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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.
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