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CHAPTER 1
5:30 P.M., Saturday, May 3
Northcutt’s Harbor, Maine

[image: ] For the first time in her life, Mrs. Potter welcomed bad news.

When it arrived, she was alone in the kitchen of her cottage in Northcutt’s Harbor, Maine, preparing albondigas soup for company for dinner the next night. “Albondigas” sounded so much more elegant than “Mexican meatballs,” which is what it was. Mrs. Potter knew from experience that her guests were bound to ask, What’s that wonderful smell coming from your kitchen, Genia? They’d look impressed and befuddled when she replied, Chef Dennis’s Albondigas Soup. Albondigas? they’d say. And what’s that when it’s at home? She had learned to hold off her translation until after they’d tasted and murmured their compliments. Only then would she confide, serenely, that yes, Chef Dennis always did make the best Mexican meatball soup I ever tasted. By then, of course, it would be too late for her guests to look doubtful and say, “Mexican? Oh, well, I don’t know about spicy foods … I hate to be difficult, and I know you’ve gone to a lot of trouble, but maybe I’ll just skip the soup, if you don’t mind, Genia.” Albondigas was spicy, all right, but subtly so, and gentle enough for most tummies. Sometimes Mrs. Potter mischievously liked to inform skeptical guests that the essential oils of at least one of the seasonings—cilantro—was used in the preparation of pharmaceutical digestive aids. So there!

The soup was an odd selection for a dinner party in May, she conceded, and more like a rib-sticking lunch that one might serve on brisk autumn days. But Maine was enduring a dreary, chilly spell that made folks want to burrow deep into their blankets of a morning, and which seemed to Mrs. Potter to practically cry out for food that would warm body and (one hoped) soul.

That’s why her menu for tomorrow night included the soup. It would be preceded by Salsa Mexicana with blue corn chips as an appetizer, and followed by hot apple cider and ginger cookies for dessert. The salsa, with its tomatoes, onion, green chilis, garlic, cilantro, vinegar, and drop of oil, was as refreshing as a salad and low-cal to boot, if one didn’t overindulge on the chips (150 calories for 10 enormous ones, surely more than any one guest could, with any degree of virtue, consume). And if it wasn’t quite as nutritious as a real salad, the soup would make up for it.

Unfortunately, the rainy cold spell set Mrs. Potter’s right shoulder to aching, where an old wound she’d once received had healed. The emotional hurt of it had not, quite. Her right arm, burned around the same time, felt stiff and awkward as she maneuvered her paring knife.

Perhaps that’s why I feel so restless and discontented today, Mrs. Potter thought as she diced onions. And clumsy, she added when her knife slipped, gouging her cutting board. It’s just a physical thing, that’s all, she thought, like the depression some people suffer in weather like this.

Ordinarily, Mrs. Potter would have been happy to spend a stormy afternoon cooking for friends. But on this particular afternoon, she’d poured a glass of good burgundy wine to sip while she worked, and hadn’t even tasted it yet. She’d put on her favorite apron—purchased at a church bazaar in Northcutt’s Harbor—and promptly stained it when she poured the wine. She’d tuned her kitchen radio to a station playing some of her favorite music—Benny Goodman, Guy Lombardo, the Mills Brothers—but it didn’t make her tap her foot or inspire her to waltz now and then around the room with an imaginary partner.

She couldn’t even seem to keep her mind on the ingredients, and narrowly escaped several mishaps—like noticing just in time that she was about to measure chili powder instead of cinnamon into the ginger cookies! Mrs. Potter could usually cook without even thinking much about it, “with one eye on the recipe and the other on the children,” as a nanny of her acquaintance used to say. But on this particular rainy Saturday in Maine, none of the usual ingredients to a happy day in the kitchen were blending to a create a happy cook.

As she worked at her sink, she occasionally glanced out the rain-streaked window above it, hoping to catch a glimpse of the ocean down at the gentle, curving cove where the Atlantic spanked the rocky shore. But even when she squinted, she couldn’t see a thing except the trees right outside her window. Rain dripped like tears off the branches of the evergreen trees, making even them look despondent, poor things—as who wouldn’t be after standing out in this weather for so long? It looked like the whole world ended at the edge of her trees. Where normally that might have imparted a warm and cozy aura to her cottage, on this day it left her feeling secluded in a cabin at the center of a very small universe, and a sadly colorless one at that. All of the world’s brightness and color was inside today, in the yellow of the zucchini and the green of the chili peppers. She hadn’t yet planted geraniums in the red clay pots that perched outside on her window ledge, so there wasn’t even that bit of crimson to brighten the day. Mrs. Potter, ordinarily not a great sigher, sighed. She imagined her guests arriving in cars on which the windshield wipers had been put to constant use, shedding their oil slickers and umbrellas in her hallway, making quickly for the welcoming blaze in her fireplace in the living room. She felt sure they would be comforted by her choice of companions and her menu.

So why don’t I feel comforted? she wondered.

Instead, she felt uncomfortably distracted, as if something were tugging at her mind, trying to get her attention like a child at her elbow. She stayed her hand just as it was about to chop twice as much cilantro as she needed. Whatever was on her mind, it certainly wasn’t dinner tomorrow night!

“I hope I’m not coming down with something,” she said aloud.

Mrs. Potter cleared her throat. No, not scratchy.

She sniffed. Not stuffy.

Finally, she pressed the back of her right hand against her forehead, but her skin felt cool.

So it wasn’t physical, whatever ailed her.

“Well, something’s the matter with me today.”

Actually, she would realize later that there was something about her menu that was even odder than its inappropriateness to the season. But Mrs. Potter would not fully appreciate that fact until after she received the telephone call that seemed at first like good news.

And that was still a few minutes away.

She lifted a pretty sprig of cilantro, held it to her nose, and sniffed again. What a lovely, distinctive fragrance it had! There was a hint of peppery onion to it that revived memories of fresh-cut grass at her childhood home in Iowa. Sometimes that seemed like only yesterday. Today it felt long ago—all of her six decades and even more, if that were possible. Mrs. Potter tore a small leaf off the cluster—cilantro was like parsley in appearance, although the leaves were more feathery and less flat—and chewed thoughtfully on it. Yes, there’s a heat to cilantro, she decided, which produces quite a dramatic contrast to the cool freshness of its aroma.

“Such an interesting herb,” she pronounced, as if to an invisible companion. “And all the rage, which astonishes me.”

Mrs. Potter saw no reason to feel embarrassed about talking to oneself; most of her friends did it, they admitted. If you didn’t discuss things with yourself, how did you ever decide anything? In recent years, she thought she detected increasing notes of patience and tolerance in her arguments with herself and she hoped that meant a melding of the many sides of Eugenia Andrews Potter. Of course, since Lew’s death, and without him to bounce her ideas back to her with all of the funny, intriguing little spins and twists he put to them, talking to herself came easily.

She plucked the peppery leaf off the tip of her tongue and washed the remains down the drain. Until recently, who, outside of professional chefs and devotees of Southwestern food, had even heard of cilantro? “Now it’s everywhere,” she observed, as she began chopping it with her paring knife, “including places like scrambled eggs and omelettes, where it has no business poking its pungent self.”

Why, only a few years ago, pesto was the fashionable herb that turned the whole world green, she recalled. (The “herb du trend,” as her friend Gussie Van Vleeck had jokingly put it.) Before that, we grilled ourselves to a crisp over Texas mesquite. And what a number of small fortunes that must have earned for some enterprising cowpokes. Mrs. Potter smiled. Her fellow ranchers down in Arizona got such a kick out of the mesquite fad; they figuratively doffed their ten-gallon hats to those smart Texans who devised such a brilliant (and profitable) method of open range weed control! The only thing to compare to that kind of money-making in Arizona was the “harvest” of rare cactuses, which retailed for upward of ten thousand dollars each, but that was illegal, an ecological tragedy, and certainly no cause for amusement anywhere.

Using the flat of her knife, Mrs. Potter slid chopped cilantro into the frying pan in which diced tomatoes, green chilis, zucchini, chopped garlic, onions, and green cabbage were already sautéing in three ounces of butter. In a large, separate pot, three quarts of meat broth was bubbling its way to a full boil. While those ingredients cooked, Mrs. Potter turned her attention to the albondigas themselves. After putting two pounds of lean ground beef (lean was important so that the soup wouldn’t be fatty) into a big mixing bowl, she added to that a half teaspoon each of garlic powder and ground cumin, along with pinches of oregano and ground cilantro.

“I’m worried about oregano,” she confided to her invisible companion as she measured the dependable old herb into the meat mixture. “I think it went ‘out’ when cilantro came ‘in.’ Is poor old oregano the dodo bird of herbs?”

Her companion kept silent, perhaps reserving judgment.

Mrs. Potter, however, felt herself cheered a bit.

How Peter, the restaurant owner she had known in Nantucket, would have adored this ridiculous conversation she was having with herself. “Potter,” he always said, “you’re one of my guys.” But her smile quickly faded at the actual memory of that friend, who had turned out to be so much less than one. It was to him that she owed the ache in her right arm and shoulder.

Well. Mrs. Potter straightened her shoulders. Gingerly. She’d lost some awfully good friends in the last few years, but who of her age hadn’t? The death of friends was to be expected in one’s sixth decade, although perhaps not in the untimely manner in which some of them went. She rubbed a knuckle under one eye, but was careful to keep the tips of her fingers away from her eyes. Even though she had washed her hands after chopping the onions and green chilis, she didn’t want to take a chance with the pain their juice could inflict on innocent eyes. What a good defensive weapon they would make! A woman could pour their juice into a spray bottle and have herself a nice domestic variety of Mace to carry in her purse. Mrs. Potter briefly entertained the notion of a Cookbook of Kitchen Weapons. Besides chili peppers, there was yucca root, which fit your palm like a club and was certainly big and hard enough to knock somebody out cold. And there was that funny-looking vegetable—what was the name of it?—with its hard bulbs and tough root, which you could swing like a club. You could probably beat somebody nearly to death with sweet fennel in its whole root form. Now, there was a rather nice ironic twist—done to death by sweet fennel! And then, if you were worried the courts wouldn’t let you off on the grounds of self-defense, you could always eat the evidence, as in that classic Roald Dahl short story that most people remembered only as an Alfred Hitchcock TV show. “Lamb to the Slaughter,” that was it. And of course, there was the onion juice.

(Mrs. Potter recalled a friend from years ago, when she, Lew, and the children were still living in Pennsylvania, who had claimed that a woman could wear mascara or chop onions, but not both at the same time. As Mrs. Potter never wore any more eye makeup than a dab of gray shadow, she didn’t have to worry about the agony of onion tears blending with mascara. Her own favorite method for preventing onion tears was to chew bread while she chopped.)

She sniffed away incipient tears that had nothing to do with onions.

“Nothing like a rainy day and pretty music to make a person sentimental,” she told her invisible companion. “Not to mention maudlin and macabre!”

The next time she sniffed it was to inhale the soft fragrance of simmering vegetables. At least there was one thing she wasn’t losing with advancing age: her sense of smell.

“The things you take comfort in, Genia!”

What was all this morbid dwelling on dying and old age today? She felt as if she needed a magic elixir, perhaps a jolt of instant youth to cheer her. Like a visit from her grandchildren. “Did I mention how perfect they are?” she inquired of her silent companion.

Mrs. Potter glanced outside again.

Still raining, and harder now.

She dipped a spoon into the vegetable mixture cooking in butter and lifted a fragrant sample of it to her mouth to test for taste and doneness. Yes, the onions and cabbage were soft enough and delicious.

As Mrs. Potter licked warm butter off her lips, she thought wryly, I’m not losing my sense of taste, either, and glanced at her waistline. It missed her late afternoon swims at the ranch, not to mention her two-mile daily walks from the ranch house to the rural post box. Here, all she got was an easy hike into town to pick up her mail, and she’d even avoided that the last few days, although she religiously stuck to her usual thirty minutes of daily calisthenics. But she felt cooped up—especially at her waistband!—and sluggish, the effect of too many generous meals with too many generous Northcutt’s Harbor friends. Some of them were coming to dinner tomorrow night so that she might return their favors. Hence, the Albondigas Soup. It always tasted better the second day, when the cumin had calmed down a bit.

Since the vegetables were ready to add to the meat broth, Mrs. Potter abandoned the meatballs for the moment in order to slide the sautéed vegetables into the big pot. By the time she had the meatballs rolled, the broth was nearing a boil, which meant it was time for her to drop in the albondigas, one by one. She liked this part of the process; sometimes it was all she could do to resist the impulse to toss in the meatballs like tiny basketballs into a hoop. It was only the prospect of splashing boiling broth that dissuaded her. Each little orb disappeared beneath the surface of the dark, fragrant brew; when they were cooked clear through—and thus lightened of their fat content—they would float nearer the top, like cheery little ground-beef corks.

She set the burner to a simmering heat and the timer to thirty minutes.

“There. I do believe I’ve earned a cup of tea.”

The glass of wine still sat on the kitchen counter, untouched. At least it looked pretty.

Mrs. Potter boiled water and poured it over a bag of blackberry herbal tea. She lightly toasted half a piece of whole wheat bread, dabbed a bit of chilled apple butter on it, and cut off a little chunk of mild cheddar cheese (for the protein and calcium, she told herself). Taking cup and plate to her kitchen table, she eased herself down onto a chair. When she uncrooked her fingers from the cup, she felt a twinge of pain in her forefinger; rainy weather made her touch of arthritis act up. Carefully, she touched the back of that finger to the outside of the cup, and let the heat soothe it.

She picked up her toast, took a bite, and sighed again. It wasn’t like her to feel melancholy. But she still greatly missed Sindhu, her noble weimaraner, so cruelly murdered some time ago, following the annual baked bean supper. She missed Harvard Northcutt and Cole and Regina Cogswell, too, on days like this. Once upon a time, she would have been able to walk down to Harvard’s cabin to share coffee and wonderful conversation with him, or meander in the rain down to the Cogswells’, where she’d be warmed by sunny smiles from both Coley and his beloved Regina. Small comfort that all three of those human friends had been older than she when they died—like Sindhu, they died too young, and too soon, and it was small comfort to recall the part she’d played in revealing the identity of their killer. She missed them, and others, and still resented very much that she never had the chance to say good-bye to any of them.

“If only we knew ahead of time,” she mused. “But if we knew, would we feel worse because we couldn’t keep it from happening?”

Mrs. Potter caught herself woolgathering—“and in the worst, maudlin way again!”—and jerked her attention back to the stove, to check that the soup was simmering nicely without boiling over.

It was then, ten minutes before the soup was cooked, that the telephone rang, changing first her day and then her life, and bringing into her cottage the bad news that seemed at first like very good news to Mrs. Potter.


CHAPTER 2

[image: ] Mrs. Potter grabbed the telephone as eagerly as if it were a door she might fling open to admit a welcome visitor. “Patrona?”

“Ricardo! Buenos días. Cómo estás tú?”

She recognized instantly and with great affection the deep, melodious voice of Ricardo Ortega, her ranch manager of nearly twenty years. Patrona or la patrona were the Spanish honorifics by which she was known at Las Palomas. They were the graceful, respectful Latin equivalent of “boss,” or, as the feminizing a at the end of the word declared, “boss lady.” Mrs. Potter couldn’t even imagine that brash phrase leaving Ricardo’s mouth. Lew Potter, her late husband, had been el patrón.

In response to her question, Ricardo declared himself well, and he inquired politely as to her health. Those amenities covered, he commenced to apologize for “bothering her.” It wasn’t their appointed time for his semiweekly ranch reports.

“You’re not bothering me at all, Ricardo, quite the opposite. I’m delighted to hear from you. I’m just sitting here with a cup of tea, waiting for some soup to boil, and feeling useless. Now that you’ve called, I’ll be able to convince myself that we’ve conducted ranch business and that I’ve actually accomplished something worthwhile with my day. Fire away. What’s happening, Ricardo? How are Juanita and Linda, and Bandy and Ken?” And, she wanted to ask but managed to restrain herself from adding, everybody else in the valley?

The “valley” was Wind Valley, a magnificent expanse of rolling prairie in the middle of several mountain ranges in the high Sonoran Desert north of Mexico. Her ranch, Las Palomas—which meant “the doves”—consisted of fifteen thousand beautiful (at least to her) acres hard against the mountains at the eastern border of the valley. Juanita was Ricardo’s wife of nearly forty years, mother of their five children, grandmother to their nine grandchildren. She was also Mrs. Potter’s dear old friend and helpmate with the cooking and cleaning at the ranch. Linda was Linda Scarritt, their eldest grandchild who was living with them and working at the ranch in the year between high school graduation and college. Ken was Ken Ryerson, who cowboyed part-time for Mrs. Potter and Ricardo. And Bandy Esposito was the old man of the valley, the one-time illegal alien who’d worked at Las Palomas since long before the Potters bought the ranch.

“We have a situation down here that needs your attention.” Ricardo spoke with his customary ease and confidence. “I’ll explain later.” What that meant, she knew from long, frustrating experience, was that he couldn’t discuss it over the phone. The ranch was still on a party line, which seemed to Mrs. Potter’s city friends akin to saying she raised dinosaurs down there in Arizona. “I know this is an imposition on you, patrona, but could you come back sooner than you planned?”

“I imagine so. When do you need me?”

“Mañana.”

“Tomorrow?” While her voice expressed disbelief, her mind raced over what it would take for her to accomplish the impossible. Good gracious, she’d have to call her guests, cancel tomorrow’s dinner, get her local couple over here to the cottage to clean and close it up for her, change her tickets, pack her bags, ask somebody to drive her to the airport in Bangor.…

“Ricardo, do you know what you’re asking? Do you realize you could probably buy a new bull for what the airlines will charge me for this?”

“Lo siento mucho, patrona.”

“Well, you don’t sound very sorry.”

He laughingly suggested, “You may dock my pay for it.”

“As our grandchildren would say, right.”

“No, I believe they’d say, yeah, right.”

They snickered together over that, two doting grandparents, enamored of their grandkids. There was nothing, Mrs. Potter thought later, nothing in Ricardo’s words or manner to indicate real trouble or serious concern. There was only this highly remarkable request of his: for her to come home now. But he asked it so calmly that there was no hint, no hint at all … Later, she would remind herself that one of the secrets of Ricardo’s magic was that he always appeared to be equal to any occasion. If he ever felt insecure, it never showed; always he displayed a patriarchal self-confidence that was balanced by his modesty and good nature. There was no way, she would try to comfort herself later, no possible way that she could have suspected …

Of course, in the end she acquiesced and promised him she’d come, although she did attempt to worm information out of him first.

“Juanita is all right, isn’t she?”

“Of course, patrona. You know vinegar never spoils.”

“I’ll tell your wife you said that, Ricardo. And Linda?”

“Muy bien. Working hard.”

“Ken? Bandy?”

“They’re well. Not working as hard as Linda.”

“They’re not your granddaughter, either.”

He teased her a bit too. “The cattle are fine. The fences are well. The barns are in good health. Your house sends its regards. The valley misses you. And one more thing,” he said, tossing it off casually, “I have taken the liberty of calling a meeting, at your house, for tomorrow night, patrona. There will be the McHenrys and the Amorys, Charlie Watt, Che Thomas, the Steinbachs. Eleven or twelve of us in all.”

Mrs. Potter could hardly believe what she was hearing. “Ricardo, I’m speechless, although obviously not entirely so. You got the Amorys and the Steinbachs to agree to meet at the same place at the same time? How ever did you manage that?”

“I had a talk with Gallway Steinbach. Played Dutch uncle, you might say. Or Mexican uncle, I guess.” He chuckled. “Told him the whole valley knows he’s fooling around with Kathy Amory, and that she’s not only too young for him, she’s also too married, and that it’s a rotten way to behave toward Lorraine and Walt, and that he is making an old fool of himself, and he’d better put a stop to it. Shook him up so badly, he agreed to come to any meeting I asked him to.”

“Well, don’t mince words, Ricardo.”

Mrs. Potter shook her head in wonder over her ranch manager’s ability to tell difficult people—like Gallway Steinbach—difficult things. She knew perfectly well that he’d phrased it much more tactfully and sensitively than he’d just implied to her. Lew Potter had used to joke that if FDR had only had Ricardo Ortega in his cabinet, the world might have avoided the war. (When Mrs. Potter and her contemporaries spoke of “the war,” they meant World War II.) But there were times when Mrs. Potter wondered if Ricardo took his role as valley patriarch a bit too seriously. “Sticking his nose in where it doesn’t belong,” was how his wife, Juanita, often put it. “It’s going to get that man in trouble one day!”

The people he had asked to the meeting were her neighbors and, for the most part, her friends. Most them were part-time ranchers like herself, having purchased their land for investment or “hobby” reasons. Their land abutted hers at various angles.

At the northeast corner of Las Palomas and closest to Tucson were Kathy and Walt Amory, the attractive young couple who owned Saguaro Ranch, which was named for its rare fan-shaped saguaro cacti, known as “crested” saguaro. Walt and Kathy owned a computer software company in southern California. It was Kathy who was, for reasons nobody in the valley could fathom, flirting with scandal by flirting with another neighbor of Mrs. Potter’s, Gallway Steinbach. And that wasn’t the only problem Walt Amory had, as Mrs. Potter happened to know from a very good source: Ricardo. Ricardo was chairman of the board of a small bank in Nogales where Walt Amory had recently applied for a refinancing loan for his ranch. “He won’t get it,” was how Ricardo had put it, “at least, not if my opinion counts for anything. I feel real sorry for Walt and Kathy, but they got in over their young heads when they bought that ranch and they can’t expect our little bank to bail them out. We’re probably their last resort. They should have stuck to computers.” Ricardo and Mrs. Potter had shared a rueful smile when he said that, for although Ricardo ran Las Palomas in the black, they both knew what a struggle it was in some years, even for the best of ranchers, which he was. It was nearly impossible, they knew, for naive youngsters like the Amorys to make a go of it. “Still,” Ricardo had said sympathetically, “it’s sure a hard way for them to learn one of life’s little lessons.”

Over the fence to the north of Las Palomas, and just east of the Amorys, were Marjorie and Reynolds McHenry. They were a reclusive elderly British couple who owned Highlands Ranch, the biggest spread in the valley. Marj and Rey were rumored to be descended from minor British royalty, and it was said that they’d moved to the U.S. to avoid regressive taxes in England. They were known for bankrolling right-wing politicians, and not only in the United States, it was suspected by people in the valley. Nobody really knew what went on behind the electrified fences and the guarded gates at Highlands Ranch. For Ricardo to get them to agree to come out from behind their elaborate security system was something of a coup in itself—especially as he often said publicly that he would oppose any politician the McHenrys backed for any elected office, anywhere in “his” valley, county, or state. And in that part of Arizona, Ricardo Ortega’s word carried substantial weight. If he said to vote yes or no, there were people who’d pull the lever without even looking at the issue or the candidate, but merely on Ricardo’s say-so.

There was Bureau of Land Management acreage directly to the east of Las Palomas, beyond the Rimstone Mountains. And then, moving on to the southeast, was Charlie Watt’s place. Its name, Section Ranch, was as plain and practical as the man who owned it, and a total contrast to the fancy dude ranch that adjoined it to the south, toward Mexico. That was the C Lazy U, which was owned and operated by Mrs. Potter’s good friend, seventy-year-old Che Thomas. Che was such a savvy businesswoman, at least according to Ricardo, that she had no trouble getting loans whenever she wanted them. “What I’d like to know, though,” he often said, “is where Che gets the money to go gallivanting around the globe like she does.” Che, who’d grown up in the valley a few years ahead of Charlie Watt and Ricardo, was quite the glamorous world traveler now.

On around to the west were the Steinbachs, sweet, self-effacing little Lorraine, and Gallway (whom Lew Potter used to refer to as “Gallstones,” because Lew always said he “had a lot of gall”—like chasing another man’s wife, as rumor had it), who owned the Lost Dutchman Ranch, named for a legendary gold mine. Gallway was the retired comptroller of a major petroleum company; Lorraine had raised their five children, none of whom ever seemed to make it out to Arizona to visit their parents very often.

That made eight people, with Ricardo and Mrs. Potter making it ten. She wondered, briefly, who the eleventh person was? Or did he say twelve? But she was more immediately concerned with the amazing and unprecedented fact that her ranch manager, whom she trusted possibly above all other people on the face of the earth, had set up a meeting of her neighbors, in her home, without even her by-your-leave. Mrs. Potter thought: if anybody else had done it, Ricardo himself would call it wildly presumptuous!

“What in the world’s gotten into you, Ricardo?”

“You read Agatha Christie, don’t you, patrona?”

“What? I read what?”

“Mysteries. Aren’t you a great mystery reader?”

“Yes, but what does that have to do with—”

“Usual flight time?”

“Probably.” She answered his question since he didn’t seem at all inclined to answer any of hers. He seemed, in spite of what he had hinted was some sort of serious situation, almost amused, even a little tickled by his own cleverness, if that’s what it was, and by her surprise. “I’ll call if it changes.”

“Hasta mañana.”

Until tomorrow.

“I guess so,” she replied with a touch of asperity. “But I’ll tell you this, Ricardo—there is not enough time until tomorrow.” Constrained by his secrecy and by the blasted party line, she couldn’t think of anything else to say except adios, but she made sure she slipped that in. She never let anybody leave her without a farewell, not anymore, not after all the people to whom she hadn’t had a chance to say good-bye. “Con cuidado,” she added impulsively. Take care.

“Y tú,” Ricardo replied.

And you.

Mrs. Potter hung up the telephone, and then stood for a moment staring out her kitchen window. Finally, she shrugged and smiled. She trusted Ricardo Ortega’s word implicitly. He was such a fine man, so highly regarded in the valley. She considered it a point in her favor that he clearly felt an affection for his employer that was equal to hers for him and Juanita. If all else failed, she sometimes joked to her children, when the Potter family faced St. Peter at the Pearly Gates, they could all claim, “Yes, but Ricardo liked me!”

If he asked her to return home, she would do it.

If he felt the need to call a meeting in her home, she would willingly open her door to her neighbors.

And the truth was, he didn’t even need a good excuse.

She smiled again, this time at the rain outside.

Bad news might be awaiting her at the Nogales airport tomorrow, but for now she felt as if she had been given wonderfully good news, which was that she had an excuse to go … home.

It was then that she looked over at the soup, and thought of the salsa and corn chips she had planned to serve tomorrow night. She finally realized what was especially odd about her menu: it belonged in Arizona, just as she did. Cilantro and cumin were definitely not the seasonings for a proper pot of Boston baked beans or clam chowder!

“Gracias, Ricardo.” Mrs. Potter moved briskly into action to clean up her kitchen. Her shoulder felt much better now, and miraculously, the ache seemed to have left her finger. “Muchas, muchas gracias, mi amigo.”

When Mrs. Potter migrated every year from her childhood home in Iowa, then down to the ranch, and then up to Northcutt’s Harbor, she liked to cook and serve the local fare. That might mean corn on the cob, fried chicken (dipped in milk and battered either in biscuit mix or in flour with a pretty heavy sprinkling of paprika), and tall icy glasses of lemonade (with sprigs of fresh mint plucked from her herb garden) in Iowa. It called for blueberry pancakes, oyster stew, and boiled lobsters in Maine (not all at the same meal, of course). And it certainly dictated guacamole and chips and salty margaritas and chili con carne in Arizona. Yet here she was, one month into her wanderings from daughter to daughter to son, from one old friend to another, and she had been fixing the best soup in Arizona … but in Maine.

“Go home, old dear,” she advised herself as she swept the vegetable leavings from her cutting board into the sink and washed them down the disposal. “And just as Ricardo suggested, the sooner, the better.”

Whatever had possessed her, she wondered now, to break her own habits and to turn herself into a nomad at this time of the year? This was a time when she was usually happily ensconced at the ranch, watching the winter slip away from the high desert while spring, in all its lovely, delicate hues and fragrances, tiptoed slowly, quietly into the landscape, gliding ever farther north from Mexico as the days lengthened into summer.

Mrs. Potter suspected that she knew what had driven her out of her beloved ranch house: an unaccustomed restlessness, and a strange desire to snap—as if it were a thin twig—the long-established routines of the seasons of her life. Clearly, that twig was proving tough to break; it refused to snap clear through, as presently proved by her overwhelming desire to go home.

“That’s what’s been wrong with me,” she diagnosed.

No wonder she’d been moping about the rain. It was Arizona sunshine she craved. And was it any surprise she felt sluggish and slow? She missed her crisp mountain air. Now she understood her own melancholy. She was homesick, just like a kid.

Mrs. Potter gazed lovingly around her cottage.

Yes. But Sindhu was gone. And this wasn’t home.

Without spilling a drop, she poured the soup into a tureen to cool. She’d refrigerate it tonight, then give it away before she left in the morning.

“Perhaps I’ll make another batch when I get home.”

She broke into song, substituting a word for “California”: “Arizona, here I come!”
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