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CHAPTER ONE 

Rancho Allegro 

Not the crack in the master bedroom wall. Not the shattered water pitcher in the kitchen. 

Not the books fallen from the shelves. 

It was the child’s shoe that undid her.  

Undid her to the point where she had to play the game. If I find seven things broke 

because of the earthquake, I’ll call Mark and tell him the truth. The truth had nothing to do 

with her missing brother. Ford was part of the lie. It also had little to do with the small 

shoe. She’d been playing the game for forty years. It didn’t matter that others thought her a 

hero. It had more to do with admitting to herself that she was a coward. 

After doing a quick survey from pantry to parlor, she found eight things broken. Yes, 

seven things were a subset of eight but the conditions of the game, always created after 

she’d gotten the result, ruled. And she ruled that it had to be exactly seven—no more, no 

less. 

Her tension lessened but a wisp of disappointment lingered. She might have seen Mark 

again. 



 

 

Eleven days after the earthquake, her mother sent her to her childhood home to assess 

the damage to their house. Her parents mostly lived in Arizona now. Not that March in the 

small Southern California town warranted flight across the state border. They weren’t 

escaping a dreary marine layer. In their eighties, they said they needed companionship of 

others their age, the security of a gated assisted-living community, and the easy upkeep of a 

Scottsdale studio apartment. 

Baloney.  

They’d raised the S’s—Sandra and her twin Sanford, who went by Ford. They’d also 

raised Ford’s twins, the L’s—Landon and Linda. When Linda announced her pregnancy five 

years ago with all the pride of her solo thirty years of needing no man to complete her and 

confident that her Gammy and Gramps would be there for the assist—they decided to 

spend more time in Arizona. 

The past two years Ford lived in their childhood home after losing his Wichita house to 

creditors. Her parents may have been escaping him too. Even so, it was less worry over 

earthquake damage that explained her mother’s frantic call to Sandy. No one had heard 

from Ford since the earthquake.  

Sandy had ignored the earlier calls from her mother. She lived in northern California 

and it took eight hours on a good day to drive to Rancho Allegro. It’d only been a 5.6 

earthquake, which any Californian would find interesting but not alarming. Only four 

related deaths, mainly heart attacks, and those names were listed on the Gazette’s 

obituaries page. 



 

 

She suspected her brother had taken off as he was wont to do. Although she’d retired at 

fifty-five three years ago, her twin still took jobs when creditors breathed down his neck or 

if a girlfriend wanted commitment or if he just needed to ease a wanderlust itch. 

Leaving Sandy to double for him. No surprise. 

Still eleven days was a long time not to answer his phone. Not the longest time he’d 

gone missing though. That was after his divorce, after the courts assigned him full custody 

of his kids. He re-appeared eight months after the Ls were safely ensconced with his 

parents and saw them only on holidays until they turned ten. That’s when he decided to be 

a dad. 

While she checked damage to the house, she found his cell phone and set it on the 

charger. If he was on a job, he might use a burner. When he did a scarper—what their dad 

called his disappearances, Ford also shed his phone. 

She found an oil slick where Ford parked his car in the garage. That reassured rather 

than alarmed her.  

Seeing the small shoe where’d she’d left it on the guest bed, she swiped away another 

angry tear. It shouldn’t have hit her that hard. It wasn’t even hers. It probably belonged to 

Ford’s grandson. Linda had brought Kent to the Rancho Allegro house for Christmas. 

What affected her was recalling the first time she’d worn a boy’s shoe. A memory that 

hit her like a juggernaut. She’d also been five. Her parents wanted Ford to attend Allegro 

Academy, a prestigious private school in town. He’d passed all but one test. The one thing 

he couldn’t do was tie his shoes. The admissions committee gave Ford three days to master 

the skill. Truth be told, it would take him another seven months before he did. Sandy had 

been tying her shoes since she was four. Three days later, her mother dressed her in Ford’s 



 

 

clothes, told her to answer when she was called Ford, and tie her shoes when asked to do 

so.  

Thus did Ford enter Allegro Academy the following fall, while Sandy attended the public 

school in town.  

That afternoon when she wore Ford’s best clothes and tied his shoes in front of four 

rapt adults was the first but not the last time she’d taken his place. 

His backpack and laptop were also missing. As she contemplated the stripped bare 

medicine cabinet in his bathroom, she tried thinking of ways to contact him that wouldn’t 

alert the government. 

Her phone rang, Linda’s ringtone. She’d been dodging her niece’s calls since the 

earthquake, letting her mom handle her. This time she took it. 

“Ansan?” Linda sounded harassed. She always sounded harassed. In the background, 

Kent sang sweetly. “Where are you?” 

“Rancho Allegro. Your dad’s not here—neither are his things, except he left his phone.” 

She huffed. “He’s gone then?” 

“Looks like it. I’ll check his phone after it’s charged.” 

“If you’re checking his voicemail, most of those messages are probably mine. When I 

tried again this morning, it said the box was full.” 

Why then did she keep leaving messages? She should have known that Ford never 

returned calls till he was good and ready. 

 “Is there a problem, Linda?” she said in her best “I’m just asking to be polite” voice. 

“I got a call from one of his creditors. Sounds like he’s in deep trouble this time.” 

Ford was always in deep trouble. “I can try calling Tony.”  



 

 

Sandy immediately regretted the offer. 

“Really?” Linda said in a much perkier tone. “That’d be great. Tony never answers when 

I call, but I think he crushes on you.” 

“Don’t turn nouns into verbs,” Sandy said. “And Tony doesn’t have a crush on me.” 

“Most guys your age think you rock. How come you don’t see that?” 

“Because it’s not true. And Tony’s closer to your age than mine.” Sandy gritted her teeth. 

A duplicate of Ford, she’d known since junior high that tall surfer looks only worked for 

guys. Men liked petite waifs who needed protection. Her niece had an active imagination. 

She suspected beneath her prickly exterior, the girl had a romantic soul. 

“Put that down, Kent!” Linda yelled into the phone. Sandy winced.  

“Gotta go,” Linda added in a rush. “The kid’s found the prosthetic leg again. Call me after 

you talk to Tony.” She was gone in a click. 

Sandy tapped a quick text to Tony Gattas, then pocketed her phone. Time to check 

Ford’s messages. 

She scrolled down the texts—most were marketing but several were from women 

wondering why’d he’d stopped calling. No shock there.  

She checked his voicemail. Linda wasn’t exaggerating when she said it was full. Sandy 

scrolled down the list—most were from her parents or Linda. One was from Landon. She 

decided not to listen to it. Ford and his son had been on the outs for years, so it was odd to 

see a message from him. Unlike his father, he’d had a steady job at an accounting firm since 

he graduated from college. He’d married his high school sweetheart, a family court 

mediator, and they had three kids. Landon understood nothing about Ford’s lifestyle. 



 

 

Nor Ford about Landon’s. Had Ford’s creditors contacted Landon? Yeah, she really 

didn’t want to listen to a message about that. 

She recognized Tony’s phone number, and clicked on the message dated two weeks 

earlier. 

“Ford? Tony here. I’m installing a couple of terminals—Ka band and a 2.4 meter dish in 

Cambodia, mostly with local labor. Give me a call if you’re interested. Call even if you’re not, 

so I can talk you into it. Ciao.” 

Sandy set the phone on the counter and stared out the window at the kitchen garden. 

She need look no further into Ford’s disappearance. Her brother loved Southeast Asia. He 

also needed to escape creditors and several women. It didn’t take a rocket scientist, which 

she had been, to conclude the obvious. 

The phone went off again, but it wasn’t her primary phone or her brother’s. It was her 

second phone in her satchel. She scrabbled for it. Maybe it was Ford. 

“Hello?” 

“Sanford Baak?” a gruff voice said. “Excellent. Pleased I got hold of you this quick.” 

Her jaw clenched in chagrin. She should have checked caller id first. “Captain. Sir, you 

know I’m retired.” 

She had no need to lower her voice when pretending to be Ford. A heavy smoker in her 

twenties, her voice was naturally deeper than her brother’s tenor. 

“The word retirement doesn’t appear in the dictionary when your country needs you.” 

Captain James Solomon often spoke nonsense until he got his way.  

He plowed through her silence like an aircraft carrier. “My sources say you’re in Rancho 

Allegro. I’m in San Diego, not far from you. Name a place where we can meet.” 



 

 

She thought about telling him that her doctors said she’d be dead in a week. Knowing 

Solomon, he’d figure a way around that. 

“There’s a coffeehouse on Vivaldi Avenue called Classical Beans. I’ll get a table on the 

patio.” 

“See you there in fifty-five minutes,” he said. The line went dead. 

Curiosity would take her there, even if his high-handed ways exasperated her or that 

being a man for longer than a day chewed through her soul.  

He did find her interesting jobs. The money might even keep Ford from prison. 

She finished re-shelving books, straightening Ford’s photographs hanging on the walls, 

and sweeping up broken glass. She had thirty minutes before needing to dress as her 

brother. Fortunately her hair was short and it didn’t take long to wash make-up off her face. 

Turning male was easy. Being one was hard. 

She used the thirty minutes to walk to the end of the street, cut through the park where 

she’d played as a child, hopped the fence whose signpost threatened of spiny cactus danger 

and fines if native fauna were disturbed, and up the hill that separated the coast side of 

town from the inlanders. 

Sitting on a flat boulder in the tall grass, she watched wealthy Allegrons walk the beach, 

run the paths along the cliffs, and meander quaint shops and pricey boutiques. Briny air 

filled her lungs and cleared her thoughts. She let her gaze drift over the water—past the 

breakers, the sailboats, to freighters cruising near the horizon. she had to play the game. If I 

count four coastguard cutters in the next five minutes, I’ll call Mark and tell him the truth. 

Dad’s old fishing boat still sat in the side yard. He worked on it every chance he got. 

Twice every year, they would take the boat down the coast and spend the day fishing. Dad 



 

 

still had mostly good days since his diagnosis of Alzheimers. Last time they’d talked, he 

mentioned taking the boat out in the next month or two—maybe for a Sunday afternoon 

picnic or a cheese party with the neighbors. 

Although she still enjoyed those outings, she hadn’t felt the same about the boat since 

her early thirties. While working long hours on a project at her engineering firm, she had to 

sneak from the office in the wee hours of the morning to install satellite terminals at 

Orange County marinas. Ford had double-booked jobs and Tony was in Europe so couldn’t 

help him. One dark night in caffeine hell and maybe a little high on the marina stench of 

dead fish, diesel, and pot fumes, she thought of her dad’s skiff and devised her death. 

Your five minutes are up. Only one coastguard cutter. Lost Mark again. 

The death would be as fake as the years she’d pretended to be Ford. She’d anchor the 

boat in Allegro Beach’s Turquoise Cove, make it look like she’d been swimming and been 

swept out to sea. She’d be free to live somewhere far from the cruel bondage of family. No 

longer her brother’s stand in, she’d finally get to be the main character of her own story. 

In her thirties and forties, she couldn’t go through with it. Her parents struggled with 

Ford’s kids and his debts. She stayed to help them. Since she’d retired, she revisited those 

plans. Let her mother call others to bail Ford out. Her dad…perhaps her father’s slippery 

memory would forget he’d ever had a daughter. 

She stood, stretched, and turned to look at inland Rancho Allegro where she’d grown 

up. A funeral procession wound from a cliffside chapel to the old cemetery south of town. 

Public schools and a library, the museum and ice cream parlor, parks, hospitals and 

storefronts—they all triggered a flood of emotions.  

If she were dead, even fake-dead, she could never return. 



 

 

Beyond the town lay a sweep of vineyards, groves of olive, avocado, and orange trees, 

and a half dozen boutique farms that raised goats, llamas, and dexter cows. Some of the 

farms and orchards had been there during her childhood and featured heavily in field trips 

from her elementary school and scouting days. The large dairy farm, part of a Spanish land 

grant, had been divided into smaller parcels when she was in high school. 

Glancing at the time, she shrugged. She was late. Let the Captain worry that she 

wouldn’t show. Maybe it was time to make it clear that at fifty-eight, she lived by no one’s 

expectations but her own. 

She ran back to the house, took a shower in record time, and broke a few traffic laws 

driving to the coffeehouse. 

Rushing past funeral stragglers led by a woman who gaped at Sandy, she burst through 

the doors into the L-shaped shop, and cringed when she saw the short, silver-haired man 

sitting in the patio with a cup and saucer already on the table. She ordered an iced coffee. 

Ford’s long stride took her through the glass doors to the patio. She gave her old handler a 

firm handshake, and dropped into the wrought iron chair across from Captain James 

Solomon. 

He’d retired ten years earlier from the military and now consulted with the Department 

of Justice. She’d done two jobs for him since she’d retired and a half dozen before that. 

Partly because the work interested her. Mostly to defray Ford’s debt. Since the paychecks 

were in his name, she couldn’t collect them. 

“Sir.” She tried not to jar the table as she set down her glass. The captain hadn’t touched 

his cappuccino, and she didn’t want to disturb the treble clef drawn in its foam.  



 

 

The female mourner who’d stared at Sandy earlier, now watched her from the glass 

door and tentatively raised her hand. Well, well. Catherine Nordquist—the spoiled, rich girl 

of Allegro Beach. She’d gone to private schools. Sandy had never met her. As Ford, she’d 

dropped into Allegro Academy now and then to take tests for him, the only times she’d seen 

Catherine outside her father’s sleek town car. 

Wondering who had died, she gave Catherine a curt nod. Turning away, she focused on 

the man seated across from her. 

“How long have we’ve known each other, Sanford? Six, seven years? Time to call me 

Jim.” 

It’d been eight years since she first met him. Even if they’d known each other twice as 

long, she wouldn’t be comfortable calling him Jim. It wasn’t the number of years, but the 

tenor of their relationship that made her smile feebly, tug at her turtleneck shirt, smooth 

the blazer, and change the subject. 

“You mentioned a job, sir?” 

He twisted a curled end of his black mustache. He undoubtedly thought it made him 

look younger or perhaps dashing like a pirate. She thought it made him look like a 

vaudeville villain. 

“Right to the point. I’ve always liked that about you, matey.” 

Sandy only knew the Captain playing her brother. He called men he liked “matey,” and 

men he didn’t like “swabby.” Pretty women, he called “sweetheart.” All others, he ignored. 

“The past jobs I’ve given you have all been about industrial espionage.” He touched the 

small spoon next to his saucer and didn’t take his eyes off her. “This one is not an exception 

but with one caveat: we had an undercover agent working the case for three months. He 



 

 

was closing onto something before he was fired. We believe government satellite secrets 

have been compromised. We’re pretty sure we know who is leaking information, but we’ve 

only hints on who the foreign agent is. You’re literally the only one who can do this, 

Sanford. The company is looking to replace our fired engineer and your name is the only 

one that interested them.” 

Sandy’s eyebrows rose. Ford’s name interested someone at a tech firm? 

“What company?” she asked. 

“Orlando Technologies. You ever heard of them?” 

She gulped. She’d spent decades avoiding that company and its president, Mark 

Orlando. No way would she take this job. 
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