but my latest experience with a charmer had made me wary. While Damon's attempt to portray his friend as a thief had been smoothly done, I wondered about his motives. For some reason I couldn't define, I didn't trust Mr. Webster. I wished Lars didn't either.

    Lunch ended with slices of chocolate cake. Lars tasted and grinned. “As wonderful as ever."

    "Have you ever considered opening a restaurant?” Damon asked.

    "I've had two careers. That's enough."

    Lars chuckled. “That's two she'll admit. Maybe the third's just a hobby."

    Damon's glance showed a curiosity I was reluctant to answer. “He's teasing."

    "Am I?” Lars asked.

    "Finish your lunch,” I said.

    When Damon carried his dishes to the kitchen, he thanked me again. “Better head for the office and make that California call. Bonnie may be focused on party plans, but she won't forget what she told me to do. If I don't have an answer, I'll hear about it. See you tomorrow evening."

    After he left, most of the uneasiness slid from my shoulders. Lars loaded the dishwasher and I stored the few leftovers and put the rest of the cake in the freezer.

    He pulled me into an embrace. For an instant I rested my head against his shoulder. His entire body vibrated with tension.

    "What is it? Have you remembered more?"

    "No. Seems you're the only one I can trust. Why does it seem like everyone has their own agenda, even my children?"

    "That's a question I can't answer. Why don't we forget the sightseeing and discover what's hidden beneath all the rocks."

    He brushed my cheek with his lips. “Not that long ago, curiosity nearly got you killed."

    "You need to discover what's going on."

    "Maybe I'm afraid of what I'll learn."
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      Chapter 4
    

    ~

    La Casa Dorada

    -

    Lars and I spent the next morning lounging in front of the fireplace while I gave him the latest news from our various friends including the ones who had moved to sunny climes. He especially enjoyed hearing stories about my family and neighbors. He chuckled over the things I told him about Sarah's brood. Then he asked about the group we met for bridge.

    "There are still games, but I haven't had a decent partner since you were last home,” I said. “Do any of your friends here play?"

    He shrugged. “Never asked. They're not that close. We talk business, meet for lunch or dinner, attend concerts, the opera in the summer and art shows.” He clasped my hand. “I'm so glad you're here."

    "The feeling's mutual.” I shuddered to think of how long he might have been missing if I hadn't arrived. Though his son and daughter lived close at hand, they might not have worried for several days unless there'd been a ransom note. “What if I hadn't come? What if you hadn't escaped?"

    "Why are you so worried about what never happened?” He slid his arm around my shoulders. “Let's shelve my vanishing act. I'm prepared to make the supreme sacrifice and take you shopping for a dress to suit my picky daughter. She just wants you to make a good impression on people here."

    Doubtful, but criticizing his favorite child would drive a wedge into our friendship. “She hasn't changed."

    Sadness filled his eyes. “And neither have I. I still let her have her way too often. It's a habit and hard to break."

    "I know."

    "Back to the dress question."

    "I have a perfectly wonderful one that I wore to the hospital gala last spring."

    He raised an eyebrow. “You went to the gala?"

    "Yes, Lars. With one of the doctors. He's a widower and I'm not a recluse."

    "You could have asked me."

    His wistful expression made me chuckle. “Andrew made the arrangements."

    He smiled. “Aha. Bonnie does the same thing for me, and never the same woman twice."

    Of course, I thought. “Would you like to see the dress and give it your seal?"

    "Yes."

    In the guest room I took the aqua silk dress from the closet. The skirt ends in a series of points that are embroidered with silver swirls. “If this doesn't suit the occasion, I'll stay home."

    "It's perfect. When you see what I have for you, you'll know why. Be right back."

    When he returned, he handed me a case containing a magnificent silver and turquoise necklace and earrings. The stones nearly matched the color of my dress. From a band of highly polished metal, five triangles hung. Each was tipped with a round piece of turquoise. The earrings were single triangles.

    "How beautiful."

    "And just right for you. The moment I saw the set, I knew they were for you. Bonnie wanted them and for once, I didn't give in."

    "Won't she be upset if I wear them to her party?"

    He leaned against the doorframe. “Probably, but she'll save her tantrums for later.” He grinned. “Time for her to stop grasping and for me to cease doting. She has no reason to envy you."

    He was right and wrong. In some subtle way our relationship hovered on the edge of change. Was Bonnie aware? Since my arrival both times I'd been in her company, her animosity had pulsed like a monster lurking for an attack.

    "Thank you.” I put the case on the dresser and hung the dress in the closet.

    Lars held out his hand. “Now that the dress question is settled, would you like to take a drive?"

    "Where?"

    "Just around. We'll stop somewhere for lunch."

    "Sounds like fun."

    Making our escape proved to be an exercise in logistics. Every time Lars tried to back onto the drive, another car, truck or van appeared: A florist times three, several vans belonging to the caterer, a truck from a place where tables and chairs are rented, plus a number of cars moved in a stream up the drive.

    We looked at each other and laughed. Lars reached for his cell phone.

    "What are you doing?"

    "Calling Bonnie to see when there'll be a break in traffic."

    "I could stand in the middle of the drive and play traffic cop."

    "Might be the only way.” He glanced toward the gate. “After this gray car, we're clear."

    * * * *

    That evening we dined on the doggie bags we'd brought from lunch and then dressed for the party. In casual clothes Lars is a handsome man, but in a tuxedo he took my breath away. His cummerbund and tie were turquoise and a near match for my dress. The studs were chunks of the same semi-precious stones as my jewelry.

    "Making a statement?” I asked.

    "Staking my claim. You're a beautiful woman and there will be a number of unattached men in attendance."

    "None to match you. Should I worry about unattached women?"

    He chuckled. “We're quite a pair. Shall we walk or drive? We're early enough to get a close spot."

    "And be blocked in so we have to walk home. It's not far.” I reached for the silver fox cape that had been my mother's.

    As we strolled up the luminary-lined driveway, Lars told me what to expect inside the house. “It's a showplace and made for entertaining. The lower floor isn't family space. The house is a huge square with a center courtyard. On one side there's a formal living room and a dining room where doors open into the court. The...I suppose it could be called a ballroom is on the other side and is connected to a hall that opens into the court and leads to the chef's kitchen."

    "Sounds wonderful.” And just the proper place to showcase his daughter.

    "She's hired an orchestra for dancing."

    The sand-colored adobe glittered in the moonlight. “Truly a house of gold."

    "Fool's gold. She had something added to the stucco to create the effect. Bonnie has these pretensions, but she means no harm by them."

    Was his assessment true? His daughter might not physically harm anyone, but from what I'd observed and heard from Don and Megan, she used words as weapons. I wanted to share these thoughts with Lars, but refrained. Why shred his beliefs? Bonnie was his pet and I'd soon be a guest in her house.

    Lars rang the bell. A dark-haired man dressed as a hidalgo answered. He took my cape and Lars coat.

    On one wall a picture of Bonnie hung. I glanced at the other wall where a multitude of mirrors in gilt frames reflected the portrait again and again. I choked back laughter.

    At the end of the foyer, a graceful staircase led to the second floor. A grandfather's clock in white marble and gold works stood near the stairs. Soft lights and shadows were cast by the crystal chandelier.

    Bonnie glided into the foyer. “Daddy, you look so handsome. It's good you came early."

    Her dress was gold lame and white satin and molded to her figure. She wore a pearl and gold necklace. White and gold like everything I'd seen.

    "I wanted Kate to have a chance to see the house before the guests arrived."

    She turned to me. “Aunt Katherine, what a nice dress. Don't you just love the necklace and earrings? Take good care of them. They're only on loan, you know. I'd hate to see them broken."

    "They're Kate's and perfect for her,” Lars said.

    "But Daddy...” She thrust her lower lip into a pout.

    "Bonnie.” A hard edge entered his voice.

    Damon appeared in the doorway. “Lars, I thought I heard your voice. Mrs. Miller, the jewelry and the dress are stunning."

    Bonnie turned to him. “Have you seen Carl? He should be at my side to greet our guests.” She put a hand on Lars’ arm. “I need a host. Aunt Katherine, can you spare Daddy for a bit?"

    "No problem."

    "And think about how much I love the jewelry.” She smiled. “You've always done the right thing."

    In her eyes I had. Not this time. I intended to treasure Lars’ gift.

    Damon took my arm. “Let's find Carl."

    We entered the spacious L-shaped living room. Sofas and chairs in gold and white brocade were arranged in conversation areas. A fire burned in the large corner fireplace and the fragrant aroma of burning wood filled the air.

    Damon steered me through an archway into the dining room where a large terraced buffet filled with chaffing dishes stood against one wall. Small tables for two or four were scattered through the room. A man in a spotless white uniform backed through a door that must have led to the kitchen. He placed a crystal bowl of shrimp on the serving table.

    Damon motioned to Carl who stood at the bar. “You're presence is requested in the foyer."

    Carl left his glass on the bar. “On my way.” He paused. “Mrs. Miller, you look fabulous. Lars was right. The jewelry suits you perfectly. My wife must be heartbroken.” He sauntered away.

    He sounded as if he was pleased to see his wife had lost something she desired. What was going on between the pair of them? Damon released my arm. “Mind if I abandon you? I need to check on the orchestra."

    "I'll be fine.” I wandered into the living room.

    A short time later, Lars arrived with a young couple. He made quick introductions and drew me to one of the chairs by the fire. “Don't even think about giving her the jewelry."

    "I wasn't."

    "Good. What would you like to drink?"

    "What do you think?"

    He patted my hand. “My daughter doesn't serve mint tea."

    "Very funny. A daiquiri will be fine."

    Moments later he returned and handed me a drink. The daiquiri had been blended to perfection and the crust of sugar on the rim of the glass added a touch of sweetness to the tart lime.

    Before long a crowd had gathered. Lars and I put our glasses on a tray held by a young woman wearing a bright fiesta dress.

    As we circulated, he made introductions. Though I tried, most of the names were quickly forgotten. To my surprise many of the women exclaimed over my necklace and earrings. The silver and turquoise creation was in competition with diamonds, rubies, emeralds and sapphires. The amount of glitter in the room hurt my eyes.

    Music drifted from the ballroom. “Where's Don?” I asked.

    "He and Megan are with friends. He refuses to leave her with a sitter and he avoids Bonnie's house."

    "How long has this been going on?"

    "Almost since his marriage. Bonnie and Ramona never got along. It's been worse lately. Not long after Ramona's funeral, he and Megan had food poisoning after eating dinner here. Megan ended up in the hospital. Don blamed Bonnie. I've tried to make peace and pretty much failed."

    Poor Lars. He had a knack for making money but little fortune with his children. When he's back east, his meetings with his older sons and their wives are few and generally take place in restaurants.

    My reflections were interrupted by the arrival of Dr. Verdigras. “Mr. Claybourne, you're looking fit.” He faced Lars and turned his back on me.

    "Feel great,” Lars said.

    "Uncle Joe said you haven't made an appointment for a follow-up."

    "No need. A good night's sleep and I was fine.” Lars tugged me closer. “You remember Kate...Mrs. Miller."

    The doctor's nostrils tightened. “Yes...of course. Have you remembered anything about where you were?"

    "No."

    I captured Verdigras’ gaze. “Before Lars and I left the ER, I spoke to the admitting nurse. Did you read her assessment?"

    Anger flashed in his dark eyes. “I did what I felt was appropriate. I believe Bonnie was right when she said you dared to meddle where you weren't wanted. I suggest you keep out of my affairs.” He walked away.

    Lars pulled me into a corner. “What was that about?"

    "At the hospital I asked him to do a blood test for drugs. He refused."

    "Why would he do that?"

    "I haven't a clue to his motives. Could be he's young enough to believe he's always right. Or he could want to please your daughter."

    Lars shook his head. “Stop seeing conspiracies in every smile. Do you want to go across the way and dance with me?"

    "Later. Let's visit the buffet."

    Several times we stopped so he could introduce me to local politicians, businessmen and their wives. Some of the women seemed young enough to be daughters, but that wasn't much different from home.

    People clustered in groups and greeted each other with forced smiles and brittle laughter. When two men engaged Lars in a discussion of interest rates, I slipped away and continued toward the dining room. I was intent on finding another drink and sampling some of the myriad appetizers.

    As I reached the archway I noticed my host laughing with two attractive women. Bonnie and Verdigras stood near the bar. He had his arm around her waist.

    Lars appeared at my side. “Sorry about that."

    "Happens."

    "Boring,” he said. “Told them to leave business at the office. Meet any more suspects?"

    "None I'd consider criminals. Most of the crimes I've witnessed are social."

    His booming laughter caused several people to turn and stare. One, a man with streaks of silver in his ebony hair left a group and held out his hand to Lars.

    "Amigo, good to see you.” Perfect teeth flashed when he smiled. “Heard you were lost, strayed or stolen."

    "Seems that way. Kate, this is Rafe Diaz. He does for money what you do for fun. Kate finds bodies in her spare time."

    Rafe's dark eyes sparkled with interest. So this was the man Don had called. Had he learned anything?

    "Pleased to meet a kindred spirit at this affair,” he said.

    I smiled. “I think we need to talk."

    He looked at Lars. “Do you mind? Ramona was right. She said you were warm and direct. She also mentioned a gato grande."

    My laughter joined the men's. “Robespierre would be flattered. The next time you visit Don and Megan, you can see a miniature version of him."

    Rafe took my arm. “Lars, excuse us. I'm stealing her so we can speak of our adventures in crime."

    "Don't encourage her, but enjoy."

    Rafe and I made our way toward the buffet. “What can you tell me about Lars’ vanishing act. Don suggested we not tell his sister that I'm involved."

    "Good idea. I can't give you much information, but this whole matter troubles me. Why don't you fetch me a daiquiri and I'll get some snacks."

    While he headed to the bar, I filled a plate with finger foods. I chose a table near one of the doors to the courtyard.

    While I ate, I related the story from Lars’ phone call the night before I left home to the hospital and Verdigras’ refusal to order the tox screen. “Other than the few things Lars remembered, that's it except for the uneasiness I feel."

    "What did he recall?"

    I told him. “Have you learned anything."

    "Still looking for the cab driver. If I can find him and he remembers where he picked up Lars, we'll have a starting place for the search."

    "What about the adobe house?"

    He chuckled. “In Santa Fe, they're the norm."

    "Lars said the house smelled musty. Could it be for rent or sale?"

    He frowned. “That's a thought. One thing. I asked around the station and none of my buddies knew about Bonnie's call. That sort of thing gets around."

    "I heard her talking to someone."

    "I'll keep asking.” He turned his head. My gaze followed his to where Bonnie and Verdigras stood. They appeared to be quarreling.

    Rafe rose. “See you later."

    I finished the appetizers and sipped my drink. Carl stopped beside the table. “Where's Lars?"

    "Circulating."

    "Enjoying yourself?"

    "Very much."

    "Have you seen Bonnie?"

    "A few minutes ago. She was near the bar with Dr. Verdigras."

    He turned. His face blanched and he set his drink on the table. “See you.” Like smoke he melted into a cluster of people.

    What had made him bolt? I spotted three new arrivals. An older man with steel gray hair accompanied by two younger muscular specimens. They strode toward Carl's hiding place. Other guests eddied around the trio, but no one spoke to them.

    
      Who were they?
    

    I scanned the crowd for Lars but didn't see him. The room seemed stuffy. The door to the inner court was open a crack. A breath of fresh air seemed like a good idea so I slipped outside. I heard voices and retreated toward the door where a large bush shielded me from the brisk breeze and discovery.

    "Have you told him yet?” The man's voice was low.

    "No,” Bonnie said. “There hasn't been the right moment."

    "When? I'm tired of sneaking around. I'll be glad when this is over and you're mine. Why don't we face him together."

    "No. I'll do it tomorrow."

    I retreated to the dining room. Whom had she been speaking to? If I lingered would I learn? Once again I looked for Lars.

    He found me. “Where have you been? I left you with Rafe, but when I came to join you two, you'd both vanished.” I saw anxiety in his eyes.

    "Rafe saw someone he wanted to talk to. I felt warm so I stepped outside for a bit.” Though I wanted to tell him what I'd heard I hesitated.

    He caressed my fingers. “Gave me a bit of a start. Ready for that dance you promised me?"

    "Yes.” The music drifting through the foyer was “Stardust,” one of my favorites.

    The ballroom was dimly lit and the music mellow. Lars drew me into his arms and we moved around the dance floor. “Why did Don call Rafe?” he asked.

    "He thought Rafe would know what to do if you'd been kidnapped."

    Lars nodded. “He was right, but I wish he hadn't. I'd rather not involve outsiders in my problems."

    "What are you hiding from? You were kidnapped. Doesn't that bother you?"

    His lips brushed my ear. “They were inept. One of them made my escape possible. I don't think ransom was part of the deal."

    "Why not?"

    He shook his head. “Just a fancy."

    I stepped closer. “Denying won't change what happened. Maybe you escaped before the note was sent. Maybe your kidnappers had a falling out."

    I wondered what the sadness in his eyes meant. Did he think his daughter was involved? Could I convince him to stay in town and try to discover who and why? The problem was I didn't think he wanted to know.

    When the set ended, Damon strolled over. “May I?” he asked Lars.

    "With great reluctance,” Lars said.

    The set began with “Stormy Weather.” Damon swept me away from Lars. What did he want? Had he been Bonnie's companion in the courtyard?

    As we circled the room, we passed Bonnie and Verdigras dancing cheek to cheek. “Now there's a man who's fooling himself,” Damon said. “He'll get exactly what she thinks he deserves."

    "I take it you're not fond of the doctor."

    "You've got that.” Damon smiled, but his eyes remained cold. “He was telling Bonnie how you challenged his medical expertise. Was there a problem?"

    "Just a disagreement."

    "Did Lars really have a stroke?"

    "I'm not a doctor. Nurses don't diagnose."

    "My mother had a stroke last year. Lars had none of the symptoms she had. You know, like weakness and slurred speech."

    "If there's a small bleed, the symptoms clear rapidly.” His questions made me uneasy.

    "So what do you think happened? Where was he? He won't tell us a thing."

    "He says he doesn't remember. Don't you believe him?” Damon didn't answer. I was tired of his probing. “I've a question for you. Did you see the three men who arrived a while ago? There was an older man with two brawny lads. Who were they? Why did their arrival make Carl panic and try to hide?"

    "No one you want to know."

    "Then why were they invited?"

    "As far as I know, they weren't. You're right that they were here to see Carl. They're Vegas."

    The set ended. Damon returned me to Lars and walked away.

    "Restroom,” I whispered in Lars’ ear.

    He steered me into the hall. The powder room was beneath the stairs. “Want me to wait here?"

    "No need. I'll meet you in the foyer.” I was about ready to leave, though if Lars wanted to stay I would.

    He pointed to the ballroom. “You don't want to meet me in there?"

    "I'd never find you in the darkness.” I stepped into the powder room and burst into laughter. The theme of the house was in full force. White wallpaper flocked with gold swans and water lilies covered the walls. All the fixtures including the toilet seat were gleaming gold.

    As I opened the door to leave, Carl and Damon walked past. Their voices were low and angry. What were they up to? Determined to learn, I followed.

    "Damn it, no,” Damon said.

    "Won't be long before we have it all,” Carl said. “Just look on this as an advance. Those guys won't wait much longer for their money."

    They stepped into the courtyard. I pressed my back against the wall and prayed they hadn't seen me. Did Bonnie know that her husband and his friend were scheming to take over the company? Then again, maybe she played a role in the scheme.

    Lars waited for me in the foyer. “Nearly midnight.” He handed me a flute of champagne. “Let's see the New Year in and then go home."

    His idea fit mine perfectly. “Sounds wonderful."

    I stood in the circle of his arms and counted the chimes from the grandfather's clock. As the last note sounded, Lars kissed me, then raised his glass. “To many years together."

    For an instant regret for the all years we'd wasted because of a willful child surfaced. I pushed these thoughts away. “To many more years."

    "Kate."

    "No regrets for past decisions."

    "You're right."

    We put our glasses on a tray and sent for our coats. Then we went to find our hostess and host. Bonnie stood with three men, Carl, Damon and Verdigras. Whom had she kissed to honor the New Year? Though the answer was none of my business, twice I'd seen what misplaced passion had done to people's lives. I prayed Lars’ life wouldn't be stained by what pulsed between Bonnie and these men.

    "We're leaving,” Lars said.

    "Daddy, it's barely midnight."

    "Kate and I plan an early start tomorrow."

    "Where are you going?"

    "To the chalet."

    "The party was delightful,” I said.

    Bonnie preened. “Yes, it was. If we don't mention the uninvited guests.” She glared at Carl.

    He shrugged. “What could I do?"

    "Thanks for inviting me. I'll see you when your father and I return."

    Lars pulled me away. We donned our wraps and stepped into the frosty night. “Lord, I'm tired,” he said. “The noise and the prattle..."

    "I'll agree that the evening was a bit draining.” I squeezed his hand. “I did overhear several telling conversations."

    "I heard at least a hundred."

    "These had to do with your problems."

    "I don't want to talk about them."

    "Why not?"

    "One question. If I'd been missing for several days, would you have gone home in a huff?"

    "How can you ask that? I'd have conducted a house to house search for you."

    "Do you think many people would believe that?"

    "Many people or one particular person? Who are you talking about?"

    "Just a notion.” He linked arms with me. “Let's not talk about my strange absence. I'd rather talk about us."

    "We're friends. We'll always be that.” Didn't he realize there were problems to be solved before we could plan a future?

    He opened the door of the house and ushered me inside. After he hung my cape and his coat in the closet, he drew me into his arms. “I want us to be more.” His mouth closed over mine.
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      Chapter 5
    

    ~

    Los Dias Dorados

    -

    Since we're both early risers, Lars and I had breakfast by eight. I waited until we'd finished eating and relaxed over coffee and tea before I launched my attack.

    "Let's cancel this sightseeing expedition. There are things you need to do here."

    Lars’ mug clicked on the inlaid tile surface of the table. “Stop acting like a bulldog. Release this penchant or yours for seeing crime everywhere. There are places I want you to see. Sights you'll enjoy."

    I crossed my arms and pressed my lips into a firm line. “One more time. You were kidnapped. How can you brush that off like crumbs on a table."

    "Am I doing that? Was I kidnapped? Where was the ransom note?” He held up his hands. “I need to get away. There are things I need to think about. Decisions I must make."

    I sighed with force. “Maybe you do, but we can't sit here and do nothing. Last night you refused to listen to the things I overheard. I am not leaving this house until you do."

    "Fine. Fill my ears with gossip."

    "This isn't gossip.” I repeated the two conversations I'd overheard and waited for his response.

    For a long time he stared at the table. “Do you think Bonnie's behind my disappearance?"

    "Did I say that?"

    "It's what I believe and I know she'd never harm me.” He walked to the door into the sunroom. “She doesn't want me to retire and move back east. She didn't want you to visit. Remember the question I asked you last night. Apply that to her."

    I joined him. “You mean would I leave if you were gone for days? You know I wouldn't. How does that effect your daughter?"

    He nodded. “How? I know you wouldn't rush off but think of her reaction to being stood up."

    "She'd find a way to make the person pay."

    "Probably, but first she'd leave, refuse to speak to the person and then plot against him or her."

    Perhaps he was right, but that possibility didn't ease my fears. “I think there's more going on. What if Bonnie plans to divorce Carl? I doubt he'll agree to leave with empty pockets. Once you retire from the company all the assets will be hers. I'm sure he wants a share. In fact, he might know a way to get it all."

    "The assets will be hers and Don's. You're still thinking about what you didn't do regarding Roger Brandon. This situation isn't the same. Let's get away and enjoy a few days, just you and me."

    Frustration dug claws into my thoughts. Lars comes close to being the most stubborn man in existence. For now I'd drop the subject, but I'd keep chipping at his resistance. For some reason he needed to believe he wouldn't be harmed. Maybe he was right, but what would happen to him if his faith was shattered.

    "I don't understand your reasons for this stubborn avoidance.” I glared at him. “I won't stop pushing. If you'd like me to leave, I'm sure I can find an earlier flight home."

    He put his arms around me. “Your leaving is the last thing I want. I know you're worried. You wouldn't be Kate if you weren't. Until I see where the pieces fit, I can't act. Will you trust me?"

    Though I wished he'd share some of those pieces with me, I nodded. Our gazes locked and I read his determination to go his own way. “All right. I'll trust you for now."

    "Go pack. We'll be about a week.” He smiled and some of the tension lines in his face faded.

    "What kind of clothes?"

    "Casual for the most part. We'll be staying at a ski resort and doing a lot of walking. Bring something dressy for tonight."

    With forced enthusiasm, I smiled. “I'd still rather stay here."

    "And play detective.” He brushed my lips with his,

    "Is there a washer and dryer at the chalet?"

    "A small unit. Why?"

    "I'll need to wash a few things either here or there."

    "Bring them along. Go pack."

    In the bedroom, I opened my suitcase and selected several outfits. On one side of the case, I put the clothes I'd need to wash. I debated about taking the jewelry Lars had given me and decided I'd probably not have the need for the set. I placed the case in one of the bureau drawers.

    Once I finished packing, I left my suitcase in the foyer and hurried to the kitchen. There I stowed the tins of mint in a canvas bag.

    Lars appeared in the doorway. “Are you sure you want to start in town? The shops will be closed."

    "As if you'd let me shop. I can window shop and plan for my own visit.” I smiled. “We could stop at your office. I'd love to see where you work."

    He threw up his hands. “Kate, you're not getting involved."

    I put the tins in the bag. “Already am. You can't hide from this forever. Is there something you're not telling me? Something connected to Ramona's death?” Though the question just slipped out, to me it made sense.

    He looked away. “Maybe...I've received notes with hints that her death wasn't an accident."

    "What did you do with them?"

    "Tossed them. They were vague. Promised proof that never materialized. If there'd been solid evidence, I would have gone to the police. I loved her. The day she married Don, she became my daughter. She made him happy. Gave us Megan.” Grief shadowed his eyes. “The baby would have been my first grandson."

    Then why had he given Bonnie her way? Why had he allowed Ramona to remain Carl's assistant? Why hadn't he made her a partner?

    "What about her suspicions?"

    His face flushed. “I'm afraid she discovered some of my manipulations. If she had come and asked, I could have explained."

    "What did you do?"

    "Twice I took money to cover Carl's gambling debts. He and Bonnie begged me to keep the patter secret. The second time he swore he'd stay away from the tables."

    "And you believed him?"

    "What else could I do?"

    "Gotten his oath in blood."

    He shook his head. “I don't think that would have worked. Go get settled in the car. I have to call Don and let him know we're leaving."

    I followed him to the living room. “Will you also call Bonnie?"

    "She knows. Told her last night."

    "But we're not going to the chalet today. What if she needs you for business problems?"

    "Today, not likely. No one's doing business.” He shook his head. “She can find us at the chalet tomorrow. This will be good practice for her.” He grinned. “I've had a great run, but there's more to life than making money."

    "King Midas hangs up his crown."

    "Abdicates.” He chuckled. “Remember the night I was dubbed. We were so young and happy."

    The night we celebrated the first of Lars’ successful ventures, my husband had given him the name. Years later just before John died, he asked Lars to take care of me for I was the real gold.

    Lars caught my hand. “I failed to keep my promise to him."

    "Nonsense. Our friendship has been a blessing. I have no regrets about the way my life has gone.” If I said that often enough, I might believe.

    "I've had one or two.” He released me and picked up the phone. “Are you sure you have everything you'll need?"

    "Including the mint."

    "Kate's cure-all."

    The teasing tone of Lars’ voice brought memories of other times he'd joked about the powers of the tea. What the brew couldn't cure was the uneasiness I felt about his safety.

    While he made his call, I carried my suitcase and the bag of mint to the car. As I fastened my seatbelt, I glanced toward the house at the top of the drive.

    Carl dashed toward the carport. Bonnie followed. She halted with her hands on her hips. Carl spun to face her. Though I was too distant to hear what they said, their gestures made me believe they quarreled. Carl jumped into the Jaguar and sped down the drive. Bonnie stood for a few minutes before returning to the house.

    Lars opened the driver's door. “We're on our way."

    I gestured toward the speeding car. “You missed an argument."

    "A common event,” he said. “They're too much alike and both of them have volatile tempers. One reason I was against the marriage, but when has Bonnie ever listened to anyone?"

    "What if she told him she wants a divorce so she can marry Damon?"

    "Damon? Impossible."

    "Why? There's strong feelings between them."

    "It's not what you think. He's Carl's friend. In fact, I hired him on Carl's recommendation. If anything she resents their friendship and his position as my assistant."

    "Could they be using her?"

    Lars started the car. “If they are, I don't want to be around when she learns. I envy you. Andrew's never given you a bit of trouble."

    Laughter nearly choked me. “No trouble. What about Rachel? He was ready to throw away everything for that... that tart."

    Lars backed onto the drive. “Your first body, wasn't it?"

    "Lars!"

    He patted my arm. “Bonnie and Carl have their flares, but by the time we return, they'll be in each other's arms."

    "What brings these quarrels on?"

    "Her flirting. His gambling. He needs help, but he refuses to seek counseling."

    "Why do you keep him on?"

    "He's a great number cruncher. No instincts for new businesses though. Twice he's recommended ventures that have failed."

    "Lately?"

    Lars shook his head. “Who would listen to him? Bonnie's learning and so is Damon. Sure wish Don would take an interest. A man likes to leave his business to his son."

    I shook my head. “Do you hear yourself? Why this insistence on Don? I'm sure Bonnie resents that. Can't you be content to leave matters to your daughter?"

    "I'd never cut her out. She and Don can work together. He refuses to try. Always in some kind of creative fugue. He needs a solid direction."

    That wasn't my impression. Don was an artist, but he was also a good single parent. “I think you're wrong about him. I think the two of you need to talk."

    "When we have time. I suppose you know what's on his mind."

    "I've a good idea, but it's not my place to tell you."

    "You're right.” At the gate, he used a gadget like a garage opener.

    * * * *

    Lars pulled the car into the garage of the La Fonda Hotel. He popped the trunk and took out our suitcases.

    "What are you doing?"

    "We're staying here tonight."

    "Lars, that's silly. We're fifteen minutes from your house."

    "Are you pinching my pennies?"

    "I just don't see the necessity."

    "If we return to the house, Bonnie will want to rehash the party. Then she'll go on and on about the quarrel with Carl. Don will demand that talk I'm avoiding until I've marshaled my arguments. Look at this way. You'll be spending the night on historical grounds. Since people settled here, there's been a hostelry here."

    I laughed. “You win."

    "Wish it was always this easy to persuade you."

    Though I still questioned his motives, I wouldn't argue. Maybe he had another reason for leaving the house. Not fear or concern about another attempt to grab him. If that had been the case, we would have left right after I brought him home from the hospital.

    I grabbed the bag of mint and followed him inside. As we walked toward the lobby, I paused to look at the displays of pottery, jewelry and clothes.

    Lars turned. “We're not shopping."

    "Just browsing and storing ideas for the day to come to buy."

    He grinned. “Better you than me."

    After we settled in our suite, Lars suggested we walk around the old section of town. “We'll follow a bit of the Santa Fe trail."

    I pulled on my gloves and strode to the door. We left the hotel and headed toward the Loretto Chapel and the miraculous staircase to the choir loft. As we rounded the corner, I caught a glimpse of a dark-haired man. He ducked into a doorway. I jerked to a halt.

    "What's wrong?” Lars asked.

    "I thought I saw...there was a man with dark hair. He looked suspicious."

    He squeezed my hand. “You're jumping at shadows. Do you know how many men with dark hair there are in this town?"

    "I imagine there are a lot. I'm just a bit edgy."

    "And foolish."

    He could be right. His daughter could be the one who'd hidden him in hopes I would go home.

    "Let's go into the chapel. Every time I come here the sight awes me. No nails and no visible supports to hold the thing up."

    I'd read about the staircase, but nothing in the books prepared me for what I saw. “Pictures don't capture the reality."

    Lars smiled. “I know."

    For the rest of the day new marvels constantly enchanted me. Once, I stopped to browse in a shop window. A light shone inside. “Lars, I think they're open."

    "Absolutely not. You will not go in there. You'll poke around for hours and I'll go mad."

    "Then I'll come back when you're not with me."

    "Thank heavens."

    His avid response made me laugh. “Let's move on."

    For the rest of the day, we wandered through museums, looked at houses built in the sixteen hundreds, had lunch at the Pink Adobe and forgot our worries. A golden day, I thought as we returned to the hotel.

    * * * *

    The next morning we left for Taos and beyond. The trip was leisurely with stops to explore churches and other historic sites. As we neared Taos, the road entered a canyon. The Rio Grande flowed on our left.

    "On our way back, we'll take the high road,” Lars said.

    I looked up and shuddered. “Up there."

    He laughed. “I promise it's safe and there are some interesting places to stop and see."

    Suddenly we emerged from the canyon onto the mesa. We drove through Taos and continued to the resort. The chalet refrigerator had been stocked with a variety of foods so we decided on steaks and salad for dinner. After the meal, we relaxed in front of the fire. I read a book I'd found on the shelves. Lars spread papers from his briefcase on the table.

    The second day of our escape had been as golden as the first.

    * * * *

    The aroma of coffee woke me. After showering and dressing, I walked to the kitchen area of the large main room. Lars stood at the stove. “Water's hot if you want tea."

    "Coffee this morning. I've gotten lazy. It's nearly nine."

    "You're on vacation."

    I dished bowls of oatmeal and poured two glasses of juice. “What's on the agenda for today?"

    "A bit of skiing."

    "Enjoy."

    He joined me at the table. “Are you sure you don't want to try a run or two?"

    "I've never been on skis and I don't think this is a time in my life when I want to try.” The thought of sliding down a mountain on two boards left me cold.

    He grinned. “There are classes for beginners."

    "But not for cowards."

    "You're hardly that. I feel bad about leaving you alone."

    "Go. Have fun. Challenge the elements. Stare fate in the eye. I'll meet you at the lodge around one for lunch."

    "It's half a mile uphill."

    "Lars, go. I'll enjoy the walk. There are things I can do here, like laundry and look at those pamphlets I picked up at the hotel."

    His booming laughter made me want to smack him. “It's tourist pap."

    "That's exactly what I am."

    "You'll miss all the good places. A lot are closed for the winter."

    "Go slide down a hill."

    I hadn't come for sightseeing. I'd come to Santa Fe to be with Lars and to escape my memories.

    * * * *

    At lunch I heard Lars’ tales of great runs. He had enjoyed his morning on the slopes and tried to infuse me with his enthusiasm.

    "Kate, rent some skis and take lessons. You'll love it. The wind, the speed, the challenge. I can't explain how it makes me feel. You'll have to try so you can see what I mean."

    "I broke my leg during a snow storm. That was on level ground. Think what I could manage to break on a hill. Look.” Just then a young man on crutches hobbled past. A cast enclosed one of his legs. “I could end up like him or worse."

    "And you could find a new pleasure."

    "Not today. I'll see you later."

    He kissed me on the cheek. “Are you sure you don't mind?"

    "Go.” He waved and walked away.

    After long browsing in the gift shop, I made several purchases. Then I walked back to the chalet. I dried the clothes I'd washed that morning and wrote postcards. Then I made a list of suspects and possible motives for Lars’ kidnapping. Unfortunately nothing made sense.

    Around five, I added logs to the fire and baked cinnamon rolls for the next morning's breakfast. By the time Lars arrived, I sat by the fire sipping a cup of mint tea.

    The cold air and exercise had returned the color to his face and the sparkle to his eyes. He looked marvelous, but I still believed we should be in Santa Fe.

    Lars went to shower. When he returned, he wore a blue sweater knit with an intricate pattern. He accepted a cup of tea. “We'll have dinner at the lodge. Great food and good drinks."

    "Let me change.” In the bedroom I put on green wool slacks and an off-white sweater.

    A short time later Lars parked the car in the lodge parking lot. We entered the lobby. A pair of St. Bernards lay before the massive fireplace. A number of people sat on the curved benches. Several waved.

    "More skiing tomorrow?” I asked.

    He shook his head. “We'll spend the day in Taos. There's a showing of Don's pictures in a gallery there and some shops you might enjoy."

    "You're going to let me shop? Are you sick?"

    "I have to see someone on business."

    "Figures."

    We strolled to the restaurant. Once our drinks and appetizers arrived, I caught Lars’ attention. “Do you really believe Bonnie was the one who kidnapped you?"

    He nodded. “When she heard you were coming, she staged a scene. Said she would fine a way to send you home."

    "Why?"

    "What do you think? She's never wanted us to be friends let alone more. That's one reason you and I left town. While she acted with charming manners at the party, who knows what she might pull next."

    I remembered how Bonnie had craved the jewelry Lars had given me. For an instant, I regretted leaving the set at the house, but I hadn't thought I'd have the opportunity to wear them during our jaunt. I reached for his hand. “I won't let her ruin our friendship, though I might be tempted to smack her."

    He grinned. “Was worried about that. Could you see the headlines. ‘Lady Sleuth Jailed For Assault.’”

    "Lars."

    He lifted his glass. “Here's to peace and quiet."

    "Amen.” I touched my glass to his.

    * * * *

    Taos was wonderful. On the way we stopped at DH Lawrence's grave. In town we walked through the house where Kit Carson and his wife had lived. We strolled to the gallery where a number of Don's paintings hung.

    I'd seen several of his portraits, most recently, one of Lars and one of Bonnie, but the pictures at the gallery awed me. How could Lars want his son to give up art for business when he could create such beauty?

    The paintings showed people and their reactions to common events. One I wished I owned showed a young father watching his wife nurse their infant. Her face was in shadows and his was in full light. Even the tears in his eyes were shown.

    A second startled me. Three children, two boys and a girl, stood beside a bassinet and looked at a sleeping baby. The boys looked bored. The girl reached toward the infant with clawed hands. Malice gleamed in her blue eyes and her face was Bonnie's. Had Lars seen the resemblance?

    "They're wonderful,” I said.

    "So I've been told.” Pride shone in his eyes. “That one is mine.” He pointed to the one of the father watching his wife and child. “It's on loan."

    "Then I can't buy it."

    "There are other ways to obtain ownership."

    When we left the gallery, I entered one of the shops while Lars went to discuss business at a restaurant. That evening before we returned to the chalet, we ate in the same restaurant. The food was elegant and wonderful. Lars was quiet and his expression held hints of worry. I didn't know how to ask what was wrong, so I settled on neutral topics.

    At the chalet we sat before the fire and listened to Bach. Lars sighed. “These days have been marvelous. Maybe we should stay here until it's time for you to leave."

    "We can't do that."

    "I was afraid you'd say that."

    "Lars, after seeing the pictures this afternoon, how can you think of forcing him to give up art?"

    "He might find business a greater challenge."

    "You need to talk to him before you give him something he doesn't want. How much time will he have for art if he accepts your demands?"

    "Kate..."

    "What if he walks away from you?"

    "He won't do that."

    "He might.” I strode to the stove and began to blend mints.

    Lars put his arms around my waist. “Let's get married before we waste the rest of our lives."

    Though there'd been hints he wanted to change our relationship, his proposal stunned me. “I'm not sure I'm ready for marriage."

    "Think about it. I'm in no hurry. Tomorrow will be fine."

    I laughed. “Tomorrow's out. I need to think this through. There are some important details to work out.” Years ago I'd shelved my dreams of marriage to Lars. Even after his children were grown, he'd seemed content with friendship. “What brought this on?"

    "How can you ask? I've loved you for years, but other matters always seemed to form barriers and detours."

    "I love you, too, but I need time.” There was still a major roadblock, I thought.

    "Was only teasing about tomorrow. I'll wait."

    I turned in his arms. “You've things to think about, too. Like the changes our marriage might make."

    Did he understand that in gaining me, he might alienate his favorite child? Since my arrival nothing in Bonnie's attitude had shown a change toward me. This was especially true if Lars was right about her role in his kidnapping.

    * * * *

    The shrill ring of the phone woke me. I groped for the receiver and remembered the chalet's phone was in the other bedroom.

    "What?” His voice carried through the open door. “No..."

    I grabbed my robe and ran to his room. He sat on the edge of the bed. His color was ashen. The receiver lay on the floor where he must have dropped it.

    I pushed him back on the bed and checked his pulse. “What is it? What happened?"

    "Bonnie."

    Had she been in an accident? Had a pair of volatile tempers erupted and ended in physical combat? I grabbed the receiver. “This is Katherine. What happened?"

    "Bonnie's been kidnapped,” Carl said.

    "What? When?"

    "I don't know."

    "Start from the beginning."

    "We had a fight New Year's Day,” he said. “She was furious about those men who crashed the party. I left in a rush. When I came home, she wasn't there, but I figured she was off sulking."

    "What did you do?"

    "Waited. She's gone off like this before and stayed away for a week or so."

    "Then how do you know she's been kidnapped?"

    "The note. The maid found it when she arrived at eight. Demands a ransom. I called Damon. He came over and said to call Lars."

    I looked at the clock and saw it was almost eight thirty. Lars and I had slept late.

    "Is Damon there?"

    "Yes."

    "Put him on.” I turned to Lars. His color had improved. “Damon's coming to the phone."

    "I'll talk to him."

    "Are you all right?"

    "In shock. Angry. Bewildered and scared, but I'll do.” He eased into a sitting position. “Damon, don't do anything until Kate and I get there. We'll come as soon as we can. Have you notified the police?” He frowned. “I see."

    For what seemed like an eternity, he held the phone against his ear. I took the receiver from his hand. The dial tone buzzed.

    "Lars."

    "Let's get on the road."

    I placed the receiver in the cradle and put my arms around him. “I'll go change."

    He kissed me. “Why didn't he call when she didn't come home?"

    "He said she's done this before."

    Lars nodded. “Too many times.” He released me. “Go change. We need to hit the road."

    "Dress, pack and breakfast first."

    "I can't eat."

    Though he wanted to rush off, I heated the rest of the cinnamon rolls and made coffee. After eating we loaded the car and left for Santa Fe.
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    La Pregunta Dorada

    -

    The drive back was made in near silence. I couldn't think of a way to ease Lars’ fears. If I voiced my doubts about the danger to his daughter, he wouldn't believe me. He might react with anger, thus damaging our friendship and destroying our love. Right now it seemed as though he hadn't been right about his own kidnapping. If there'd been no ransom note, Bonnie's disappearance could be part of her game.

    His tension showed in his white-knuckled grip on the steering wheel. He leaned forward as though this would coax more speed from the car. My hands clenched in my lap. On the winding mountain roads, I feared more speed would send us hurtling into space. I prayed we would reach our destination safely.

    Finally, I couldn't hold my fears in. “Lars, please slow down."

    "I know the roads."

    For a few brief moments, the car slowed. Then the line on the speedometer edged upward again. I sucked in a breath and swallowed my fear.

    To divert myself, I thought of the list of people and their motives. Carl's gambling headed the list. Gambling is a sickness and owing money to gambler isn't smart. If Bonnie planned to divorce him, Carl might be desperate enough to try something foolish.

    Bonnie definitely had an agenda. She wanted to control the company and her father. Perhaps she wanted to divorce her husband and needed money for a settlement.

    When we arrived at the gates, Lars used the opener. My thoughts flashed to the day I'd arrived. “Can someone enter the estate without one of those gadgets? Is there a back road?"

    He shook his head. “You either have to have one of these or stop and announce yourself."

    I filed this under facts and began to speculate. Lars’ disappearance had to have been an inside job. He must have been taken from the house in a vehicle. The gate had been open when I'd arrived. Who had let the kidnapper in and why hadn't the gate been closed when they left?

    "Did you buzz someone in the day I arrived?"

    "I don't think...no. Why do you ask?"

    "I drove right in. The person who took you must have left the gate open. Maybe they didn't have an opener."

    He stopped the car so abruptly I jerked forward. “This isn't about me."

    "Yes, it is."

    "The gate could have been open because of deliveries for the party. Consuela might have forgotten. She often does."

    I turned to him. “Where does she live? Do you have her phone number? We need to call her."

    "Impossible. She's visiting family in Mexico. Kate, please put this nonsense aside."

    My spirits plummeted. Why didn't he see that his and Bonnie's kidnappings were related? “It's not nonsense."

    "I know why I was taken,” he said. “Finding my daughter is what matters."

    I knew how worried he was about her. What he believed about his kidnapping seemed logical. Still I couldn't force myself to accept his reasoning. “Look at the similarities between the incidents."

    "Granted there are several, but there are also some differences."

    He swerved to avoid a dark sedan parked in front of his house and pulled into the carport. When the car stopped, he jumped out and ran to the house.

    With the keys in my hand, I opened the trunk and took out my suitcase and the bag of mint. Lars’ panic failed to spur me. The puzzle of how the kidnappers had entered the estate intrigued me.

    Maybe there was a record somewhere that showed when and from where the gate had been opened. A sigh flowed across my lips. What did I know about this kind of technology?

    I slammed the trunk lid. Why had this happened? My thoughts reverted to my earlier musings.

    Don wanted to leave Santa Fe. He disliked his sister. Was it enough reason for him to kidnap her and his father? Probably not. Unless he had help, his taking these actions was impossible without involving his daughter. How would he react if he'd learned his sister had played a part in his wife's death?

    What if Bonnie died? Or Lars? Who would inherit the assets of the company? Lars had said Don was still a partner.

    Damon wanted—maybe Bonnie—maybe something else. While he was polite and smooth, he made me feel ill at ease. Maybe a knee-jerk reaction on my part. Damon's charming manners reminded me of Rodger's behavior. Something else about Damon bothered me, but I didn't know what. Was Damon pitting Bonnie and Carl against each other? What would he gain?

    Could the scenario have been created by someone unknown to me? Who had written the notes to Lars, the ones he'd thrown away?

    As I carried my suitcase to the house, this list of suspects played in my thoughts. Good grief, I sounded like the detective Lars had accused me of playing. That notion didn't halt my speculations or ease the tension that threatened to blossom into a headache. A good case could be made for all of them.

    Bonnie was missing. Carl had mentioned a ransom demand. How much?

    I left my suitcase in the foyer and carried the stash of mint to the living room. Lars slumped on the couch. Carl and Damon stood at the fireplace.

    "What are we going to do about the ransom?” Lars asked.

    Carl scowled. “How would I know? You and Bonnie are the only ones able to transfer funds. You should have given me that authority."

    "You?” Damon asked. “There'd be nothing left. Lars, if you give me an authorization, I'll go to the bank and handle this for you."

    Lars held out his hand. “Let me see the note.” He took a sheet of paper from Damon. “A million."

    Damon nodded. “Whoever set this up was clever. As you can see, the funds are to be wire transferred to the Florida account of that plastic's company Bonnie found almost a year ago."

    Bells and sirens sounded in my thoughts. Clever indeed. Would Lars smell the same stench as I did?

    "We have to do this today.” Lars put the paper on the coffee table. “Can we make the arrangements in time?"

    "Not without tapping into the reserve account,” Carl said.

    "I'll do whatever it takes."

    Though I wanted to protest Lars’ decision, I knew he wouldn't listen. I headed to the kitchen where I made coffee and tea.

    When I entered the living room with a tray, Lars looked up. “Thanks, I'll have tea."

    I poured two mugs and stirred honey into his. Though he didn't look as drained as he had earlier, I felt he needed the energy boost.

    Damon reached for the coffee carafe. “Carl?"

    "Nothing. My stomach is in knots."

    I sat beside Lars. “Is that the note?"

    "Go ahead,” he said.

    Though any fingerprints would have been marred by the men's handling, I held the paper by the corners. The letter had been typed or printed on a computer. Several words were blurred by a stain. The instructions were detailed but no mention of Bonnie. Could the note have been meant for Lars? Had his escape forced the kidnappers to take his daughter?

    Carl paced in front of the fireplace. “Why did this happen?” He sounded like an actor in an old-fashioned melodrama.

    "Why didn't you do something when she didn't come home?” Lars asked. “Did you call her friends? Have you tried to find her?"

    Carl released a breath. “Why? She's done this before and I ended up looking like a fool."

    The anger in his voice startled me. My gaze strayed to Damon. He stared toward the window. One of his legs moved in a syncopated rhythm.

    "The police need to be called,” I said.

    "No!” The volume of the men's voices hurt my ears.

    "Why not?"

    "Read the note again.” Lars glared. “My daughter's safety depends on keeping this quiet. We can't even tell her brother."

    I picked up the note and read aloud. “We have something that belongs to you. Follow these directions for its return. Do not call the police. The money is to be paid in the following fashion.” I placed the paper on the coffee table. “What guarantee do you have that she'll be released even if you do all this?"

    "None,” Damon said. “We have to proceed as though we believe she'll be all right.” He rose. “I need to get to the office. Lars, since you won't deputize me, you'll have to go to the bank."

    Carl pushed away from the mantle. “I'll go to the office with you."

    Lars followed them toward the foyer. He paused. “Kate, I won't be long."

    Once the men left I carried my suitcase to the bedroom and unpacked. When I opened the drawer where I'd put Lars’ gift, the case was there. Relief washed over me until I opened the box. The necklace and earrings were gone.

    Anger made me want to scream. I couldn't tell Lars, not while his attention was on the rescue of his daughter. I closed the case and returned to the living room for the tray.

    * * * *

    Lars returned sooner that I had thought he would. He came into the kitchen. “Any calls?"

    I shook my head. “What would you like for lunch?"

    "I don't think I can eat."

    "Starving yourself isn't a good idea."

    "I'm sorry your visit has been such a mess."

    "Certainly isn't your fault.” I sat on one of the chairs at the table. “Something about her disappearance troubles me. Are you sure paying the ransom was the right thing to do?"

    "What other course did I have?"

    "I don't know. You need to ask questions. Why did it take so long for the note to arrive? Why didn't Carl and Damon seem more upset?"

    He shook his head. “Stop seeing villains in every face."

    "Was there a reason to rush the transfer of funds?"

    "Yes. The sooner the money's paid the sooner Bonnie will be safe."

    I walked to the door into the sunroom. “I'd like to believe that. I just don't understand why Carl wasn't completely panicked when she didn't come home, especially after what happened to you."

    "Kate.” He put his hands on my shoulders. “They may not have the smoothest marriage, but he loves her."

    "Her money. He knows she'll soon have the company. He knows you won't bail him out again. If they're divorced, neither will she."

    "You don't know that's what she intends to do."

    "It's just a feeling I have.” I shook my head. “Nowhere in that letter was her name mentioned. We have something, not someone."

    He slumped at the table. “I feel inept. I can't call the police. I have no idea where to look for her. All I can do is sit and wait."

    "What about Rafe Diaz? He's already looking into what happened to you."

    Lars eyes held despair. “How can I call him when Carl and Damon don't even want me to let her brother know?"

    "Are they running the show? You're paying the ransom. You can't just sit and do nothing."

    He reached for the phone. “I'll try this your way. I pray I don't regret it.” A moment later, he spoke. “Rafe, Lars here...We left right after midnight. Why don't you drop by for lunch? I have a project...Tell you when you get here.” He hung up and turned to me. “Are you happy?"

    "Not happy, just glad you're getting a professional involved.” I walked to the stove. “I'll start lunch."

    In the freezer I found chicken breasts, cut them into strips and seasoned them ala Lars’ suggestion. Then I sliced potatoes to go in the broiler and made a cheese sauce to pour over them.

    Lars removed the last of the chocolate cake from the freezer. “What's a party without your cake? I knew something was missing at Bonnie's...” His voice broke. “I'd better call Rafe and cancel."

    "Don't do that."

    "Bonnie's safety depends on keeping this quiet."

    "Does it? Will it stop with her? What if the kidnapper goes after Megan or Don next?"

    He heaved a sigh. “Kate, please. I'd give every cent I have to see Bonnie at home."

    I felt sure the kidnappers knew that.

    * * * *

    Just as I finished cooking, Rafe arrived. He grabbed Lars’ hand. “Amigo, you look...harried. Problem with one of the ventures?"

    "Not exactly,” Lars said.

    The dark-haired man flashed a smile. “Kate, it's good to see you again. Something smells good."

    "Let's hope it tastes that way.” I retreated to the kitchen.

    Lars appeared in the doorway and took one of the dishes from me.

    "So what's this project?” Rafe reached for the chicken.

    "Tell you in a bit."

    "I found the cab driver who took you to the hospital. Have you remembered more?"

    Lars shook his head. “Wish I had. That's not why I called. Kate suggested I do."

    Rafe's dark eyes twinkled. “I'm flattered that you wanted to see me, but why am I here?"

    Lars cleared his throat. “Kate has a theory that money was the motive for my kidnapping. I don't agree."

    "It's very possible.” Rafe spooned some of the potatoes onto his plate.

    "No ransom was demanded,” Lars said.

    Rafe shrugged. “You escaped before one was sent. Did you call the police to report what happened?"

    Lars put his fork down. “No."

    I filled my plate. “Lars, would you stop hedging.” I turned to Rafe. “Bonnie's missing."

    "When did this happen?"

    "Maybe as early as New Year's Day,” I said. “Carl thought she'd gone off in a snit because they quarreled. She's done that before so he did nothing. This morning, he called Lars."

    Rafe's fork halted half-way to his mouth. “So like Lars she just vanished?"

    Lars shook his head. “It's different."

    "How so?"

    "Her car's missing and there's been a ransom note."

    Rafe pulled a notebook from his pocket. “Start with the car. Make, model, license number."

    Lars supplied the information.

    I leaned forward. “I believe they took Bonnie because Lars escaped."

    "A possibility,” Rafe said. “Tell me about this note."

    I recited as much of the wording as I could remember. “So you see, her name wasn't mentioned, but the directions for how the money was to be paid was detailed."

    "Let me see this note,” Rafe said. “The wording is rather odd."

    "I thought so, too.” I went to the living room. The paper wasn't on the coffee table where I'd left it. Which one of the men had taken it? I tried to picture the scene before Carl, Damon and Lars had left, but I drew a blank.

    "The note's gone.” I paused in the doorway.

    Rafe turned in his chair. “Did either of you see the envelope? Was it postmarked in town?"

    "I didn't."

    Lars shook his head. “Carl handed me a sheet of paper. He said the maid had found it when she arrived at eight."

    "What's her name?"

    Lars shrugged. “She's fairly new. Bonnie changes maids the way some women change their hair color."

    "Is she still at the house?"

    "Don't know her hours,” Lars said. “I could call the house."

    Rafe shook his head. “I can stop by when I leave here."

    I returned to my seat and pushed my plate aside. There was something about the note that had seemed strange. I closed my eyes and thought back to when I'd read it. I straightened. “The paper had no crease lines."

    "You're right,” Lars said.

    "So it probably wasn't mailed.” Rafe's eyes narrowed. “Do you think this could be part of a scheme for money?"

    "Yes,” I said.

    "No.” Lars shook his head. “Who would set something like this up?"

    "Carl,” I said. “Remember his debts."

    "I doubt Bonnie would cooperate. After all the company's assets will be hers and Don's when I retire. My daughter would never willingly part with something she believed was hers."

    Like the jewelry, I thought.

    "Does everyone involved know how things will be divided?” Rafe asked.

    "I've said it often enough, though Damon...” Lars looked away. “That's a different matter.

    "Are you sure?” I asked.

    "Yes."

    I removed the plates and cut three slices of cake, then refilled our coffee cups. Once Rafe left I planned to question Lars about Damon.

    Rafe tasted the cake. “Delicious."

    Lars grinned. “One of Kate's specialties."

    We finished lunch in silence. My thoughts were filled with more questions. Always questions that seemed to have no answers.

    Rafe pushed his chair back. “My thanks for a fine meal. Hate to eat and run but I have an appointment to keep and I'd like to see if I can catch that maid."

    "Call and let us know what you learn,” I said.

    "Will do.” He strode from the room.

    Once I heard the front door close, I gathered the dishes and took them to the kitchen. Lars brought the last piece of cake and placed it on the counter.

    "Hope I've done the right thing,” he said.

    "You have."

    "Maybe...” He sighed.

    "Don't you trust Rafe?"

    "Of course I do, but making the wrong move could endanger Bonnie."

    "She'll be fine.” Conviction filled my voice, but my view of the kidnapping was different than his. “Calling the police would have been a better move."

    "How can you say that? You read the note."

    I nodded. “The police would have known how to handle things."

    He grasped my shoulders. “I will not risk my daughter's life."

    If this event had been planned to drive Lars and me apart, it was succeeding. I needed to change the subject before we quarreled. “What is Damon planning?"

    He shook his head. “Nothing to concern you. There's a matter I have to solve on my own."

    "You asked me to marry you. Isn't part of a marriage the sharing of problems?"

    "Since we're not married, I'll keep my secrets. Look, I'm edgy. I feel helpless. All I can do is think about my daughter."

    "Fretting won't change things. You've paid the ransom. You should have word soon."

    "Maybe, but it's Friday. The kidnappers might not be able to assess the funds until Monday."

    "Call Don and have that talk."

    "Might as well get all the bad news in the open.” He went to the living room. A moment later he returned. “He'll be over when Megan wakes from her nap."

    * * * *

    "Pop, we come,” Megan called.

    Lars swept the child into his arms. She planted a kiss on his cheek. “So I see."

    "You and Aunt Kaferine wented away. Where you go?"

    "Skiing and to see your daddy's pictures.” Lars put her down.

    I held out my hand. “Come with me. Your daddy and grandfather need to talk."

    "We bake a cake?” she asked.

    "Not today, but we can make some cookies. I think I saw some chocolate chips in the pantry."

    Lars chuckled. “By the time you leave, I'll have gained twenty pounds."

    "I'll send the cookies home with Megan."

    Don laughed. “We'll take them."

    Megan skipped ahead of me. We soon had two pans in the oven. I put the bowl in the sink with the other dishes I was soaking.

    "What you doing?” Megan asked.

    "The dishes."

    "Daddy use the washer fing."

    "So do I most of the time, but the dishwasher doesn't always get the dishes clean.” I showed her the dried cheese on one of the plates from lunch.

    She nodded and for an instant looked old and wise. “I tell Daddy."

    "Where's Rose Prairie?"

    "Her's sleeping so we leave her home."

    "Good idea. Kittens need a lot of sleep."

    She pointed to the counter. “Our cake."

    "Would you like the last piece?"

    "Yes."

    I gave her the cake and a glass of milk. The oven timer buzzed. I took the cookie sheets from the oven and put the cookies on a rack to cool.

    Megan alternated bites of cake with tales of Rose Prairie and her toys. “Her run after the ball and hit it...I wind up the mouse...Her was scared...Now her jump on it."

    A scowling Don entered the kitchen. “Button, we're going home. We've things to do."

    Lars appeared in behind his son. “Don't do this."

    "Don, Lars, what's going on?"

    "He's giving my sister her way again,” Don said. “I want no part of the business. He's refused to honor his promise to buy me out and won't give a reason. That doesn't matter. Megan and I are leaving Santa Fe today."

    "I can't give you what you want. Son, you don't understand."

    "Then explain what I already know. It's whatever Bonnie wants, Bonnie gets. She told me she'd make sure I never saw a cent."

    Lars groaned. “She's not to blame. There's a problem. I may have to put my retirement plans on hold."

    "That will please my sister. How many times has she screamed that you can't retire and that you can't leave her?"

    Sadness aged Lars’ features. “I spoiled her. That was wrong, but I can't change the past and I can't give you the money."

    Don reached for Megan's hand. “Time and time again you've given Carl money to pay his gambling debts. I don't even need a whole share. Just enough to buy a house so Megan and I don't have to live in an apartment."

    Lars sank on a chair. “There's a big house back there that's empty for most of the year."

    "What a good idea,” I said.

    Don turned to me. “Are there good pre-schools in the area?"

    "Several. A friend of mine runs a Montessori program I'd recommend. When I return home, I'll have her send you an information packet and when you arrive, I'll introduce you."

    That idea made me smile. Though years ago I'd forsworn matchmaking, that didn't mean I couldn't bring two lonely people together.

    Don ruffled Megan's hair. “Button, how would you like to live near Aunt Katherine."

    She nodded. “We bake cakes and cookies and see big Rose Prairie. Pop, you come too?"

    "I just might."

    Don lifted Megan from the chair. “Is Bonnie's play house still in the backyard?"

    "Sure is,” Lars said. “Might need some paint and repairs before it's ready for use."

    The phone rang. Lars headed to the living room. For a moment I wondered why he hadn't used the portable one on the counter. Then I realized if the call was about Bonnie, he wouldn't want Don to hear.

    "This will work,” Don said.

    "I agree."

    As I tested the cookies to see if they were cool enough to store, I thought about what Lars had said about his retirement plans. Would that make our marriage impossible? I couldn't imagine living near Bonnie. Though I hadn't accepted his proposal, I felt a moment of regret.

    Lars waved from the doorway. “That was Rafe. He's found something he wants us to see.” Excitement and hope filled his voice.

    Don looked from his father to me. “Did he find the place where you were held?"

    Lars stared at the floor. “He didn't say, but that's a good possibility."

    "Then go. I'll take care of the cookies. Even leave you one or two."

    By the time I had my jacket buttoned, Lars was in the car. I slipped into the passenger's seat. “What did he find?"

    "Bonnie's car."

    "How?"

    "By accident. After the cabbie told him where he picked me up, Rafe started a search in the area for a house that was for rent or sale. Your suggestion, I believe."

    "Mere speculation based on the things you told me about the house. Musty smell. A cot as the only furniture."

    A frown wrinkled his brow. “A table and two chairs. A different room. That's where I found my jacket."

    "Anything more."

    "Nothing."

    A short time later Lars drove into an area of town where the streets twisted and turned. Though the houses were smaller that the ones where Lars lived, they were behind stucco walls. He spotted Bonnie's car and parked at the curb. After he left the car, he stopped. Then he walked to an iron gate.

    "What's wrong?” I asked.

    "I think...that's it."

    "What?"

    "That's the house."

    Rafe reached us in time to hear Lars. “Are you sure?"

    "Positive."

    "Let me check the list of properties a realtor gave me. If this house is on the list, we can get in."

    He and Lars strode away. While they were engrossed in making plans, I walked to the gate and peered at the house. Wouldn't hurt to look.
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    El Descubrimento Dorado

    -

    I examined the unique grillwork of the gate and reached for the handle. With a low eerie groan, the gate opened far enough for me to squeeze through. The noise had startled me. Afraid the men had heard, I turned to look for them. To my relief they remained halfway down the block beside Rafe's dark sedan, engaged in an animated conversation complete with hand gestures. Not wanting to alert them, I slipped through the narrow gap then paused to study my surroundings.

    The adobe house was squat and sand-colored. The garden, touched by winter, was brown and barren. Small patches of dirty snow were scattered across the lawn. Bushes with gnarled branches lined the walk. Against the side wall, a bench stood. A pair of trees had been trimmed to form an arch above the bench and probably provided shade from the summer sun.

    The men's voice rose from a low drone. I peered toward the street and saw them slowly making their way toward the house. Though I could await their arrival, all I wanted was a few minutes to discover if I could see inside—unless I found a way to enter.

    Dark green shutters covered the front windows and prevented a view of the rooms on either side of the entrance. I turned the knob and wasn't surprised to find the door locked.

    As I strolled toward the rear of the house, I noticed a slat missing from one of the side window shutters. I slid between two bushes and peered through the gap. Once my eyes had adjusted to the gloom of the interior, I saw a cot and what looked like a heap of blankets—or a body. I tapped on the glass. Had I seen movement?

    For an instant I considered calling the men. Before I acted on that thought, I decided to see if there was another door. After stepping back onto the walk, I made my way along the broken flagstones to the rear of the house. I found what I'd been seeking. I paused then turned the knob. To my surprise the door swung open. With no more than a second's hesitation, I decided to enter.

    "Kate, where are you?"

    Lars’ shout made me jump. I grabbed the frame and willed my pounding heart to quiet. “Around back. The door's open. I'm going in to look around."

    "Kate, no.” Both men shouted the order.

    The command arrived a moment too late. I was already inside. Light filtered from outside and revealed a table and two chairs against the side wall. Were they the ones Lars had remembered?

    Draped over one of the chairs was a fur coat. Though I didn't recognize the coat, the clinging sweet scent of Bonnie's perfume was clear. Yes, I thought. She was here.

    The light from the kitchen door failed to penetrate the darkness in the hall. I stumbled over the sill and nearly fell. A musty odor filled the air. A sneeze exploded. I leaned against the wall and waited for my eyes to adjust. A thin band of light slid through the gap in the shutter.

    "Bonnie?” My voice was muffled by the thickness of the walls.

    The lump of blankets moved. Without another thought I strode to the cot and pulled the rough wool blanket away. Bonnie stared at me. White cloth had been jammed into her mouth. I pulled the wad free and dropped it on the floor. When I saw the way her arms had been bound to her body with wide strips of adhesive tape, I knew the origin of the bruises on Lars’ upper arms.

    "What...I thought...Th...thanks.” Bonnie clamped her lips together. She tried to rise.

    "I'll help you sit and remove the tape.” I slid her legs over the edge of the cot. I frowned. Not a hair was out of place. If I'd have been beneath that blanket, I'd have emerged looking like a bag lady.

    "Kate, where are you?” Lars called.

    "In the front room. I've found her."

    "Daddy,” Bonnie called.

    I found the end of the tape and soon had Bonnie's arms free. “Thank heavens they didn't apply the tape to your skin. You may have bruises like your father did.” Though I wondered if she would. The binding hadn't seemed that tight.

    Lights flashed on. Tears blurred my vision and I blinked them away.

    Lars appeared in the doorway. “Honey, are you all right?"

    "Now I am.” She scrambled from the cot. “Daddy, how did you find me?"

    She bumped against me. I lost my balance and landed on the cot.

    "Rafe found your car while he was looking for the place where I'd been held."

    "My car...but...Why was he looking for that place?"

    "Your brother asked him to."

    She shook her head. “How did my car get here? I was in the parking garage near the office when I was attacked.” She took a deep breath. “How did you know I was in this dreadful place?"

    "We didn't. I recognized the grillwork on the gate and then the house,” Lars said. “Rafe was trying to locate the owner and get permission to search. We noticed Kate had vanished so we looked for her. You'll have to thank her for barging in."

    "Already did.” She stood in the circle of Lars’ arms. “I was so scared. Aunt Katherine, you were very brave. What if someone had been here?"

    "I would have screamed."

    Her voice seemed louder than her usual dulcet tones. Was the volume caused by excitement, relief, or was she warning someone? She didn't sound like someone who'd been frightened. She sounded like a child who'd successfully pulled a prank on her elders. Silently I chided myself for allowing the dislike that had blossomed since my arrival to sit in judgment.

    Rafe crossed to the cot and held out his hands. “Do you always act on impulse?"

    "Coming in was hardly an impulse, but an action based on a logical deduction. I weighed the facts. Lars recognized the house. Bonnie's car was nearby.” I grinned. “At the rate you and Lars were moving, next Christmas would have come and gone before you acted."

    He pulled me to my feet. “We were observing the legalities. I believe you're trespassing."

    "Actually I only intended to look, but the back door was unlocked. Nurses are trained to act with speed during an emergency."

    "Was this one?"

    His voice held the same doubt as my thoughts. “For Lars it was."

    He nodded. “You're right about that.” We moved toward the others. “From the tales Lars has told me, I imagine your local police would like to see you locked up."

    I chuckled and remembered the times Pete Duggan had expressed similar thoughts. “They've learned to listen to my hunches.” I tripped over an end of the blanket. Rafe steadied me.

    "Careful.” He put his lips to my ear. “What do you think about this?"

    I shrugged. To voice my suspicions where both Bonnie and Lars would hear would be foolish. “I have some questions.” I glanced at Bonnie.

    Rafe's gaze followed mine. “So do I."

    Had Bonnie been kidnapped or was this part of some scheme to drive a wedge between Lars and me? Her clothes seemed too unrumpled, her hair too perfect, and her fear seemed feigned. For someone who'd been missing for four days, bound and gagged, she seemed too energetic and too sure of herself.

    Questions multiplied like viruses during an epidemic. Why had her car been left on the street so close to her place of confinement? Had the mysterious someone planned to return and free her arms so she could escape the way her father had? Had the car been left as a guide for Lars once the money had been transferred?

    Rafe joined Lars and Bonnie. “Sure was an unexpected surprise to find you. This must have been an ordeal. How are you feeling?"

    "Confused. Thirsty.” She pushed her hair back from her face. “I want out of here. I don't like this place.” She edged toward the door.

    "Any idea who took you?” Rafe asked. “Do you think it was the same people who took your dad?"

    She stared at her shoes. “How would I know? He didn't speak."

    "He?” I asked.

    She pursed her lips. “Had to be a man. I'm tall. Whoever hit me on the head had to be taller and strong. I was getting out of the car when the attack occurred."

    "Any headache, nausea, blurred vision?” I asked.

    She shook her head. “Daddy, please take me home now."

    "Sure, Honey.” Lars started to guide her to the door. He stopped. “I know you're upset, but you need to tell us as much as you can remember. Start with New Year's Day. Tell us what happened."

    "What else. Carl and I had a fight. How dare he let those men come to our party? I'm sure everyone's talking about that."

    "He said you didn't come home.” Lars clasped her arm. “Why?"

    She straightened. “And walk into another fight? How could I stand to be around him? You were right. He'll never change. When I told him I wanted a divorce, he demanded a large settlement. You have to help me get free.” She tried to pull away from him.

    "You know I will. Haven't I offered to help you time and time again?"

    "What did you do after you left the house?” Rafe asked.

    "Drove around.” She flashed a hostile glance in my direction. “Daddy, I really needed to talk to you. I went to the house, but you were off somewhere with her."

    Had she helped herself to my jewelry during her visit to the house? If I asked now, I'd only muddy matters.

    "Kate and I went to the chalet."

    "No, you didn't. I called and called."

    "We did spend the night in town.” Guilt flashed in his eyes. “Where did you go?"

    "That hardly matters."

    "Tell us about the attack,” Rafe said.

    "I drove to the office to pick up some papers Damon was supposed to leave for me. When I got out of the car, the man hit me."

    "Did you smell anything?” I asked. “Like aftershave or tobacco smoke?"

    "Nothing.” She looked away. “Just that smelly scratchy blanket."

    "Hear anything."

    "Don't you ever listen? I said he didn't speak. Besides this is none of your business.” She fisted her hands on her hips and stepped toward me. “Why don't you just go home?"

    "Bonnie, that's enough,” Lars snapped.

    Rafe edged between Bonnie and me. “Are you sure there was just one man?"

    Her lip curled into a sneer. “How would I know? I was unconscious. I suppose there could have been more than one. Daddy, can we go home now?"

    The nurse in me surfaced. “How long were you unconscious?"

    "I don't know."

    "We'd better take you to the hospital so they can run some tests."

    "Why? I'm fine."

    "You've been missing for four days. You could have post-concussion syndrome, not to mention dehydration."

    Bonnie laughed. “I haven't been here that long. This happened this morning around ten."

    I gasped. “What?” Why had the ransom note arrived before she was grabbed?

    Lars frowned. “Where were you all that time?"

    "At a friend's.” The ends of her lips curved upward. “Aunt Katherine, I know you're concerned. When we get home if I feel worse, I'll call Jaime Verdigras. He'll come to the house."

    Lars hugged her. “Smart idea. Home it is. I'll drive your car and Kate can follow in mine. Your coat's in the kitchen.” He steered her from the room. “I need to stop the transfer of funds if possible."

    Bonnie halted. “What funds?"

    "For the ransom."

    "What ransom? Daddy, what's going on?"

    What indeed. Her reaction echoed mine. Every time I thought I'd discovered a piece of the puzzle, I learned it didn't fit.

    "A note was delivered to Carl early this morning. It specified a million dollars was to be transferred to the account of that plastic's firm in Florida."

    She shook her head. “What are you talking about? We have no Florida connections."

    "You signed the papers about a year ago."

    Bonnie put on her coat. “I couldn't have."

    Rafe grasped my arm and prevented me from following them. “Does something seem strange to you?"

    "Absolutely."

    "Are you planning to follow her directive and return home soon?"

    "In about two weeks."

    He frowned. “Hope there are no more mysterious events before then. I've uncovered a few interesting tidbits."

    "Will you share?"

    "When I put them together."

    "Maybe I can help make connections."

    "Tell you later. They're about Ramona and when I have all the facts, I'll act.” His eyes turned hard.

    I shivered. “What will you do?"

    "Whatever's right."

    What did he mean by that? I studied his face and found no answer. He smiled. My tension ebbed. Since he'd been a police officer, I felt sure he'd turn the evidence over to them.

    "I'm just glad I'm here to give Lars my support."

    "He needs it."

    We left the house and started down the walk. I turned to Rafe. “Lars has always been good at making money but poor at judging people, especially when they're family."

    "Could be he believes one family member over the others. That's not right.” He dropped his hold on my arm. “Be careful. I'll talk to you and Lars after I learn more about what's going on."

    A plan that had been slowly forming coalesced. “Come to dinner tomorrow evening at seven. I've decided to invite a the people involved in this mess."

    He arched a brow. “What brought this on?"

    "Perhaps I'd like to thank people for their kindness since I arrived. Maybe I'd like to see if there's something I can learn."

    He grinned. “I'll be there. Wouldn't miss this even for an invitation to dinner with the governor."

    "Will you have some information to share?"

    "Might.” He paused at the gave. “See you tomorrow at seven."

    I walked to where Lars and Bonnie stood. Lars handed me the keys to his car. “I'll see you at the house."

    "Daddy, I can drive.” She pulled the keys from her coat pocket.

    Lars took them. “I'm driving. I have a few things to say to you. Kate, take care."

    "Will do."

    As I followed the gold sedan along the twisting streets, I thought about the ransom note. Why had it arrived hours before Bonnie had been captured? What puzzle pieces were I missing? Had the money in the Florida bank been transferred yet again? Was there a way to learn?

    I glanced at the dashboard clock. Nearly five. Not much time before the banks closed.

    My thoughts drifted to Bonnie. Though she claimed she'd only been a prisoner for a few hours, her clothes and her hair gave the impression of minutes. Had there been another person in the house? Once we'd found her, we hadn't looked beyond the room where she'd been kept. Maybe Rafe had lingered to conduct a more thorough search.

    Had Lars seen the anomalies in the scenario or had he been so delighted to see his daughter, he'd dismissed them? Was he hiding from the truth? My patience with his avoidance tactics had thinned to tissue paper thickness. I hoped it wouldn't tear.

    When we reached the house, Damon's dark sedan was parked just beyond the carport. I pulled around Bonnie's car and parked beside the rental. Then I strode across the lawn to join the others.

    Damon left his car. “Bonnie, good to see you. Where did they find you?"

    "Forget that,” she said. “I want to know what's going on. What's this about a company in Florida?"

    His smile was smug and smooth. “You should now. You're the one who okayed the business."

    "Never. Who's trying to pull something? You? Carl?"

    "I was just following orders,” he said.

    "Where's Carl?"

    "Left him at the office.” He turned to Lars. “You need to get to the bank and cancel that transfer."

    Lars reached for the keys I held. “Looks like we can add forgery and theft to gambling."

    "Are you positive Carl is responsible?” Damon asked. “He's not that clever."

    "You're right about my husband,” Bonnie said. “But you're his friend and you know a lot of tricks."

    Lars looked at his watch. “I've no time for this petty bickering. Let me call the bank and see if someone will wait until I arrive.” He strode to the house. Bonnie and Damon followed.

    "Aunt Kaferine, were you and Pop go?"

    "For a drive.” I waited for Megan and Don.

    "What's going on?” Don caught my arm. “Did Rafe find the house?"

    "Yes."

    "Where did Bonnie come from?"

    "There's no reason for secrecy now. Evidently your sister was kidnapped."

    "You're kidding."

    I shook my head. “Rafe found her car while he was searching for the house where your father was kept. When your dad and I reached the car, he recognized the house. Bonnie was there, but the ransom had already been paid."

    He choked back a laugh. “And whoever did it left her expensive fur. Seems fishy to me."

    "They left your father's jacket."

    His mouth was set in a thin line. “And of course Dad bought her story. He thinks every word out of her mouth is true. He doesn't see how she looks out for herself first. I bet she'll get exactly what she wants."

    "What's that?"

    "Money. Power. Dad. Jaime Verdigras."

    "What?” I paused with my hand on the door. “I thought there was something between her and Damon."

    He shook his head. “Oh, she'll use Damon to goad Carl, but she doesn't like Dad's assistant. Years ago she and Jaime were engaged. Then he chose to go east for medical school and that didn't suit her plans. She demanded he stay in the area. He didn't and she broke the engagement."

    "That explains where he heard some of the things he said to me. I imagine they've revived their relationship."

    He nodded. “Sure looks that way. The moment he returned and joined his uncle's practice, she was in the waiting room."

    "Why did she marry Carl?"

    "You know how she is. I guess she thought she'd show Jaime. I bet she dumps Carl. Maybe the ransom was his pay-off."

    "You don't like her very much."

    "You've got that. The bad news is I love her. There's that twin bond thing and that's a trap, one I was in before I met Ramona. Dad still sits up and begs when my sister commands."

    "He asked me to marry him."

    "Will you?” He put his hand on my shoulder. “Be careful. When she learns, she'll be furious."

    "I don't know if I'll accept."

    "I think it would be great."

    "There's a lot to be settled first.” I opened the door. “How much do you know about the business?"

    "As little as possible. I've done some ads for several of the companies Dad has seeded. Ramona knew more. Too much I think."

    "Do you believe her accident was arranged?"

    His eyes grew cold. “Yes. So does Rafe, but he hasn't discovered who."

    "Is that why you're leaving?"

    He shook his head. “There are a lot of reasons. The first one is Megan. I don't want her growing up around someone who doesn't like her and who constantly picks on her."

    "You're right about that. I've seen how your sister treats Megan."

    "She's jealous of the attention Button gets from me and Dad."

    "How foolish."

    He nodded. “That's my sister. The other reason is fear. If I stay I'll be sucked into Bonnie's plans. I'm not a strong person. Ramona always teased me about needing a leader. She was right."

    "Don't put yourself down.” I patted his arm. “What if you're not compensated for your share?"

    "I'll manage. Since Dad offered me the use of the house, things have fallen into place. I've some savings and two offers of freelance work.” He grinned. “I feel good about the future."

    "I'm pleased for you."

    Megan ran down the hall and grabbed her father's hand. “Aunt Bonnie yell."

    Anger flashed in Don's eyes. “At you?"

    She shook her head. “At the man who work wif Pop. He yell, too. My ears hurt."

    He swung her into his arms. “Let's go home. Tell Dad I'll stop by tomorrow."

    "Come to dinner. Tomorrow at seven. I hope that's not too late for Megan."

    "I'll make sure she naps. Will it be just us?"

    "Family and friends. I've invited Rafe."

    "Are you sure this is a good idea?"

    I nodded. “There are things we need to learn."

    "I'm sure there are. Are you really going in there while there's a war in progress?"

    "Maybe I can defuse the bombs.” I walked through the foyer and entered the living room.

    "There is absolutely no way I okayed that company,” Bonnie shouted. “When I take over, you and my soon to be ex-husband are gone."

    "We'll see about that.” Damon turned to Lars. “If you don't tell her soon, I will."

    The phone rang and Lars picked up the receiver. “Speaking...Repeat that...We've returned...I see...I'll tell her...I do think you should check your facts.” He hung up.

    "What was that all about?” I asked.

    "Tell you later. Damon, we'll talk soon and all will be explained."

    Damon brushed past me. “You'd better."

    I followed him into the foyer. “You're invited to dinner. Tomorrow at seven. If you see Carl, tell him he's included, too."

    He frowned. “Are you sure this is a good idea? I doubt Bonnie or Lars will agree to have me here.” He opened the door.

    "Lars will be fine with the invitation. I planned one of his favorite meals."

    He laughed. “Let's hope the fireworks don't ruin the food.” He closed the door behind him.

    I returned to the living room. Lars stood at the fireplace.

    "What did he mean?” Bonnie asked. “Tell me now."

    Lars shook his head. “When the time is right, you'll learn. What I want to know is what you plan to do with the ransom money."

    "I know nothing about a ransom."

    "Really. The caller gave me instructions I must follow for your release. I'll admit he didn't ask for money, but I smelled your hand in the demand."

    She grabbed her coat. “Give me my keys. I don't have to listen to this. When I hear from Carl, you'll know what will happen to the money, and it definitely isn't what he thinks."

    "That wasn't Carl.” Lars handed her the keys. “I've had enough of your nonsense. Kate's not leaving until she's ready."

    "Yes, Daddy.” She walked to the door.

    "Come to dinner tomorrow at seven,” I said.

    "Just tell me the name of the restaurant and I'll meet you there.” She smiled. “See, Daddy."

    "Here. I'm cooking."

    "How sweet.” She walked away. “Of course I'll come."

    Once she left, Lars took my hands in his. “You don't have to spend your vacation cooking."

    "I won't. Where are we going for dinner tonight?"

    He laughed. “Somewhere you'll enjoy and where you can look at knickknacks if we have to wait for a table.” He studied me. “This dinner tomorrow. Just what are you planning."

    "A quiet evening with family and friend."

    "Now why don't I believe you? I imagine you have an agenda."

    "Do I?” If he could hide things from me, I could do the same. “What was that phone call about?"

    "Something between my daughter and me. Go change and wear the silver and turquoise set."

    I paused at the end of the hall. “Knickknacks and formal dress?"

    "Not really. I just want to make sure you enjoy the gift."

    "I do.” Should I tell him now that they were missing? I decided to wait.

    
      [Back to Table of Contents]
    

    

  
     

    
      [bookmark: chap7]
    

    
      Chapter 8
    

    ~

    El Silencio Dorado

    -

    Quite unwillingly Lars drove me to the grocery store where I purchased the ingredients I needed for the dinner party this evening. Though he grumbled about my hidden agenda, my determination to make sense of the problems surrounding him remained strong.

    Dinner at seven for six guests and hopefully answers for some of the questions that buzzed in my thoughts like bees in a summer garden. While silence may be golden, I have my doubts about the truth of that adage.

    As soon as we returned to the house, Lars closed himself in his study. He refused to discuss either of the kidnappings or ease my curiosity about Damon's enigmatic statement. This morning at breakfast I'd asked again. Lars had shaken his head. Regretfully I'd pushed further questions aside. The walls Lars had erected seemed far too high to climb. Burrowing beneath a barrier takes time, but somehow I would have my answers.

    Just before lunch he emerged and walked to the mailbox that stood outside the gates. When he returned, something in his expression gave me concern. He slumped in a chair at the kitchen table.

    "Lars, what happened?"

    He handed me an envelope about the size of a party invitation. “This."

    I pulled the card free and read the brief message.

    
      The time to listen has arrived.
    

    
      Ramona Claybourne did not die in an
    

    
      accident. Proof will be forthcoming.
    

    I waved the card. “You must show this to the police."

    He plucked it from my hand. “Not yet."

    "Why not? Lars, you need to tell them about the two kidnappings and what you suspect is happening in regard to the business."

    "I don't have enough data about the thefts. Besides I was right about the reason for the kidnappings."

    "How can you say that?"

    "The phone call last evening. The man said Bonnie would be released the moment you boarded a plane for New York."

    "So where did the ransom come in?"

    "I have no idea."

    "What about this card?"

    "It proves nothing. If I had any evidence that Ramona was murdered, I'd go straight to the police."

    "Don't throw it away like you did the others."

    He nodded. “I'll keep it, but until there's tangible evidence this stays between us.” He took a sandwich and a glass of juice to his study.

    Exasperation drove me to the foyer. Lars knew some of the missing pieces I needed to solve the puzzling events that had happened during my stay. How could I persuade him to divulge them?

    I snatched my jacket from the closet. In hopes a walk would ease my annoyance with the man who'd been my friend for years and who was the lover I might never know. I strode to the door.

    Why wouldn't he go to the police and let them look into these bizarre events? Just because he believed his daughter was involved wasn't reason enough for me. I'd give him the rest of the weekend before I issued an ultimatum. Let me help you with your problems or there's no reason for us to consider marriage.

    A yearning for my peaceful Hudson River village made me pause. Did I really want to leave Lars to face his troubles alone?

    I'd come here looking for an escape from the guilt that had plagued me since Roger's death. Though not completely gone, that emotion was now buried beneath the mudslide of new mysteries. Part of me wanted to leave. Part of me wanted to accept Lars’ marriage proposal. I knew this wasn't the time to act on either. Until I learned what was happening here and why, I couldn't walk away and I couldn't tell Lars yes.

    * * * *

    I stood at the stove and stirred a red sauce redolent with garlic and basil. When worries swarm like gnats, cooking is my escape.

    How could I encourage Lars to examine the farcical nature of the double kidnapping? Had it truly been a game to send me running from Santa Fe? Lars believed it was.

    A million dollars waited to be claimed in a Florida bank. Carl hadn't come home last night. To me that added up to his guilt.

    The note Lars had received this morning added another strand to the widening web. While not a threat, I'd sensed a subtle kind of taunting that frightened me more than anything about this affair. Was there more than one threat? Was I seeing plots within plots and conspirators in quantity?

    I tasted the sauce and reached for the garlic to add a sprinkle of powder. The multitude of inconsistencies in Bonnie's kidnapping had left questions she hadn't answered. Who was the friend she'd stayed with? Perhaps Verdigras. The revelation about Bonnie's past connection to the young doctor had taken me by surprise. I'd been so sure of her attraction to Damon.

    Why had the ransom note arrived before the event? The whole affair reminded me of one of those single color jigsaw puzzles where only the shape of the pieces aids solution. Unfortunately this enigma had too many missing pieces.

    A second taste of the sauce earned a contented sigh. Perfect. In a heated skillet, I braised seasoned and floured veal medallions.

    How could I find the missing pieces? Tonight I hoped to open Lars’ eyes to his daughter's selfish behavior. I also prayed I'd find some answers. The players would be present, including Rafe. Would he follow my lead and help me extract a few facts?

    Though I hadn't made the suggestion, I prayed Megan would leave the kitten at home. Bonnie's distaste for cats might cause a scene I didn't want.

    Lars strode into the kitchen. “Smells wonderful, but we could have gone to a restaurant. I know at least a dozen you would enjoy."

    
      Not for what I had in mind.
    

    "Cooking settles my nerves. They've been stretched a bit thin lately."

    He hugged me. “I do wish our time together had been different. I wanted to show you the area, to enjoy these weeks, to help you over your grief. I never intended to inflict my problems on you."

    "I know that.” I spooned sauce over the veal. “Your problems have been simmering for a long time. Maybe I'm a catalyst."

    He kissed my nape. “I've decided to take action. Asked Rafe to look into that company in Florida. He's also trying to learn where Carl was when I disappeared. You know, he never came home and he didn't call."

    "He was in a meeting with Damon. At least that's what the secretary told Don. Do you trust her?"

    "Absolutely. Maybe she was mistaken. I asked Bonnie to look at the house for that ransom note. So far she's had no luck."

    "What about looking at the office?"

    "Rafe plans to go there after dinner.” He sucked in a breath. “Just to let you know you were on target about my daughter. She had an appointment with a divorce lawyer this morning."

    "Will she marry Jaime Verdigras?"

    "I don't know. When she broke the engagement, she was furious. She finds forgiveness hard to grant."

    He was right about that. “I really thought there was something between her and Damon."

    "Hardly likely?"

    "Why not? He's her age and an attractive man."

    "Just take my word that he's not her type.” He drew me closer. “I've made a decision that could change things for us. I'm putting my retirement on hold."

    He sounded weary. I turned to face him. “You'll do what you feel you must, but I don't understand."

    "She'll need me."

    As always, I thought. I stared over his shoulder and struggled to hide my disappointment.

    He caressed my shoulders. “I know. Another delay."

    
      And for the same reason.
    

    I forced a smile. “We're friends and will always have that. Let me get back to work so our guests won't starve."

    After preparing the garlic bread, I assembled the dessert. Pound cake sliced in layers, sweetened ricotta cheese with bits of chocolate and walnuts added. Later I'd ice the cake with a milk chocolate glaze.

    When all but the last minute things were done, I changed into a forest green dress. Then I carried a mug of aromatic tea to the living room and sat in one of the chairs facing the fireplace. Strains of Chopin filled the air.

    Lars folded his newspaper. “Guess you couldn't wear the necklace tonight."

    "Would clash.” Soon I'd have to tell him they were gone, but not tonight.

    "All set?"

    "Until they arrive. What have you been doing?"

    "Mulling matters."

    "You mentioned several businesses Carl recommended that failed. How closely were you involved with them?"

    "Just the first one and we bailed out before we took a real loss. The second one Bonnie oversaw while I was back east. We didn't fare as well. Why do you ask?"

    I cradled the mug for warmth and courage. What I planned to say might upset him. “Could these businesses have been chosen as a way to siphon money into someone's pockets?"

    His groan was long and loud. “You have a devious mind, but you could be right. Carl always needs money. I trusted him. So did Bonnie. I let her handle the second venture. Wanted her to have a chance to prove herself. Was that wrong?"

    "No.” The blame was in not being willing to admit none of his children had the touch or the interest. Bonnie's failure explained why he wanted Don to give up art and try business.

    I leaned toward him. “I know she denies knowing about the company in Florida. Could she be lying? Could that be her way of persuading Carl to agree to the divorce?"

    "Kate, please. Don't blame her for everything."

    "I'm not. Just looking at the possibilities. Maybe you should just close up shop."

    "I would, but Bonnie's life is built around the idea of being in control of the company."

    "And your life is controlled by taking care of her.” The words rushed out and my regret was instant.

    He reached for my hand. “Perhaps and perhaps I'm responsible for her attitudes."

    "How so?"

    "Bonnie has seen how much I love finding new ventures. She's always tried to please me. When Marie died the business became my escape from the cares of raising a family alone."

    "You didn't have to be alone."

    "I know and I should have...but that's part of my problem.” He shook his head. “Once the children were grown, work became my life. An error in judgment, I know. You tried to warn me, but I wouldn't listen."

    The logs in the fireplace snapped and sent forth a shower of sparks. “You listened and then did as you pleased. Sometimes you're dense."

    He squeezed my fingers. “I want to be involved in life the way you are. You're surrounded by people who love and care about you. Other than you and my children, my other acquaintances just brush the surface of my life."

    Though I understood his feelings, I wondered how he would function when work no longer formed the boundaries of his life. Unlike me, he'd never been involved in the community. Oh, he'd given his name and money to charities, but he'd never delivered food to the poor or offered comfort to someone who had lost their home, a job or a loved one. He'd never meddled in people's lives the way I have. His habit of dividing his time between two widely separated areas hadn't encouraged involvement.

    "Habits developed over the years are almost impossible to break,” I said.

    He met my gaze. “I want to try. Will you help?"

    Before I had a chance to answer, the doorbell pealed and the front door opened. Megan ran into the room. “Pop, Aunt Kaferine, see my new dress.” The long skirt of her fiesta dress swirled around her ankles.

    "Very pretty,” Lars and I said.

    "We're early,” Don said. “She couldn't wait."

    Lars chuckled. “I see you left the kitten at home."

    "My sister will be upset enough about eating dinner with a child. Rose Prairie would have sent her running home."

    His statement nettled me. “What's wrong with children dining with adults? How else will they learn table manners?"

    "From the nanny my sister suggests I hire to keep Megan out of sight."

    Megan crawled onto Lars’ lap. “I make a picture for Aunt Kaferine.” She handed me a slightly crumpled piece of drawing paper. “You can take it home and show big Rose Prairie."

    Though primitive, the drawing looked surprisingly like the kitten. “Did your daddy help?"

    She shook her head. “Just me."

    Don nodded. “She likes making pictures, but I won't push her. Just provide the means for expression. If she's still interested when she's in her teens, we'll talk about lessons."

    "Good thinking.” Another evidence of his ability as a single parent. “Let me put this away.” When I returned from the guest room, I held out my hands to Megan. “Want to help me?"

    "Yes."

    Once the cake was glazed and all but the pasta cooking, I carried a tray of vegetables to the living room. Megan brought the dip. A short time later, Bonnie and then Damon arrived.

    Damon handed me a bouquet of red and white roses. “For the hostess."

    "Thank you.” I peered into the foyer. “Has anyone heard from Carl?"

    Bonnie shook her head. “He hasn't called or come home. None of his pals has seen him."

    "I'm puzzled.” Damon strode toward the dining room where Don mixed drinks. “He left a message on my voice mail saying something had come up and he'd call later. As yet he hasn't."

    "Bet he's hiding from his creditors,” Don said.

    "Have the funds been drawn from that account in Florida?” I asked.

    "Won't know until Monday,” Lars said.

    "Should we be talking about this now?” Damon asked.

    "Probably not.” Lars turned to Bonnie. “If he doesn't show up, do you have the access codes for his computer files?"

    "They should be at the office,” she said.

    Don handed Damon two drinks. “Martinis for you and Bonnie. A Shirley Temple for Button. Daiquiris for the rest of us.” He filled three glasses and delivered one to me and one to Lars.

    I sipped. “Perfect."

    "About time he did something right,” Bonnie said.

    Don't jaw clenched. Lars grabbed Bonnie's wrist. “That is enough. Can't we have one evening without you taunting your brother?"

    Her laughter held a nervous note. “Daddy, I was only teasing. Lately he's lost his sense of humor."

    "With good reason,” Don said.

    Sure she was teasing, I thought. She seldom missed a chance to put her brother down. Maybe she couldn't hear the tone of her voice, but the rest of us had. I'd also seen a glint of malice in her eyes.

    Rafe arrived before another word was exchanged. He handed me a sheaf of spicy carnations. “For you, Kate, with my thanks for the dinner invitation.” He handed Lars a manila envelope. “Some of the information you wanted."

    Megan ran to Rafe. “You got to come to my house and see Rose Prairie."

    He swung her into his arms. “Muy bonita, nina. After dinner I'll see el gato."

    She giggled. “La gatita."

    After Rafe had a drink, he took some of the vegetables and sat on the couch with Megan. Conversation became general with much talk about skiing. Don and Megan planned to visit the chalet and invited Rafe to go along. Bonnie made a face and asked when they were planning to go since she'd invited a few people to join her there. To my relief their dates didn't conflict.

    When I finished my drink, I escaped to the kitchen bearing the two bouquets of flowers. Lars soon arrived with two crystal vases. He winked. “Should I be worried. Two bunches of flowers. I believe you've charmed them."

    "Hostess gifts.” I quickly arranged the flowers. “Put them on the buffet.” I dropped angel hair pasta in boiling water, then sauteed chopped garlic and basil in olive oil.

    Once the food was arranged in serving dishes, Lars and I carried them to the dining room. I returned for the garlic bread.

    Moments later tension sizzled. Bonnie scowled, but this time I wasn't the recipient of her displeasure. Megan, perched on several books between her father and Rafe, was the target. A small spot of red sauce stained the white tablecloth in front of her plate.

    "I still say children shouldn't be permitted to eat with adults until they learn not to make messes,” Bonnie said.

    Lars leaned forward. “Then I should have fed you in the kitchen until you left for college. Why do you always try to spoil things?"

    Cold anger frosted his voice. Bonnie's eyes widened. I silently applauded Lars.

    Megan dug into the pasta. “Daddy, Aunt Kaferine cooks good. Her make a beautiful cake. Her can teach you."

    "Already signed up for cooking lessons after we move."

    "Goody."

    Bonnie rested her fork on the plate. “Move? What are you talking about?"

    "You've heard my plans. Megan and I will live in Dad's house back east for a bit."

    Bonnie's gaze raked her father. “That's hardly fair. Daddy, I can't afford to buy two people out, especially after my husband and your assistant gave away a million dollars. Sorry, brother, you're stuck here."

    "Have I asked for money?” Don started to rise. “Since I have a place to live, I can support Megan and myself very well. Keep your money."

    Lars shook his head. “The dinner table is no place for family feuds. I'm seriously considering liquidating the company."

    "What?” Bonnie nearly screamed the question.

    Damon looked up. “You can't do that."

    Rafe chuckled. “Seems he can. It's his company."

    "Wrong,” Bonnie said. “Don and I have equal shares. I'll never agree."

    "And I'll vote with Dad,” Don said.

    "You...you...” Bonnie sputtered.

    "Let's put this subject to rest,” Lars said. “Kate has prepared a wonderful meal. I suggest we enjoy the food and talk of other things."

    Rafe winked at me. “Lars is right about the food."

    Damon nodded. “I think she should open a restaurant."

    "In my next life."

    Rafe turned to Damon. “Saw a house the other day that's a real steal. You interested?"

    Damon shook his head. “I prefer my condo."

    "Know what you mean. With a condo there's no yardwork and no repairs to worry about."

    "Only if you rent.” Damon turned to me. “What's housing like back east?"

    "Pricey though the further you are from the city, the less expensive it is.” I glanced at Rafe. “Is the house we saw yesterday for sale?"

    A noise startled me. Bonnie's fork had dropped onto her plate.

    Rafe nodded. “It is not. There was a binder but the prospect called this morning and backed out."

    Something in his dark eyes puzzled me. What did he know that he wasn't saying? Who had put the binder on the house? Could I corner him and extract a name before he left?

    I turned to Bonnie. “I want to buy some gifts for my family and friends. As you know your father has no desire to go shopping. Do you have any suggestions for the best places?"

    "The shops around the plaza are good.” Her voice held an air of condensation. “Most of them cater to tourists."

    The conversation turned to books and movies. Though the tension no longer crackled, beneath the geniality, rancor bubbled. I'd certainly learned nothing new, except no one seemed to miss Carl.

    When the meal ended, Lars and I cleared the table. Dessert was served in the living room. As I poured coffee I listened to the idle chatter. Several times I tried to inject a search for clues with no success.

    At a little before ten, Don rose. “Dinner was great, but it's time for me to head home.” He pointed to Megan who had curled on the couch beside Rafe.

    Rafe stood. “I'll go along with you so I can see the kitten.” He pressed my hand. “Thank you for dinner. Lars, I'll call tomorrow to see if you have any questions about the material I left. I believe you're in for a surprise."

    
      What did he mean by that?
    

    Bonnie put her cup down. “I didn't realize it was so late. There are a couple of places I need to visit to see if anyone's seen Carl."

    "Do you need an escort?” Damon asked.

    She smiled. “Not tonight."

    After she left, Damon, Lars and I carried the plates and cups to the kitchen. “Still think you'd make a fortune if you opened a restaurant, or maybe you could write a cookbook."

    "Too much trouble. I cook by instinct."

    He turned to Lars. “We need to talk. Your decision to close shop is unacceptable."

    Why should it matter to him, I wondered.

    Lars shook his head. “The decision is mine."

    Damon smiled. “Don't be so sure. I've no problem about making your secret public."

    The slam of the front door reverberated through the house. “Daddy,” Bonnie screamed. “Daddy, help me."

    The three of us reached the living room at the same time as Bonnie. My thoughts raced with possible disasters. Had she encountered an intruder in the house? Had she been attacked? Had she found Carl's body?

    "Honey, what's wrong?” Lars asked.

    "A message on the answering machine. From the police. About Carl."

    Lars gathered her into his arms. “It'll be all right. Let me call them."

    I returned to the kitchen to store the remains of the meal. Damon joined me and loaded the dishwasher. “Sure hope Carl's not in trouble."

    "Why should he be?"

    "You've seen his car. He likes to push it to the max. Not a good idea on these roads."

    Lars appeared in the doorway. “Carl's had an accident. I'm going with Bonnie."

    "Do you want me to come?"

    He shook his head. “Just wait up for me."

    After Lars left, Damon turned to me. “What did I tell you? I've warned him a hundred times."

    "Maybe he wasn't at fault.” I left the kitchen and walked to the living room where I put a log on the fire.

    A short time later, Don arrived. “Where did Dad and Bonnie go in such a rush?"

    "Carl's been in an accident,” Damon said.

    "How bad?"

    "We don't know,” I said.

    He turned to leave. “Call when you hear something. I'd better go so Rafe can leave. He has an appointment."

    When the door closed behind him, Damon took his coat from the closet. “Mind if I leave?"

    "Go ahead. There's nothing you can do here."

    "Tell Lars I'm not joking about making certain things public. He can't hide the truth much longer.” He stepped outside.

    "What do you mean?"

    "Ask Lars. He knows."

    * * * *

    The flames in the fireplace mesmerized me and allowed my thoughts to wander. They slid from Damon's mysterious pronouncement to Carl's accident. Then they meandered from Bonnie's attitudes to the decision I'd soon have to make. Would I accept or reject Lars’ proposal?

    I drifted in a half-sleep until a loud click startled me. I leaped to my feet. Lars entered the living room. He looked exhausted.

    I went to him. “How is he?"

    "The man in the car is dead."

    "The man? Are you trying to say it wasn't Carl?"

    Lars shrugged. “The car was his, but the body was too badly burned to make a positive identification. They're doing an autopsy and that upset Bonnie.” He embraced me. “Why is this happening?"

    "That's a question I can't answer. When and where did the accident occur?"

    "They're not sure when. Happened on a deserted stretch of the high road to Albuquerque, not the super highway. Seems his car was sideswiped."

    On the road to the airport where flights to places like Florida could be caught. “Was it like Ramona's accident?"

    He shrugged. “Looks that way."

    "Damon said something about the truth coming out. What did he mean?"

    His hold on me tightened. “We'll talk about that in the morning when I'm not drained."

    "Is that a promise?"

    He released me. “Can one of your teas obliterate the past?"

    "I'm not sure anything can.” I pressed my head against his shoulder. “You can't hold everything inside forever. You need to talk."

    "Tomorrow."
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      Chapter 9
    

    ~

    La Cuerda Dorada

    -

    Sunday was spent in a quiet manner and brought no confession from Lars. I'd thought about going to church, but when I reached the kitchen and saw how exhausted he appeared, I changed my mind. He looked as though he'd had a restless night and little sleep. I also put my questions aside for a time.

    After breakfast he retreated to his study. I spent most of the day trying to make sense of the events.

    By the time we left for dinner, there'd still been no word about the identity of the body in Carl's car. If Rafe had called, he'd spoken to Lars and hadn't asked for me.

    * * * *

    The next morning I showered and went to the kitchen to find Lars already there. I put bread in the toaster and poured a mug of the strong brew he prefers. After the toast popped, I sat across the table from him and waited for him to speak. If he didn't bring up the subject of Damon, I certainly would.

    "Looks like it's going to be a bright day.” He raised his mug.

    "The weather isn't what we're going to talk about. You promised you'd tell me what Damon's cryptic remarks meant. I let you off yesterday, but I want to know. You asked me to help you, but how can I when I'm in the dark about what's going on."

    His chest rose with the depth of the breath he took. “You did and so did I. It's...embarrassing to me. Damon claims to be my son. Says he has proof and holds me responsible for his miserable childhood. Said his mother died giving birth."

    I frowned and remembered something Damon had confided while we'd danced at the New Year's Eve party. “That's odd. He told me his mother had had a stroke. I'm not sure when, but from the things he said, she must have lived for a time after her illness."

    "According to his story, his mother's sister and her husband adopted him. He must have meant her."

    "What proof does he have?"

    "He said he found the original of his birth certificate and I'm listed as the father."

    "Have you seen it?"

    "No."

    I leaned forward. “Demand to see that piece of paper and ask for DNA testing. A birth certificate isn't necessarily proof. Why are you allowing an opportunist to push you around?"

    "Because it's possible I am his father.” He covered my hand with his. “Remember how ill Marie was when she carried Bonnie and Don? Had to stay in bed for nearly the entire pregnancy. Several times I had to go out of town for business and my secretary went with me. One night...” He sighed. “We went to bed together. Shortly after we returned, she told me she'd found another job and I never saw or heard from her again."

    "So you made a slip more than thirty years ago. Marie would have understood."

    He groaned. “She never knew. You're the first person I've told."

    "You said this woman never contacted you. She never asked for support money or help for her medical bills. That says something to me."

    "If she died she couldn't have."

    "Lars, a pregnancy lasts nine months. There was time for her to tell you. Why are you worried about this coming out now?"

    "What will my children think?"

    "I would hope they'd understand."

    "What really bothers me is the possibility that a child of mine grew up lacking things. The stories he's told me about the way he was treated make me cringe."

    I rose and went to him. “And those stories may or may not be true, but I'm sure they were designed to make you feel guilty. What does he want?"

    "A share in the company."

    "Then demand proof and stop allowing yourself to feel guilty and threatened. You're not acting like the decisive man I've known for years. Have Rafe look into the matter."

    "Kate, I don't want anyone to know."

    "At this point in your life does it matter if you had a child you never knew was yours?"

    "What if...my children are angry?"

    "They'll get over it."

    "What if he refuses to have the tests? What if he turns this into a public spectacle?"

    "If he tries that without the test, he's a fool. Even if he produces a birth certificate, what does that prove? A woman can list any man she chooses as the father."

    "I'll talk to him."

    The front door closed with a slam. “Daddy, now what am I going to do?"

    Bonnie's cry heralded her entrance. As usual her grooming was impeccable and her clothes black and stylish. Tears glistened in her eyes.

    Lars rose. “What's the problem now?"

    "I called the police and there's no news yet. What if they can't identify him? Will I be in limbo forever? Why did he do this to me when he knew I wanted a divorce?"

    "They'll find a way to identify him.” I carried my dishes to the sink.

    As though she hadn't heard me, she continued. “Why won't they believe me? You know how he was about the Jaguar. Can you imagine him letting anyone else drive that car?"

    Lars patted her hand. “They have to be sure. So do you."

    She walked to the door into the sunroom. “Why do they have to cut him up?"

    "An autopsy is standard procedure in sudden deaths,” I said.

    She whirled. The anger in her eyes made me step back. “Why did you have to come? This is all your fault. You've ruined everything."

    "Bonnie, that's enough.” An edge of steel entered Lars’ voice. “Kate is my friend and my guest. You will treat her with courtesy and respect and put your childish jealousy aside. Her presence comforts me."

    To give them space I headed to my room and took the hanging bag from the closet. Maybe I should pack and go to a hotel. I sank on the bed. How could I leave Lars to face this trouble alone? I had family, friends, neighbors who cared about me. Lars had no one. His family was anything but supportive. Yet how could I stay? The golden cord binding him to his daughter was about to strangle him and he was the only one who could cut it.

    He'd been drugged and left in a deserted house. He believed his daughter was behind the event, but he'd never confronted her. Her disappearance had been a distorted mirror image of what had happened to him.

    Ramona had died when her car had been sideswiped to crash and burn. Perhaps she'd been murdered. Now Carl was presumed dead in a similar accident.

    Damon claimed to be Lars’ illegitimate son. He wanted a share of Lars’ company. Was he the one behind the events? Was he looking for revenge?

    "Kate.” Lars appeared at the door. “Are you leaving?"

    "I don't know.” The misery in his voice and on his face added to my indecision.

    He sat beside me. “Sorry about plunging you into another mess."

    "That seems to be the way of my life these days.” I met his gaze. “Isn't it time for you to take charge?"

    He nodded. “I plan to spend the rest of the day reading what Rafe left for me and making a list of files I need to pull. I'll also call Damon and invite him here for a talk."

    "Can I do anything?"

    "Not really."

    "Then I believe I'll have that day of shopping I promised myself. Just keep the doors locked and don't let anyone in."

    He laughed. “Yes, boss...Here, you'll need this for the gates.” He handed me an opener.

    "How many of these do you have?"

    He frowned. “I'm not sure. Why do you ask?"

    "Just curious. Maybe I shouldn't leave."

    "Go. Enjoy. Oh, I've persuaded Bonnie to stay here until this is settled. I worry about her being alone in that big house. Do you mind?"

    "Why? She's your daughter."

    "The two of you have little love for each other."

    My hands tightened into fists. “Don't paint me with her colors. I don't hate her, just her attitudes and actions toward others."

    "Sorry.” He shook his head. “I shouldn't listen to her, but she has this uncanny ability to make me see things her way."

    "I'll agree with that. I know she's your only daughter and you love her, but you need to look at her with clear vision. Sometimes children need to be set free even when they fight against the process."

    His lips touched mine. The kiss held desperation and need. I responded and then drew back. “This isn't our time."

    "One day it will be. That's a promise.” He released me.

    Perhaps he spoke true, but I wouldn't hope or dream of what might never come to pass. “Let me get out of your hair for a few hours so you can work. If I hang around you'll think you have to entertain me."

    He laughed. “You know me all too well."

    As I drove the rental from the estate, I spotted Bonnie's gold sedan on the road several cars ahead of me. Where was she going? The need to know strengthened. I followed her into town. Fortunately the car I'd rented was a common make and color so I doubt she was aware of being tailed.

    She pulled into a parking garage near a cluster of office buildings. I found a spot and waited to see which building she entered. Then I followed. Was this where Lars had his office? What would I say if she saw me?

    Once inside the lobby, I realized she'd vanished. What now, I wondered. The panel above the elevator showed a stop on the second floor. I checked the directory. The offices on two belonged to a doctor, a lawyer and a travel agent. When the elevator returned, after a mere moment of debate, I boarded.

    I'd half-expected to see Bonnie in the lawyer's office. Instead through the window of the travel agency I spotted her talking to a woman behind a desk. Bonnie looked angry. As she spoke, she waved her arms.

    When she turned to leave, I scooted into the doctor's crowded waiting room and picked up a magazine. While glancing through the food section, I planned a story to help me discover why Bonnie had been here. Fifteen minutes later, I left the doctor's office and entered the travel agency.

    "Can I help you?"

    My cover story was set. “I'm here to pick up tickets for Mr. and Mrs. Carl Grayco."

    The woman frowned. “Mrs. Grayco was here just a short time ago. I told her there'd only been one seat booked and that her husband had picked it up on Friday."

    "I don't believe that woman. ‘Oh, Katherine, be a doll and stop at the travel agency for our tickets.'” I used my most indignant voice. “Why did she pull me away from my work and then come herself? Secretaries get no respect.” I shook my head. “Guess she got a shock when she learned what he did. Bet he's off to some tropical isle for fun and games."

    "Just to Florida. Miami."

    To where the funds had been transferred. “Did he book accommodations through you?"

    "No."

    I turned to leave. “Sorry to have bothered you on a fool's errand."

    When I reached my car, I chewed over what I'd learned. If Carl was on a plane to Florida, who was the dead man in his car? Should I return to the house and tell Lars what I'd learned? I wasn't sure how he'd react to the news I'd been playing detective.

    The sight of a pay phone gave me a way to escape a lecture. I called and told him about the ticket Carl had bought.

    "Already know. Bonnie called. She told me loud and clear about his perfidy. Go shopping, Madame Spy."

    "On my way."

    * * * *

    I returned to the house with enough presents for my family and neighbors to fill the carry-on I'd brought for that purpose. Before going to my room, I paused in the living room doorway.

    With the restless anger of a caged cat, Bonnie paced around the room. Her voice was shrill. “Why haven't they called? I told them about the ticket he bought...one-way. I can't stand not knowing."

    "When they have answers, they'll call,” Lars said. “Go wash your face.” He turned. “Kate, you, too. We're going out to dinner."

    "Are you sure we should leave the house? You don't have an answering machine. What if there's a call?"

    Bonnie's eyes widened. I imagine she was shocked to hear we agreed.

    "Daddy, she's right. You two go. I'll stay here."

    "I made reservations for three."

    "I couldn't eat. Please go. Aunt Katherine, persuade him."

    Knowing Lars, I had to find a way around his normal stubbornness. “Bonnie could be right. We should stay home and eat leftovers. If that doesn't suit you, I could find something to cook so we could all have dinner together."

    Lars pointed to the door. “You're not cooking another dinner in this house. You're my guest. Go get pretty so we can leave.” He looked at his daughter. “Are you sure you don't want to join us?"

    "I'll be fine. I have a few calls to make."

    * * * *

    When we returned from dinner, Bonnie rose from the couch. “Daddy, I've decided to go home."

    Lars crossed his arms on his chest. “You're staying here until we hear from the police. I want to know you're safe. Why do you think I sent Don and Megan to stay with friends?"

    She scowled. “You don't know that any of us are in danger. You don't have a clue about what's going on."

    Do you, I wondered. “Your father's right. What if something worse than a kidnapping happens?"

    She glowered. “Stay out of my affairs and take your greedy claws out of my father."

    "Bonnie.” Lars’ voice was low and controlled.

    She stood with her hands on her hips. “For years she's hung around hoping you'd ask her to marry you. Guess she's finally succeeded."

    "Excuse me,” I said. “I don't need to marry your father. If I accept his proposal, it will be because I love him."

    "Sure. His money."

    "Bonnie, that's enough,” Lars said.

    "That's right. Take her side.” She stormed away. Moments later one of the bedroom doors slammed.

    "Sorry,” Lars said.

    "Stop apologizing for things you haven't done."

    "Kate."

    "Don't you think it's time you informed your daughter you're the one who proposed marriage and I'm the one who's hesitating?"

    I followed Bonnie's example and retreated to the guest room, though I closed the door with a firm click, not a slam. After a hot bath, I crawled into bed and was soon asleep.

    Around two AM a nightmare invaded and woke me with a start. No matter how hard I tried, sleep remained elusive.” Finally I decided I was wasting my time. I reached for my robe and strode to the kitchen. After selecting a full assortment of calming mints, I boiled water. The first cup had no effect, but the second soothed my frayed nerves.

    As I passed Bonnie's room, I heard a man's voice. I stepped to the door. She responded, but the voices were too muted for me to hear what they said. Who was with her, I wondered. Not wanting to barge in or be caught snooping, I returned to my room.

    * * * *

    Bright sunlight woke me. A glance at the clock showed it was nearly nine. After dressing I went to the kitchen.

    Lars sat at the table with coffee and the newspaper. He looked up. “Been up awhile. Nearly knocked to see if you were alive."

    "Just a restless night."

    "Me, too.” He reached for my hand. “Let's not quarrel any more."

    I laughed. “That's something I can't promise, especially when I don't agree with you."

    "That doesn't surprise me."

    The buzzer for the gate sounded. Lars went to the foyer to attend to the caller. I finished my toast and strode to the living room. A tall man stood next to Lars.

    "Mr. Claybourne, I have some questions for your daughter."

    Lars turned to me. “Kate, this is Detective Rodgers. Kate's a friend from back east. I'll get Bonnie."

    The officer moved to the archway. His copper-colored hair and his ready grin made me think of Pete Duggan, my police officer friend at home.

    "Did you know Mr. Grayco?” he asked.

    "Mostly from pictures. This is my first visit to the area."

    "And you ended up in the middle of a mystery."

    "Seems normal."

    Before he asked the question I saw in his eyes, and before I could tell him about my suspicions, Lars and Bonnie arrived. Once again she wore the guise of a grieving widow. She looked helpless and beautiful. The officer's eyes showed his typical-male reaction.

    "Mrs. Grayco, sorry to bother you. We need further information to help with the identification of the body in your husband's car. I'm afraid he was shot before the car crashed."

    Bonnie collapsed on the couch. “Nooooo!” Her scream reached ear-shattering heights.

    Lars crossed to her. “Honey, you have to stay calm.” He turned to the officer. “What sort of information do you need? Why didn't someone ask for it when the body was found?"

    Detective Rodgers shrugged. “Wasn't my case then. Did Mr. Grayco have any enemies?"

    Bonnie studied her hands. “He was a gambler. Daddy had to pay his debts several times. Carl promised he'd quit, but New Year's Eve, three men showed up at our party. They hadn't been invited. Carl was afraid of them. One of the other guests said they were from Las Vegas."

    The detective frowned. “Did you get their names?"

    She shook her head. “Maybe Damon did."

    "Damon?” he asked.

    "Damon Webster. He's Daddy's executive assistant and Carl's friend."

    "I'll check him out. Do you have the name of your husband's dentist?"

    She frowned. “I'm not sure he had one. He never complained about his teeth."

    Lars patted her hand. “I'm sure that information is in the health records at the office. I can access it for you."

    "Fine,” the officer said. “Let's go."

    "I'll go along.” My presence might goad Lars into some action.

    "Aunt Katherine, stop prying. This isn't your affair.” Maybe you should pack your bags and go home. With all this trouble, the visit certainly hasn't been much fun for you. You know, this could all be your fault.” She glared and strode into the hall."

    The officer looked from Lars to me. “What did she mean by that?"

    "She's too upset to know what she's saying.” Lars started after her.

    Detective Rodgers stopped Lars. “Sir, I'd appreciate that information."

    Lars nodded and gave the detective directions to the office. “I'll meet you there. Tell Betty I sent you and to give you full cooperation."

    After Detective Rodgers left, Lars and I put on her jackets. He turned to me. “Maybe you should stay. I hate leaving her alone."

    "My presence will hardly be a comfort.” I followed him to his car.

    * * * *

    When we reached the parking garage, I recognized the place from the day I'd followed Bonnie. We walked to another building in the cluster. Lars and I rode the elevator to the third floor.

    Detective Rodgers stood in the small waiting room. He turned to the secretary. “Told you he was on his way."

    She swiveled in her chair. “Mr. Claybourne, what's going on? This man barged in here, demanded records and threatened me with a court order. You know no records are allowed to leave here without Mrs. Grayco's permission. She just called to tell me that."

    Lars frowned. “I'm still the boss.” He leaned against the desk. Detective Rodgers needs Carl's health records including the name of his dentist and doctor."

    "Right away, Mr. Claybourne.” She rose. “I heard about Mr. Grayco's accident. What a shame. He was so young."

    Detective Rodgers shook his head. “Seems you have the magic touch. Is there a reason your daughter wanted the records held?"

    Lars frowned. “Bonnie's on edge. I think she's afraid the dead man in her husband's car is some stranger."

    Once the detective had his information, he strode to the door. Lars started to follow.

    I blocked the way. “Those records you need."

    "Kate, not now."

    "Yes now. While you give the secretary the list, I'll look in Carl's office."

    He threw up his hands. “Yes, Sherlock."

    When I reached Carl's office, I opened the desk drawers. I had no idea what I was looking for and I found nothing, not even a paperclip.

    Lars entered and booted the computer. He did some other things. “Damn."

    "What's wrong?"

    "There's nothing here. All the files have been deleted. What now?"

    "Check your daughter's and your assistant's computers."

    "She wouldn't do anything to harm the company and he has limited access. I wish you'd lose your suspicions of Bonnie."

    "I can't.” I crossed to the file cabinet. “Give me the names of the files you asked the secretary to pull. There might be more information on them in here."

    He elbowed me out of the way and began to extract folders. Several times he groaned.

    "What's wrong?"

    "Names I don't remember. Companies that were turned down. Ones who paid off their loans months ago.” He piled the files on top of the cabinet. “Betty, I'll need another box. Has Damon arrived yet?"

    She appeared in the doorway. “Not yet and he didn't call to say he wasn't coming in."

    * * * *

    An hour later two full boxes sat in the trunk of Lars’ Mercedes. When we reached the house, we carried them to his office. A note from Bonnie lay on his desk. He read, then crumpled the paper. I plucked it from his hand and read.

    
      Daddy, I refuse to stay in the
    

    
      house with that woman another night.
    

    
      I won't listen to her poison. You
    

    
      shouldn't either. First she turned
    

    
      Don against me. Now you.
    

    "I think I should leave."

    He captured my hand. “Don't. I need you."

    The pleading in his eyes made me suck in a breath. “All right, I'll stay a few more days, but her resentment of me is stronger than ever. I can't marry you."

    He put his arms around me. “We'll get through this."

    Though I wished I could believe him, I couldn't see how matters would change. As long as his daughter refused to accept me, there was no hope of a future with Lars.

    * * * *

    Just as we were about to leave for dinner, Bonnie stormed into the house. “Daddy, the body wasn't Carl's. Now what am I going to do? Will I be in limbo forever? They want me to come in for questioning. What am I going to tell them?"

    "The truth,” Lars said.

    "Will you come with me. I'm scared."

    He shook his head. “Time for you to stop depending on me for so much."

    She whirled toward me. “She told you to say that. Why won't you listen to me?"

    "Kate has nothing to do with this. All your life, I've protected and catered to your tantrums. It's time for you to grow up."

    "But Carl's not dead. He must have killed the man in his car. What if he comes after me? Don't you care? Jaime said..."

    I reached for my cape. “Was he the man I heard with you last night?"

    "There was no man. You must have heard the radio."

    "I heard a man, too,” Lars said.

    "Daddy."

    "Honey, you have to tell the truth. So do I."

    "What do you mean?” Her eyes narrowed.

    "Exactly what I said. Kate and I brought records from the office. I've spent the afternoon examining them. Someone has been stealing."

    "Carl."

    "Maybe,” I said.

    Anger contorted her perfect features. “Shut your mouth.” She ran to the door and slammed it as she left.

    Lars put his hand on my shoulders. “What if she's the one?"

    "That will be your decision."

    
      [Back to Table of Contents]
    

    

  
     

    
      [bookmark: chap9]
    

    
      Chapter 10
    

    ~

    La Decision Dorada

    -

    The next morning I woke to gray skies and an ache in my leg, the one I'd broken nearly two years ago. Before dressing I took a hot bath, but that did little to soothe the ache. We were due some weather. I said as much to Lars when he entered the kitchen.

    "I fear you're right,” he said.

    "Don't tell me you have bones that give you storm warnings?"

    He chuckled. “Actually I heard the weather report. We'll have snow by this afternoon."

    "What do you have planned for today?” I cracked eggs in a bowl and broke the yolks.

    "More of the same as yesterday.” He groaned. “I've been such a blind idiot."

    "Blind, yes. Idiot, no.” I poured the eggs into a skillet and scrambled them. “Put the toast in."

    "Are you making tea?” He popped bread in the toaster and prepared the coffee- maker.

    I shook my head. “I'll have coffee this morning.” I scooped eggs onto the plates he handed me.

    "We work well together.” He poured juice and coffee. “I feel bad about being tied up with those files. We should go somewhere and do things instead of you amusing yourself while I work."

    His words brought a longing for the few days we'd spent away from the house. I pushed them aside. “Don't worry about me. I'll figure something to do."

    He covered my hand with his. “You're such a good sport."

    After we finished breakfast, Lars offered to help with the dishes, but I sent him on his way. When the kitchen was in order, I wandered to the living room and glanced through several magazines. Then feeling restless I put on my jacket and left by the sunroom door.

    The brisk wind forced me to stop and tie my hood more securely. I tramped across the lawn to the drive. Clouds hid the sun and the air carried the scent of snow. I walked toward the house on the rise. Beneath the overcast skies the adobe house looked as though the gold had been leached away, leaving a sullen mud structure behind.

    As I neared the house I looked up. Had the curtains on one of the upper floor windows moved? Was someone watching? If Bonnie was at home, there were things I wanted to say to her, things I'd probably regret. In her selfish quest for power, she was tearing her father to shreds. She needed to know this.

    When I reached the carport, there was no sign of the gold sedan. Had the observer been the maid or someone more sinister?

    A chill crept along my spine. Could Carl be hiding in the house? I'd believed, even hoped, he was on his way to Florida to take the money he'd stolen and not lurking here for another purpose.

    My determination to get away from the estate jelled. Could I persuade Lars to leave the house and take refuge in a hotel where we'd be surrounded by people?

    As I turned to walk back to the house, the gate opened. A dark sedan drove inside and parked in front of Lars’ house. Rafe got out. Instead of striding up the walk to the door, he waved and headed to meet me.

    "Kate, I was hoping I'd see you."

    "Not Lars?"

    "I've done all I can for him. What he does with the information is his call."

    I sighed. “He's carrying a heavy burden, but he'll do the right thing."

    He frowned. “Do you really believe he'll act against his daughter? He never has."

    "If she's guilty, yes."

    "I hope you're right.” He strolled down the drive with me.

    "What bad news did you bring Lars the other evening?"

    His groan was clearly audible. “I hoped he would tell you, but it was about the financial dealings that have drained his assets. They were orchestrated by his daughter. I fear his empire has fallen."

    Repelled by the anger in his voice, I stepped away. “He's never considered his business an empire. For him finding new enterprises has been more like a game."

    "And he doesn't care who gets hurt."

    "Not true. How did you form that picture of him?"

    "From digging into his past and his present.” Rafe reached for my hand. “Kate, you're a loyal friend. He'll need you and I hope he appreciates you."

    I smiled. “He does. We've had years of experience with each other."

    "That's good. If anyone can help him face what he must, I believe it's you."

    "I've a question. Did you discover who had the binder on that house?"

    "Jaime Verdigras."

    That news didn't completely take me by surprise, but made me sad for Lars. “Then Bonnie was involved in Lars’ kidnapping."

    "Who else could it have been? Do you have any idea why?"

    "To drive me away. Bonnie often does things out of spite and she believes everyone is like her. If she'd arrived to find an empty house, she would have stormed away."

    He laughed. “She sure doesn't know you. Bonnie Grayco is not a very nice person, though she gives those who don't know her a different impression. If you're smart you'll avoid her."

    "How? She's Lars’ daughter."

    "Stay as far from her as possible. Go home."

    I started across the lawn. The tone of his voice puzzled me and heightened my determination to get Lars out of the house and into a safe place. Did Rafe feel the same subtle sense of danger as I did?

    I turned. “I imagine you've heard the body in the Jaguar wasn't Carl's."

    "A buddy told me and also mentioned that whoever it was had been shot."

    "I wonder if he was headed to or from Albuquerque."

    "Not sure that matters.” He caught up with me and clasped my hand.

    "But it does. If the car had been returning, that would mean Carl is in Florida and he'll get away. If only Lars would tell the police the whole story."

    "Maybe he can't. Kate, if you're determined to stay in the area, at least go to a hotel."

    "What are you trying to say?"

    "I don't believe this is finished and I believe Lars’ daughter is dangerous. I wish I'd met you at another time and in another place.” He released my hand. “Take care. You're a fine person."

    The subtle sound of warning in his voice raised prickles in my thoughts. I stood at the door until Rafe's car left the estate. Then determined to persuade Lars to leave, I went inside.

    He has to listen, I thought. We have to leave as soon as we can. “Lars,” I called.

    "Here.” He strode into the kitchen holding a mug. “Where were you?"

    "Out for a walk.” I crossed to his side. “Rafe was here. He seemed...odd."

    "What do you mean by odd?"

    "I'm not sure."

    Lars put his arms around my waist. “He admires you. Maybe he's attracted."

    "I don't think that's it."

    "What did he say?"

    "That I should go to a hotel. Maybe that's a good idea for both of us."

    "That's a switch. A week ago you protested our hotel stay because the house was so close."

    "This time my reasons are different. I don't think this house is safe."

    He shook his head. “You can leave. I'm staying here,"

    "I can't go without you."

    "Maybe Rafe is right. If something happened to you, I'd never forgive myself."

    I stepped away. “I'm not in danger. You're the one with the problems. Who would want to harm me?"

    He heaved a sigh. “Bonnie for one. She's an angry young woman."

    Did he really believe Bonnie would hurt me? She was possessive of her father, but would she use more than her tongue against me?

    "He gave me some unwelcome news. Jaime Verdigras had the binder on the house."

    Lars nodded. “That doesn't surprise me. Presumably the young man was acting on Bonnie's orders. I'm afraid she's guilty of more than a failed kidnapping.” His shoulders slumped. “You raise children and think you know them. Then you discover you don't. Most of the company's assets have been diverted into accounts in her name."

    "How and why?"

    "Because I wasn't paying attention. I have no idea what possessed her. Where did I go wrong?” He pressed his fingers against my lips. “Don't say it. This is my punishment for caving in every time she threw a tantrum."

    I put my arms around him. “You did your best. Yes, you spoiled her and continued to give Bonnie her way long after you should have stopped. She never moved beyond childish behavior. That was her choice, not yours."

    His arms tightened. “No, Kate, I kept her from growing up. I gave her the opportunity to become what she has. She knew the business would be hers. She had no reason to steal."

    "Maybe she knew she wouldn't succeed and that she doesn't have your touch."

    "And that's my fault for not acknowledging her failures."

    The full-blown guilt in his voice made my teeth ache, “Listen to yourself. Just keep beating your breast and wallowing in self-pity. You may have ignored the problems and her lacks, but you didn't cause her to act the way she has."

    "What would you do if Andrew had done something this dreadful?"

    I held his gaze. “There was a time when I thought he'd done worse. I was afraid he'd murdered Rachel. If he had I would have supported him while he faced punishment for his actions, but I wouldn't have blamed myself. He's an adult. So is Bonnie."

    "Then I need to hand this mess over to the police.” He reached for the portable phone on the kitchen counter. “First I have to talk to her."

    "Don't let her sway you.” I stepped away.

    * * * *

    When Bonnie arrived, anger radiated from her eyes. Her glare made me swallow. I turned to leave.

    Lars caught my hand. “I want you here.” He drew me to the couch. “Bonnie, sit down."

    "Does she have to stay?"

    "Yes."

    "Daddy.” The childish whine of her voice didn't change the fury in her eyes.

    "Did you tell the police the truth?” Lars asked.

    She shrugged. “I answered their questions about Carl."

    "What about the arrange kidnappings and the ransom note?"

    She shifted on the chair. “That didn't come up."

    "What were you and Jaime thinking?"

    She laughed. “He wasn't thinking. If anything had gone wrong, he would have been blamed. If things had gone right, Aunt Katherine would have left."

    "You don't know Kate very well. She's not the type to run away from trouble. But this isn't about her.” He leaned forward. “Why did you steal from the company?"

    "Not me. Blame Carl and Damon. I trusted them."

    "Did you?” Lars asked. “Then why are you divorcing your husband?"

    She slouched. “Do you blame me for getting rid of him? Look at what he's become."

    Lars shook his head. “You've known for years about his gambling, yet when I wanted to fire him, you begged me to keep him on."

    She stared at her hands. “He refused to give me a divorce without a large settlement."

    "I would have given you the money. You know that. Why did you wait?"

    "I knew how you felt about him. Then he said Damon knew something that would ruin you. I couldn't let that happen.” She began to sob.

    Lars rose and went to her. “Honey, don't cry. We'll see this through. All you have to do is tell the police everything you've told me."

    "Daddy, I can't."

    I wanted to shake Lars. He was taking the doting parent road again. “Stop manipulating your father with tears."

    She glared. “And I'm telling you to stay out of this. You're not involved."

    "But I am. I've been involved since the day I arrived and found your father missing. Did you really think I'd leave without knowing what had happened to him?"

    "Yes, and you would have if Jaime hadn't panicked and set Daddy free."

    I shook my head. “I'm not you. I don't act out of spite or like a child. Your father is my friend and I would have waited until the next morning and called the police. Then I would have hired a detective to find him. I wouldn't have left until I knew he was safe."

    "That doesn't make sense."

    "Maybe not to you. What was the purpose behind your kidnapping? Were you trying to force your father to make a choice?"

    A smile crossed her lips. “That was the idea, but Jaime didn't come. Someone else did. I wasn't lying about being hit on the head."

    "What?” Lars asked,

    "Then who called your father?"

    "That was Jaime. He thought I had gotten tired of waiting and went to the house."

    My shocked expression must have mirrored Lars’ look of surprise. If her kidnapping hadn't been one of Bonnie's plots to send me running home, who had taken her? How had they known what she and Jaime Verdigras had planned?

    "Are you sure?” I asked.

    "Yes. Now get out of my life.” Her voice rose to a piercing pitch. The storm of anger destroyed her beauty.

    "When your father tells me I'm not welcome, I'll leave. Before I do, I'd like the jewelry your father gave me."

    "What are you talking about?” Lars asked.

    "Daddy, don't listen to her. Can't you see what she's doing? She's too old to work and she wants your money. Tell her she can't stay here."

    "Stop confusing the issue,” I said. “What's been happening here has nothing to do with my financial status or what's between your father and me. Theft is the issue."

    "Kate's right,” Lars said. “Did you take the necklace and milk the business?"

    Tears rolled down Bonnie's face. “Daddy, I'm scared. Carl must have killed the man in his car. What if he comes after me? Don't you care about me?"

    "I care, but Kate's right. You're avoiding the real problem."

    "Daddy.” She straightened. “What are you going to do?"

    "Once you return Kate's necklace and the money, I'll close up shop and you'll get your share, nothing more."

    "Really,” a deep voice said.

    I almost screamed when I turned and saw Damon in the doorway. I hadn't heard the bell. Neither had he buzzed to be let in.

    Lars glared at his assistant. “Did you just walk in?"

    "Good thing I did, and good thing I lifted one of those buzzers. Heard some things I don't like. You can't liquidate the company."

    "I don't see why not,” Lars said.

    "Then I'll see you in court. Think of the scandal when your past indiscretions become public. Don't you care about your reputation?"

    "I might have reacted differently if I intended to stay here and remain in business,” Lars said.

    "Daddy, what is he talking about?"

    Damon laughed. “Guess he neglected to tell you about our relationship. I'm your half-brother. Why else do you think I turned you down when you came on to me?"

    "I never..."

    "That's the way I saw it. So Dad, what's your decision?"

    "Maybe I don't believe you're my son,” Lars said. “Are you willing to have a DNA test? I am."

    Damon crossed his arms on his chest. “That's not necessary. I have my original birth certificate."

    "Which is no proof,” I said. “Having the test is the only way."

    "Stay out of this.” Damon glared.

    Bonnie laughed. “Looks like you'll get a quarter of nothing. The money's safe from you. I'm the only one who can access it."

    "She's right,” Lars said. “She's been diverting funds for more than a year."

    Damon turned to Bonnie. “You bitch."

    Lars strode across the room. “If the test shows I'm your father, you'll be entitled to a quarter of the money. Bonnie will restore the funds or face charges."

    "Daddy, you wouldn't."

    Damon smiled. “Serves you right."

    "But Daddy, we're a team. That's what you always told me."

    Lars shook his head. “A team works together. You stole from me. My next announcement will make you angrier. If Kate will have me, she and I will marry."

    "What about Mommy?"

    "Your mother has been dead for more than twenty years. She and Kate were friends. I know she'd approve."

    "I hate you.” She ran to the door.

    Damon saluted Lars. “I'll get back to you on that test.” He rushed after Bonnie.

    I turned to look out the window. Damon grabbed Bonnie and turned her to face him. She swung her fist at his face.

    Lars stood behind me. “What did I do wrong?"

    "Nothing. Some people are born flawed. You have three other children who have turned out fine.” I looked at him. “Let's get in the car and drive away."

    "I can't. I need to call the police."

    I nodded. “Then we can go.” I gasped. Damon slapped Bonnie.

    Lars released me. He strode away. “Bonnie. Damon,” he shouted.

    Damon staggered and fell. Bonnie stared at him. I ran into the foyer and heard her scream. Lars stood in the open doorway. A loud cracking noise sounded. Bonnie jerked and then slid down the side of the car.

    "Bonnie.” Lars started outside.

    "Lars get down.” My heart pounded. Fear roared in my thoughts.

    A loud crack followed by a thud made me step back. Lars dropped to the ground. I screamed. Had he been shot? Who had done this? I knelt on the foyer floor and crawled to the door. “Lars."

    "I'm all right."

    Tears blurred my eyes. “Get inside before you're shot. Call the police."

    "You. The number's by the phone. I have to reach Bonnie."

    "Lars, come back."

    "I have to see how badly she's hurt. Go."

    I crept to the living room. With a hand that shook in a palsied rhythm, I grabbed the phone and punched the numbers. Through the wide front window I saw Damon's car, the two still bodies and Lars’ slow progress toward them. A few snowflakes danced in the air. A voice answered. I gulped a breath.

    "There's been a shooting. Send someone."

    "Who? Where? Who is this?"

    "Katherine Miller. A shooting at the Claybourne estate. Two victims."

    "Address."

    My mind went blank. I swallowed. The voice shouted in my ear. This time I remembered and gave the information.

    "The victims...hurt...dead?"

    "I don't know."

    "Sit tight. Stay inside. Someone's on the way."

    I stared through the window. Lars had reached his daughter. Snow fell on his shoulders and on the crumpled bodies. He remained for a short time, then rose and ran back to the house. My heart leaped into my throat. Would he reach the house safely.

    My legs trembled. My body shook. I sank on the couch and covered my face with my hands. I was no stranger to death. As a nurse I'd kept vigils at the bedsides of the dying. I'd found the bodies of two murder victims, but never before had I witnessed the violent ending of a life.

    "Kate."

    Lars’ voice broke my fugue. I looked up. “Thank heavens you're all right. The police are on the way. Should we call an ambulance?"

    "We'll leave that to the police.” He sat beside me. Absently I brushed snow from his sweater and waited for him to speak. “She's dead. Damon, too."

    His voice was toneless. Shock, I thought and reached for his wrist to check his pulse. “I'm sorry."

    He pulled me into an embrace. “Why did Carl kill them?"

    His hands felt icy. “I don't know. He must have acted out of an insane desperation."

    He released me and leaned his head against the back of the couch. Tears glistened in his eyes. “She didn't have to steal. All she had to do was ask."

    True, but asking had never been Bonnie's style. All her life she had taken what she wanted with no regard for other people's desires. Until today Lars had never been able to see her faults. I'm sure this knowledge weighed on his spirit. He'd need time to grieve, time to come to terms with his mistakes. Lord knows the difficulty of that step was something I knew all too well.

    Then once the error was admitted, a person had to move on. Just as I had to do. The truth of this observation hit me with the force of an avalanche. Not long ago I'd made a dreadful mistake. I would never forget, but I could forgive myself. Could I help my friend do the same?

    I reached for his hands and warmed them with mine. “I wish I could take your pain."

    He closed his eyes. A weary sigh escaped his lips. “I don't know what to do or say."

    Sirens sounded in the distance and grew louder. “The police,” I said. “You'd better open the gate."

    "Could you. Right now I can't move."

    "Just rest then.” I went to the foyer and pressed the buttons for the gate. Cold air and swirls of snow blew through the open door. I closed it. The phone rang. I returned to the living room and lifted the receiver. “Hello."

    "Aunt Katherine,” Don said. “Is Dad there? Since he's so adamant that Megan and I stay away, I need him to pick up a few things for us."

    I looked at Lars. Don, I mouthed. He shook his head.

    "He's here, but he can't speak to you right now."

    "Is he tied up with Bonnie?” Don asked.

    "No."

    "Is he sick?"

    "At heart."

    "His heart? Get him to the hospital."

    "No physical problem. Someone shot Bonnie and Damon. The police just arrived."

    Lars rose from the couch and left the room. He moved like a man who had aged twenty years in an instant.

    "How bad?” Don asked.

    His question drew my attention from Lars. “Your father said they were dead."

    "I'll come. He'll need me."

    "Stay where you are. If you come home now, your dad will worry. The killer is out there somewhere. Give me your phone number and I'll call when we know more.” He did. I wrote the number on a piece of paper and tucked it in my slack's pocket.

    "Okay."

    Through the window I saw the revolving lights of the police cars and the flashing lights of an ambulance. Snow blanketed the ground.

    Lars straightened and entered the foyer then stepped outside.

    A young police officer looked around. “Sir, you can't come out here."

    "My daughter..."

    "Sorry, sir. You have to stay inside."

    Color drained from Lars’ face. I put my arm around his waist. “Help me,” I called. “He's going to collapse."

    The young officer strode to the door. “Should I call the paramedics in?"

    "Let's get him to the couch. Lars, can you walk?"

    "Yes."

    With the officer's help I steered Lars to the living room and helped him lie on the couch. I checked his pulse. A rapid but regular rhythm beat against my fingers. As the rate slowed I breathed a sigh of relief.

    "Sir, are you all right?"

    Lars tried to sit up. “I'll be fine. It's just...the shock...the waste."

    I pushed him back. “As resident nurse I'm ordering you to be still."

    "We'll need to know what happened,” the police officer said. “You'll have to come to the station so Detective Rodgers can take your statements."

    "Not until Mr. Claybourne has recovered. His daughter is one of the victims."

    Lars shook his head. “I can go."

    "Are you sure?"

    "I want that bastard caught and the sooner they know the whole story, the sooner he will be."

    "All right, but I'll drive."

    
      [Back to Table of Contents]
    

    

  
     

    
      [bookmark: chap10]
    

    
      Chapter 11
    

    ~

    El Fantismos Dorados

    -

    When we reached the police station, we were taken to a small office. Detective Rodgers sat behind a cluttered desk. Two straight back wooden chairs faced the desk. The detective looked up. “Lars Claybourne and..."

    "Katherine Miller,” I said.

    He nodded. “Have a seat. I'll be taping your statements."

    Lars sank on one of the chairs. “What do you want to know?"

    "Everything.” Detective Rodgers sounded weary. “Start from the beginning."

    Lars nodded. “Then Kate should start with the day she arrived."

    I began the story, “So you see, his son and I were puzzled since no ransom was demanded."

    "Did anyone call the police to report Mr. Claybourne as missing?"

    "His daughter did. At least I thought I heard her talking to someone here. Later, Rafe Diaz told me she hadn't called."

    "I see. There's a way to check.” He opened the door and asked someone to bring the phone log for that day. “Why was Rafe involved?"

    "He's a relative by marriage of Lars’ son. Don called and asked him to look into the disappearance since we believed the police had refused to do anything.” I went on to talk about the call from the hospital and Lars’ condition when I arrived. “Doctor Verdigras thought Lars had had a small stroke. I asked for a tox screen, but the doctor refused to order one."

    "Why did you want one?” Detective Rodgers leaned forward.

    "His symptoms weren't indicative of a stroke. Seemed drug related to me."

    "Mr. Claybourne, why didn't you call the police when you returned home?"

    "I thought...” Lars paused and then explained his suspicions of his daughter's involvement. “I didn't think I was in danger."

    The officer groaned. “Right. What happened today was nothing, I suppose.” The door opened and he took a sheet of paper from another officer. Detective Rodgers scanned the list. “Rafe was right. No call was made.” He tapped a pencil against the desk. “Continue."

    Lars took up the narrative. He skipped the New Year's Eve party and our trips until the moment we heard Bonnie had been kidnapped.

    The officer straightened. “She was what?"

    "Kidnapped, but it turns out the whole affair was a farce.” I went on to explain my theory.

    By the time Lars and I finished that segment of the story, I thought Detective Rodgers would have a stroke. His face was the color of his hair. The pencil he held snapped.

    "Do you have this note?” he asked.

    "Either Carl or Damon must have taken it,” I said.

    The officer groaned. “Spare me from amateurs. What happened next?"

    Lars continued the story from our discovery of Bonnie to what he'd learned about the thefts from the business. “I planned to call you this morning, but I had to talk to my daughter first."

    "Does anyone else know about this mess?"

    "My son, but he doesn't know his sister is dead."

    "He knows. I told him when he called this morning. Rafe Diaz knows."

    "Good man.” Detective Rodgers rose. “I'd like to lock the pair of you away until we find your son-in-law."

    "Why?” Lars asked.

    "You could be in danger.” The officer shook his head. “Just go to a hotel and stay there."

    Lars turned to me. “That all right with you?"

    "Very all right. You have no idea how wonderful a hotel sounds."

    "We could go to the chalet."

    "A hotel here in town like the one where we stayed before."

    We left the station and walked to the car. Lars plucked the keys from my hand. “I'll drive.” Instead of heading downtown and the hotel, he drove toward the house.

    "Lars, what are you doing?"

    "We need clothes and you'll need your tea."

    "I can live without it."

    "I can't."

    His answer made me laugh. “I don't believe that.” Snow swirled in the air. “Why don't we go shopping for some clothes."

    "We could, but we're not."

    "What if we run into Carl?"

    "He's bound to be long gone."

    "I sure hope you're right."

    "The police are probably still at the house doing whatever they do,” he said.

    They weren't. The only sign they'd been there was the yellow crime scene tape that blocked the entrance to the front door of the house and the carport. Lars parked on the drive and we entered the house by the sunroom door.

    I quickly packed several changes of clothes, my sleepwear and toiletries and headed to the kitchen. There I put the tins of tea in a canvas bag.

    Lars appeared with his suitcase. “Talked to Don. There are a few things he and Megan need. I'll run across to their house and get them."

    "Don't be long."

    "Five or ten minutes."

    I felt uncomfortable about being in the house alone and wished I'd gone with him. I set the canvas bag and my suitcase beside the door and returned to the kitchen. What I really wanted was a cup of tea, but that bit of comfort would have to wait until we reached the hotel.

    The sunroom door closed with a snap. “That was quick.” I turned and gasped. Carl stepped into the kitchen. “What are you doing here?” My heart beat so rapidly I thought I would faint.

    "Didn't mean to scare you.” He slumped at the table. His clothes were disheveled and his eyes bore the look of a hunted and desperate man. On closer examination, I noticed some bruises on his face. Had he somehow managed to escape from the wrecked car?

    "Why did you come here?” I reached for one of the heavy stoneware canisters and slid it across the counter.

    "Someone tried to kill me,” he said.

    What was he talking about? He was the killer. “Why weren't you in the car? Bonnie said you never let anyone drive it."

    "Yeah, normally I don't.” He looked up. “Car was a down payment on a debt until I could liberate some cash I stashed away."

    "Don't you mean stole? You're on your way to Florida, I imagine."

    His shoulders tensed. “Guess Lars figured that out."

    "Who else would the culprit be?"

    "Damon. Bonnie."

    "But they're..."

    "Kate, let's go,” Lars called.

    "There's a slight complication.” Instead of pulling the gun I expected, Carl seemed to shrink.

    Lars stepped into the room. He dropped the canvas bag he held on the floor. “You bastard. You killed her."

    Carl held up his hands. “What the hell are you talking about?"

    "Bonnie's dead. Damon, too.” Lars grabbed the neck of Carl's jacket.

    "What?” Carl shook his head. “Not me. Got here not long before you and Mrs. Miller. Was looking for the keys to Bonnie's car and then came here to see if she'd left them."

    Lars looked at me. “Call the police."

    "No. I'll get the money back to you. I didn't kill anyone."

    "We'll let the police decide that,” Lars said. “They'll discover how much you've been stealing."

    "Just the ransom."

    "Bonnie said..."

    "She says a lot of things that aren't true,” Carl said. “When she turned up missing it seemed like a good idea. Who would have known she'd really get herself snatched."

    I studied him. “Where have you been?"

    "Around. Got waylaid by some punks. Beat me up and took the keys to the Jaguar. I wasn't is such good shape for a couple days."

    Lars looked at me. “Make that call."

    Still clutching the canister I punched the number. Nothing made sense. If Carl wasn't the killer, who was? Why had Lars and I come back to the house instead of going to a hotel?

    "Lars, you have to listen.” Carl's body shook. “I needed money. Damon and I set up that fake company in Florida about a year ago and Bonnie signed the papers. Half the time, she was so drunk with being the boss she didn't check what she was signing. Ramona caught us. She called you and I told Damon. He said he'd handle her.” His laughter bordered on hysteria. “My buddy used to drive in demolition derbies."

    "So her death wasn't an accident,” I said.

    "Guess not."

    Lars took the phone from me and dialed again. “Lars Claybourne here.” He tapped his fingers on the counter. “We haven't checked in yet. We're at the house. So is Carl Grayco."

    Carl pushed his chair back and ran to the door. He stumbled over the canvas bag and caught his balance. I followed and stopped short.

    "Rafe, am I ever glad to see you,” I said.

    He didn't acknowledge me. With a grin he prodded Carl into the kitchen. I lifted the canister I'd put down to use the phone.

    Lars turned. “Kate, I just..."

    "Shut up,” Rafe said.

    The look in his dark eyes frightened me. I raised the canister.

    "Move away from Kate.” Rafe's voice was ragged and harsh.

    "What's going on?” Lars asked.

    "Justice,” Rafe said. “For Ramona. For me."

    "He didn't kill her,” Lars said.

    "If he and his pal hadn't set up their scheme, she'd be alive.” Rafe waved the gun.

    A sound thundered in my ears. Carl screamed and fell to the floor, knocking one of the chairs over.

    "Rafe, what...” Lars’ voice cracked.

    "Like I said, justice.” Rafe looked at me. “Kate, I wish you'd taken my advice. Why didn't you listen?"

    "Rafe, please,” I said. “You aren't solving anything with this kind of action."

    "I raised her. She was like a daughter."

    "Why didn't you go to the police?” Lars asked.

    "I was a cop. Know how these things work. Without solid evidence they would have walked free.” He moved closer to Lars. “Ramona told Bonnie about Carl and Damon. Your daughter laughed. Said you wouldn't believe me. Since you thought Bonnie walked on water you would believe her version. You're as guilty as they are."

    "And Bonnie's kidnapping and rescue?” Lars asked. “You knew she was there. How?"

    "Jaime Verdigras told me."

    I hurled the canister. The heavy jar hit Rafe's arm. He bellowed and grasped it. The gun flew from his hand, hit the floor and spun through the archway into the dining room. I heard sirens and relief nearly made me faint. Rafe stepped toward the dining room.

    "It's over. Let it be.” Acid burned in my throat. I grabbed the back of a chair for support.

    Four police officers entered, two through the dining room and two from the sunroom.

    Lars pointed to Rafe. “He killed them."

    One officer knelt beside Carl. “Call an ambulance."

    Moments later, Detective Rodgers arrived. “Rafe, why?"

    "He destroyed my family so I took his."

    "What about Don and Megan?” I asked. “Were they next?"

    He shrugged. “Who knows what I'd have done to Don, but I'd never harm Megan. She's Ramona's daughter."

    An officer cuffed Rafe and led him away. I walked into Lars’ arms. My body shook with the aftershocks of the recent events.

    Lars stroked my back. “Kate, thank you. I couldn't do a thing."

    I looked up. “But you did. You kept him talking so I could act. It's all over but the grieving."

    "Over,” Detective Rodgers said. “Not yet. There'll be a trial. I want the pair of you to follow me downtown. Why in blazes did you come here?"

    "We needed clothes and things,” Lars said.

    "You could have asked for an escort."

    "Never thought of that.” Lars picked up the bag he'd brought from Don's and headed for the door. “Come on. Let's get this over."

    "Sounds good.” I lifted the bag of mint and my case and followed him to the car.

    * * * *

    When we reached the police station, we quickly gave our statements. Detective Rodgers saw us to the door.

    "Where will you be staying? the detective asked.

    "La Fonda,” Lars said.

    "Stay there. We'll tell you when you can go back to the house.” He shook his head. “Do the two of you know how lucky you were?"

    "I know. I still can't believe Rafe...” My voice broke.

    Detective Rodgers nodded. “Me either."

    Lars tugged on my arm. “We'll never understand why he snapped. Let's go."

    A short time later we reached the hotel and settled in the same suite as before. For an instant I thought about those golden days. They'd been a moment of sunshine in a season of gloom. Very soon Lars and I would have to deal with our golden ghosts. I shook my head. So many had died because of greed.

    Lars looked ready to collapse. I wondered if I should call his doctor, but decided against that move. With our recent luck, Jaime Verdigras would be the one I'd have to talk to and I had nothing to say to him.

    "Lars, go lie down. I'll call Don and let him know we're here so he can come for his things."

    "Have him and Megan come to dinner. We can eat here.” He gestured to the table near the window of the sitting room.

    "Good enough. Now lie down."

    I called the number I'd shoved in my pocket and someone called Don to the phone.

    "Aunt Katherine, how's Dad?"

    "In shock."

    "Just what happened?"

    Briefly I told him about Bonnie and Damon. Then I spoke of what had happened when we had returned to the house.

    "Rafe? Are you sure?"

    "I was as shocked as you are. According to Carl, Damon was the one who forced Ramona off the road."

    His quick intake of breath sounded in my ear. “Looks like Rafe was right about her death. We should have left when Bonnie raised a fuss about Ramona becoming a partner in my stead. She'd still be alive."

    "You didn't know what was to come and you're not to blame. I thought she wanted to stay here."

    "I know. One day I'll believe I'm not at fault. What am I going to tell Megan? She adores Rafe."

    I'd seen her adoration the night of the dinner. “The truth. That Rafe was angry and he hurt someone so he has to go to jail. You might consider getting her some outside professional help. If you were back east, Andrew would know who would be best."

    "I'll call her pediatrician."

    "Good idea. Oh, your things are here at the La Fonda. Your dad and I'd like you and Megan to come for dinner. I'll order from room service. Come around six."

    "See you then. Take care of him."

    "I will."

    From the bedroom I heard ragged, gut-wrenching sobs. I went to Lars and held him while he wept. My tears joined his. Finally he took a number of deep shuddering breaths.

    "I wish...” His voice broke. “Rafe..."

    "Was an angry man and not in control. You couldn't have known. I didn't. I liked and trusted him."

    "I'm so tired, but there's so much to do that I don't know where to begin."

    "You can't do anything today. Just rest.” I stroked his back. “Tomorrow we can find out when her body will be released. Do you want to call your sons back east?"

    "Later.” He looked into my eyes. “A private funeral. Just you and the family."

    "Probably best."

    I stayed beside him until he fell asleep. Then I ordered dinner for four, made tea and turned on the television. I carried a cup of tea and stood at the window to watch the snow fall.

    When the local news began, Lars’ tragedy was aired with some additions. Carl had died on the way to the hospital. After confessing Rafe had grabbed one of the officer's guns and made a break for freedom. He was shot and died instantly.

    My feelings were mixed. I had liked Rafe Diaz, but his actions had sickened me. They'd brought my dearest friend grief and pain. Lars would never forget what had happened here. Neither would I.

    * * * *

    Don and Megan arrived just as the news ended. I turned off the television. Don hugged me. Sadness filled his eyes.

    "Where my pop?” Megan asked. “I bring Rose Prairie. Her help my pop not be sad.” She unzipped her jacket and the kitten leaped to the floor.

    "Megan.” Don said. “I told you no."

    "But you say my pop sad."

    Just then Lars emerged from the bedroom. He scooped up the kitten. A smile formed. He sat on the loveseat. Megan crawled beside him. “Thank you."

    "I sad, too, Pop."

    Lars nodded. “Being sad is okay. One day we'll be happy again."

    She nodded. “When we live wif Aunt Kaferine."

    I prayed those words would be true. I joined them on the loveseat. Don sat on one of the chairs. “Is there anything I can do? I called my brothers. They'll be here for the funeral."

    Lars looked up. “Could you postpone your moving day until late summer. By then things should be wound up around here."

    "No problem.” Don shook his head. “I don't know what to say or think."

    "Me either,” Lars said. “We'll talk and we'll come to terms with all that's happened. We have Megan and Rose Prairie to help us."

    Before long our meal arrived. None of us had much appetite, but we ate because we wanted to set an example for Megan. After dinner, Don and Lars went to the bedroom to discuss the funeral plans and for Lars to speak to Carl's and Damon's parents. I stayed in the living room to entertain Megan and the kitten.

    "Aunt Kaferine, why Rafe was angry?"

    I brushed my hand over her dark curls. “He thought Aunt Bonnie did something bad."

    She nodded. “Her did. Rafe, too. Not my Mommy."

    "Not your Mommy,” I agreed.

    "Soon we live near you."

    "That will be fun."

    "You want to marry wif my pop?"

    "Maybe."

    She looked at me. “Then you be my gramma not Aunt Kaferine."

    "I certainly would. What do you think about that?"

    "Yes. Will Aunt Bonnie get bury like Mommy?"

    "Yes."

    "Okay.” She stroked the kitten. “Can I see TV?"

    I pressed the button and found a family show. A short time later Don and Lars emerged from the bedroom.

    "Button, we're going to go now."

    "Home?” she asked.

    Don shook his head. “Not tonight. Maybe tomorrow.’ He turned. “Call me when you have news."

    "Will do,” Lars said. “After I make arrangements."

    Once they left, Lars’ shoulders slumped. “I feel so inadequate."

    "That's shock talking. Too much has happened in too little time, not to mention your life was threatened."

    He nodded. “Brew some tea and help me make plans for the funerals."

    "Funerals?"

    He nodded. “There are four. We talked to Damon's and Carl's parents. I have to arrange to have their bodies sent to them. Rafe had no relatives other than Ramona and Megan. Don will take care of his funeral."

    I put my arms around him. “I'll help."

    "I know.” He pressed his lips to mine.

    * * * *

    Two days later Lars’ older sons and their wives arrived. Bonnie's funeral was the next day and as Lars wished, a quiet affair.

    While we waited for the service to begin, Jaime Verdigras slipped into the room at the funeral home. He stood at Bonnie's coffin for several minutes, then came to me. He handed me a bag containing the necklace and earrings. “Bonnie left them at my place."

    "Thank you."

    "What is Lars going to do about...” He shook his head. “I believed in her. I loved her."

    "I believe Lars is willing to let matters drop."

    He nodded. “I wish I hadn't fallen for her lies."

    "You're not the only one who did."

    He slipped away. Lars came over. “What did he want?"

    "To return the jewelry."

    "I'm glad for that much."

    "So am I."

    After the service, we went to the cemetery. Once we returned to the house, we gathered in the dining room to eat the meal Lars had had delivered.

    The next morning, I went with Don and Megan to Rafe's funeral. Lars stayed at home. Though I would rather have stayed with him, I knew Don and his daughter needed me.

    * * * *

    On the day I returned home, Lars drove me to the airport since I'd returned the rental car when his sons returned home. We checked my bags in and then strolled to the departure gate.

    "When will I see you again?” I asked.

    "I'll try to make Pete's wedding. There's so much to sort out. Don's been a big help. Kate..."

    "I wish I could stay."

    He pulled me into an embrace. “I know you can't. We should have married years ago. Bonnie might have turned out different, less dependent, less greedy."

    I shook my head. “Don't second guess."

    He kissed me. “I will get past this."

    They called for my boarding. I eased out of his arms and picked up my carry-on. “Stay well. Stay safe. When this is less raw, we'll talk."

    "That we will.” He hugged me. “Stay out of trouble. I love you."

    "Love you, too.” At the entrance to the ramp, I turned and waved. Then I headed down the tunnel to the plane.

    * * * *

    A month later I stood with Beth and Robby in the vestibule of St. Stephen's Episcopal Church and waited for one of the ushers to escort me to my seat. “Beth, you look beautiful.” I straightened Robby's tie. “And you look handsome."

    "Are you sure you don't mind having him for a week?” Beth asked.

    "I've some interesting times planned,” I said.

    The door opened. Lars slipped inside. I went to him and took his hand. “You came."

    "I said I'd try. Have to return tomorrow. Expect Don, Megan and me by the middle of August."

    "That's wonderful."

    "Will you stay out of mischief?"

    "If I can. Go find your seat. First row, left side.” I wasn't about to mention the strange conversation I'd overheard this morning at the beauty parlor.

    He strode down the aisle. I turned to Beth. “It's time."

    She nodded. “Thanks for all you've done."

    "What else can a mother do?” I smiled. Something good had come from Roger Brandon's manipulations. Maybe Bonnie's would have a positive conclusion, too.

    The young police officer took my arm and we walked down the aisle. I entered the pew where Lars waited and took his hand. Silence filled the church. Then the organ began. We turned to watch Beth and Robby walk toward the altar where Pete waited. Lars raised my hand to his lips.

    ~

    The End

    ~

    
      [Back to Table of Contents]
    

    

  
     

    
      [bookmark: chap11]
    

    
      ABOUT THE AUTHOR
    

    ~

    * * * *

    Janet Lane Walters lives in the scenic Hudson Valley with her physician husband. She is the mother of four children, two boys and two girls, and the grandmother of four, two boys and two girls. Janet has a BS in Nursing and a BA in English with a focus on creative writing. She has had dual careers, taking time from writing to put her four children through college. Janet has published a dozen short stories, as many poems, two non-fiction books written while a ghost writer for two doctors. She is an eclectic writer and has published 11 novels, six of them electronically, two mysteries, one suspense, and three romances. “Prescription For Love” is her eleventh novel and the sixth electronic novel. She is a member of EPIC, Sisters in Crime and RWA.

  



Visit www.diskuspublishing.com for information on additional titles by this and other authors. content/resources/_cover_.jpg





