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      Claim Jump, California, was founded on the principle of act first and suffer the consequences later. But sometimes sooner becomes the new later. Over-building and over-population results in disaster when a firestorm sweeps down the forest and into town.

But Allison has more to contend with than forest fires. She must deal with missing clients and negligent caregivers as well as former lovers who refuse to stay former.
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   A condition of a contract expressing the essential nature of performance of the contact by a party in a specified period of time.
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Ash drifted across the sky and settled on the grill cover and quickly laid a layer of soft grey over the surface of the deck. Two borate bombers droned closer. Out of habit I paused and watched the heavy fat planes roar overhead to drop their fire quenching loads further up the mountain. It could be too little too late. I shouldn’t even be here. For many reasons I shouldn’t be here.
 
   Focused on where I was stepping.  The deck was now so deep in ash, my foot prints would show, but if the whole place went up, who would know?  I glanced down, picking my way through the dirt, ash and rocks – not a blade of grass to be seen, let alone a decent lawn.
 
   That was the only reason I saw it.  A distressingly unanimated hand decorated by five      artfully painted nails. Just like the Wicked Witch of the East, only for this person, a deck had been dropped on her. 
 
   Despite all the lessons learned from too many scary films, I leaned down for a closer look. The hand remained still.  
 
   I squinted and craned my head to get a better look under the deck,  trying to adjust to the contrast between the hot sun outside and the gloom under the deck. The girl’s eyes were closed, and there were dark patches on her arms. I could barely make out the dark stain that matted her hair. She was fully clothed, rumpled but seemingly intact.  That was all I could wish for her.  That and I hoped today was the day she wore her best underwear.  
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   1,
 
    
 
    “We love the house!”  Lisa Brown chirped over the phone.  “Can you believe we found it so quickly!” She paused for a breath.  “Now what do we do?”
 
   The Browns did indeed love everything about 908 Spring Street. And it was about bloody time, I had been working with them for over a year.
 
   Their sense of immediacy is different from mine.
 
   But in a buyer’s market, that’s what you get. 
 
   As a matter of fact, here is a conservative estimate on what I have already spent on the Browns; seven no-shows, 25 cancelled appointments, 57 postponed appointments, 108 unreturned phone calls, and when we finally did meet so I could show them a home or two, it was like dragging Goldilocks through the master bedroom of the three bears.  I figured it cost me $500 in gas alone carting these two from the this-will-be-perfect-home to the you-may-find-this-acceptable. When they finally liked Spring Street (except the sidewalk in front was a little uneven) I had stopped caring.
 
   And so of course they liked this home. This home was, apparently, magic – with a certain indescribable, (the French, Rosemary informs me, call it Je ne sais quoi) something.
 
   Now I admit, that I had stopped driving them around in June. I simply sent them photos of home with features that matched what they told me they wanted.  I pointed out open houses so they could take a look and make a decision on their own.  I know it’s a tough market, and there was every chance that if I did not accompany my clients to each and every open home and showing, I ran the real risk of another agent sweet talking the couple and snapping them up.  Any real estate agent who is that unscrupulous deserves Lisa and Timothy Brown.  In fact, I’d be more than happy to pass this couple off to any of the more, er, ambitious agents in our community.  
 
   I considered the Browns, loose on the Open House circuit, as an opportunity to cut my losses and simply sue as procuring cause and secure a referral fee.  But no. The particular and fastidious couple diligently  trooped from open house to open house and remained firmly tethered to me, their favorite Realtor. I am the only thing they agree on.  I am the only thing they consistently like.  Other agents reported back to me that Lisa, with her big blue eyes and shapely legs and Timothy, the American All Star dream, informed every agent at every open house that they, the Browns, were already represented by Allison Little at New Century Realty.  Damn.
 
   So this house on Spring Street finally fit their list of must haves  - five bedrooms three full baths, real hardwood floors and a hot tub just outside the bedroom that was actually included in the sale (well, yes, I did happen to have that in writing, especially since it was the hot tub that sold the place to the Browns. I did not want to know much more information than their explanation, “it’s    close to the bedroom.”)
 
   I hadn’t seen the house yet. It was new on the market and hadn’t even made the Broker’s Tour for Thursday. But since I had seen everything else in River’s Bend, sometimes twice, I was very happy to write an offer for the Browns sight unseen.  I made sure the date of response was clear, three days, and I faxed it to the listing brokers, Christopher and Christopher - God is our partner – from my office at New Century Realty.  I normally call ahead to the listing agent and say hello and introduce myself on the off chance that the other agent hasn’t heard of me, Allison Little – A Little Goes a Long Way, but I knew from experience that neither Jill nor Peter Christopher answer their phones. So I simply faxed over all the required paper work including a check for about $3,000 or so written to their named escrow office (usually the buyer chooses the escrow office, but with Christopher and Christopher, they always insist on their own escrow officer who, I believe, is a cousin). 
 
   I wandered down to my broker’s office to check in and check out. Now the Brown’s were their mortgage broker’s problem.  I felt like celebrating, but quietly so as not to call attention to myself.   I always try to look serious and trustworthy when I talk with my broker on record, Inez.  I don’t think she’s fooled, but it’s a masquerade that serves us both. 
 
   “So what are we up to?”  Inez arched her perfectly tweezed eyebrows. Her bright canary yellow suit complimented her clear coco colored skin. I’d love to have skin like hers. She doesn’t age. I have no idea how old she is, she suffers no laugh lines around her enormous brown eyes, there is no gray in her black straight hair. I hate my Norwegian ancestry. One big hearty laugh and I’ve added five new lines to my eyes.  
 
   Anyway the point is, Inez is far too elegant to be as cynical as she is, but perhaps it is more a matter of maturity. That, or she’s been working with me long enough to know the short answer is never the full answer. Because what would I be up to?
 
   “Well, the Ocean View property is in the final weeks of escrow – for the low, low price of 7.5 million and a complimentary cleansing.”  I ticked that off on my perfectly manicured fingers.
 
   Inez nodded with satisfaction. The sale would be a great commission for the office. Sure it almost cost me my life, but whenever I bring that up, she claims I’m just being overly dramatic.
 
   That house originally listed for eight million but the family took the low offer without a peep. The new buyer will be able to brag about their bargain for years.  Good for them. Good for me.  
 
   “And what about the next house for Mr.?”
 
   “Norton? His house just closed escrow. You know that. My assistant is working with Norton to find the perfect condo for which he will pay cash, so it’s still in the family, our office, so to speak.”  I ticked that off on my fingers as well.
 
   “When did you get an assistant?” Inez looked at me skeptically.
 
   I smiled mysteriously. At least I hoped it was mysterious. My assistant was really my good friend Joan. Joan is bright, clever, and has no background in real estate at all. She’s a university professor. She thinks helping me out is fun so she is usually up for whatever I need her to do, or be.  I’ve used her often in the past for various jobs, like the time she waltzed into one of my open houses and announced she would buy the place at list price, no negotiating and she wanted it right now! This propelled the couple, Miriam and Charles Anderson, who had spent a total of ten hours returning to that house over and over as they debated the merits there in, to buckle down and make an offer for $1,000 over list price. Their offer was graciously accepted. So, Joan is not really an official assistant, more like a secret weapon. 
 
   Joan in turn, derives benefits from her services in other ways. In the case of the Norton property, the client himself.
 
   “I’ve always had help.” I replied honestly.
 
   “Well, you have three houses ready to go. I suppose you can take some time off.  But before you go, I have a new agent I want you to meet.”
 
   Inez glanced down at her gold and diamond Rolex watch.  “She should be here.  Come and meet her before you take off.”
 
   “Sure,” I responded.  Actually Inez couldn’t really stop me from taking time off. Real estate agents are, in the eyes of the IRS, independent contractors, as in no one is my boss, and no one else helps pay for my medical. Plus I fork over a monthly desk fee.  I often pay for my own copying. But according to the DRE, I cannot work without a broker; I must be associated with an office. Inez has to pay for my workman’s comp fees as well as Errors and Omissions, which is deducted from my  commission split. But she provides the office, the sign and the branding.  It’s a little bit complicated.  Inez knows she can’t tell me what to do, but she loves to be asked.
 
   So I ask, or at least tell her what I’m up to.
 
   Most of the time.
 
   Some of the time.
 
   Well, today I’m telling her what I’m up to.
 
   “So you’re visiting your grand parents?”
 
   “Grandmother, my grandfather passed away twelve years ago September.”
 
   “That’s pretty precise.”
 
   “I loved him very much.” I said, and then stopped talking.  I love my parents, but in the course of my life, they have become more of an abstraction – the idea of parents. My grandparents on the other hand, were solid, real, and endlessly entertaining. I do believe I love them more than my parents. When my grandfather passed away, I was devastated; I took it harder than my mother. Grandpa’s absence still hurts. I never thought that even after twelve years, my heart would still hurt. I try not to dwell on it too much.  
 
   “I used to spend my summers up there, so I’m going to catch the last of the summer heat.”   
 
   Inez nodded, it had been a cool, foggy summer here, she understood.
 
   “Well, stay in touch and be good to your grandmother.”
 
   “I always am.” I replied.  
 
   We both rose and headed out of Inez’s office into the labyrinth of corridors and halls that is the New Century office.  Rosemary, one of our two top agents, claims that the office resembles the labyrinth in Rhodes because she’s been there.  I’d like to go to Rhodes.
 
   We marched into the reception area, Inez looking elegant in yellow, me looking substantial in red.  Inez greeted a waif of a thing hovering by Patricia at the front desk.
 
   “Can you believe it?”  Patricia flipped her long hair back over her stooped shoulder and squinted into her computer screen.  The new girl seemed riveted to her spot. It was understandable. Patricia commands the reception desk with all the charm and diplomacy of Yosemite Sam.  Never make any sudden movements.  
 
   “And they only found a hand, leg, arm… wait, oh they found both feet.”
 
   “Patricia.” Inez glared at the administrative assistant.
 
   “Oh,” Patricia beamed up at us all hovering over her station.  “Sorry,” she said happily, she clawed a strand of hair from her mouth. “I was just telling Heather about the murder down at the creek.”
 
    Heather, who is very pretty, looked a trifle pale. Maybe she just needed more blush. I knew a good Mary Kay consultant who could help.
 
   Inez scowled at Patricia but didn’t reprimand her.  It would have been a waste of breath. Instead she focused on the new girl.  “Ah, Heather, you are here.”  Inez reached out her hand and the young lady took it and quickly released it. Or Inez released it first. I hope the girl wasn’t hurt. Inez can crumble bricks with her bare hands. I think it’s a hobby.
 
   “I see you met Patricia,” Inez continued smoothly.
 
   Heather’s baby blue eyes flicked to Patricia uneasily, but she wisely said nothing.
 
   “And this is Allison,” Inez said with a flourish.  At least I hope I deserve a flourish.
 
   “Hi,” Heather pulled herself together and focused her charms like a blast of air conditioning.  Heather possessed the kind of lovely looks that, unlike Inez’s handsome mien, do not last. This is the only reason any woman still believes in a god (or two).  With effort, Heather batted thickly mascara covered lashes, gave her tight mini skirt a cursory tug and offered her hand.
 
   I took the hand. It was so flaccid that I could only give it a little shake using as much strength as it takes to tap the water from a batch of cilantro with about as much enthusiasm.
 
   “Heather.”  Inez said.  “Just got her license, she tells me she knows everything about the county, I’m sure we can learn a few things from her.”   
 
   “I’m sure we can. Nice to meet you. If you have any problems, just give me a call.” I plucked my card from the stand on the front counter and carelessly handed it to the woman.
 
   “Thanks.” Heather honored me with a smile that was perfectly outlined in cranberry lip liner and meticulously filled with rosy lip color and one too many coats of gloss. I was fascinated. How did she maintain that perfect shiny set of lips and still talk?  Let along drink a latte.  I’m always interested in beauty secrets like that.  But now was not the time.
 
   “It’s a great office, you’ll like it here.” I repeated the party line.  Inez was standing right next to me, what else was I suppose to say? “I’d love to stay and chat more, but I have a client.”
 
   I love how important that off hand comments sounds. I use it so indiscriminately that I’m surprised Inez hasn’t caught on.  Even if the “client” is a date at Safeway to pick up toilet paper and more white wine, I always say I’m meeting a client.   
 
   I nodded to Heather who was now gazing  at Inez with the adoration of the inexperienced and skirted past Patricia before she could add any additional editorial on the scattered body parts in the creek, or worse, tell me what she thought of Heather..
 
   Patricia did not look happy with the new girl. Patricia is never happy with new people; they are so difficult to train. 
 
   Since I knew I wouldn’t be in town to monitor the inspection of the Brown’s future home, I decided to do a quick walk through before I headed up to Claim Jump.  I’d call my inspector, Tony and give him my impressions, just to speed the process along. Neither of the Christophers were   available so I called the owner directly and he said come on over. I glanced at my MLS print out, the Bixby. Debbie Bixby answered my knock and reluctantly let me in even thought the house was a mess and no one called ahead, I should have really called ahead.  I had just called ahead, but her husband must still be at work.
 
   The house was in the same neighborhood with the same floor plan I had showed my clients, oh, three months ago, but they had rejected that house because the neighborhood wasn’t upscale enough.  I squinted at the elevation of this new, desirable house.  A peaked roof, upgraded double paned windows, but still built in 1955.  Apparently this side of the street was upscale enough.
 
   “You’re the other real estate agent.”  Debbie Bixby, soon to be former owner, was a petite woman who clearly relishes a tasty salad of lettuce and jicama for every meal.  Any smaller, and she could fit into my purse.
 
   Okay, I haul around a pretty big purse.
 
   Debbie raised a hand like a traffic guard and halted my progress at the front entryway.  
 
   “You need to take off your shoes,” she instructed.
“Take off my shoes?”  I glanced down at my Jimmy Choos, red pointed-toe pumps to match 
 
   my suit, and wondered what was offensive about them. It wasn’t like I had slogged through vineyard property and then came right over here trailing dirt and grape seeds.
 
   “We just finished the hard wood floors and everyone has to take off their shoes,” Debbie explained.  “You know heels like those,” she pointed specifically to my lovely patent leather heels, “will damage the floors.”
 
   She was barefoot, dressed in a casual ensemble of black hoodie jacket and tight yoga pants. The stretchy clothes looked good on her tiny body. Her toenails were painted a lurid purple.  
 
   “I suppose it cost a great deal to re-finish these lovely floors?”  I glanced around the house. From the photos on the MLS, I knew it was a regular tract home on the east side of Rivers Bend, but it had some amenities like fragile floors and a larger yard, the hot tub and it was, finally, enough for my clients. 
 
   I made a note on my inspection sheet - floors perfect, don’t touch.
 
   Why do people spend money on useless home improvements? Like floors you cannot walk on? 
 
   “Is there anything else?”  I slipped off my shoes and held them by the toes ready to drop them into my purse.
 
   “You can just leave them here by the door.”  Debbie gestured to a spot on the floor covered with brightly colored thongs and slippers. She reached out as if to take my shoes and add them to that mess.
 
   “No,” I pulled my shoes away from her grasp.  “I do not abandon my shoes by the door.”    
 
   “Oh.  Well,” she recovered and bounced into the living room.  “This is the living room. We   had the hardwood floors done, that’s a feature. Of course we’re keeping the rugs. The rugs were super expensive. My husband bought them from a business trip. I don’t remember where he was, but he brought these back, cool aren’t they? This is the kitchen.”  She bounded ahead, her disappointment over my shoes apparently forgotten.
 
   She must have been head cheerleader in her not so long ago past.
 
   She poked her head back through the kitchen door.  “Are you coming?”
    “I’m taking notes,” I explained as patiently as I could. Maybe not very patiently. I didn’t really need to baby sit this client, she wasn’t my client, she belonged to the Christophers.
 
   I glanced around the walls and floors. I was primarily looking for cracks and settling, anything I could see with my own, un-licensed eye. Tony, who is a real home inspector, agreed to come by on Friday and give his final blessing. But this house was in pretty good shape. Not that I said that out loud. Or wrote that down.
 
   I walked through the kitchen filled with shiny gadgets from the Sharper Image. Past the dining room, pristine and empty of everything except flocked wall paper and an eight chair dining table. Hanging over the short end of the dining table was a huge “painterly style” wedding portrait.  Debbie looked lovely wearing a skin tight mermaid dress and a shiny tiara on her big-for-the-occasion hair. Her groom loomed over her, anyone would. His most distinguishing feature was his bright curly red hair  that even in a portrait at least five years old (judging from Debbie’s hair and dress) was already slipping away to reveal a increasingly larger forehead.
 
   I stared at the photograph about a thirty seconds too long.  Family photos do not help a home sale, too distracting. For instance, I wasted valuable time gazing at the wedding portrait and missed estimating the square footage of the room.
 
    “The hot tub is out here by the bedroom door.”  Debbie muscled open the sliding glass doors and gestured like a docent, “top of the line, and it’s included in the sale.”
 
   I glanced at the hot tub. It was large, a six or eight person capacity. It hummed and vibrated on a designated, solid cement slab. The brown cover was firmly locked in place. Good, no hazard. I had seen the picture on the MLS of course, but it was good to check.
 
   “We keep it heated all the time,” Debbie explained. “That way it’s always ready for me.”
 
   The tub was shielded from the rest of the lawn area by a partially covered lattice. It looked very cozy and private.
 
   “Yes, very nice.” I turned to the bedroom just because there wasn’t another way back through the house.
 
   “This room I decorated myself,” Debbie said brightly. 
 
   “Oh, it’s very,” I began automatically, and then I focused on the room. “Nice.” I squeaked.  This room had not been included in the MLS pictures. Nor in any of the flyers the Browns showed me. 
 
   Decorator Debbie had centered a high four poster bed against a lavender painted wall (shades of Norton, my client with the sherbet colored condo came immediately to mind). But the lavender wall paled against the monstrous master bed. She must have found this at the Hearst’s Castle yard sale.  Each bedpost was a heavily carved turret of grapes, cherubs and swirls (my mother briefly owned a front door with similar carvings.  It too was breathtakingly ugly). The headboard was carved in such high relief it looked as if a person could get seriously injured if they tried to lean against it. Maybe that explained why a profusion of pink and rose pillows littered the bedspread, to soften the blow against the headboard. A massive circle of dried flowers entwined with a confusion of silk ribbons hung over the headboard. 
 
   The side tables held up a up a matching pair of  white alabaster lamps carved in the shape of a farmer boy and a farmer girl topped with a in with fussy pink lamp shade  fringed with – fringe.  The lamps fought for space with the collection of china kittens and puppies competing for the remaining surface of the bed stand.
 
   Directly across the bed was a narrow gas fireplace  that can be installed after-market so to speak. I made a note of that as well as the fact that the 60 inch flat panel TV installed over the fireplace had internal wiring.
 
   The wiring would stay. The fireplace would stay. I could not believe the Browns even considered the house in light of that bed. But I said nothing. I just made a note.  
 
   If this had been my listing, I would have insisted this room be re-decorated. Hell, I’d recommend torching the bedroom and starting over. Not my listing. You can imagine my relief.
 
   “So you both use the hot tub?” I asked, not willing to trust myself to comment further on the bedroom decorating.  Wait until Joan hears about this one.  Sometimes Joan poses as my professional decorator, my professional stager or my professional Feng Shui expert. She’s not really any of those, she has a PhD in 19th Century American Literature, but she knows the goal, clean up the clutter, put fifty percent of the furniture in storage, paint everything white. Joan herself doesn’t live in a calm, clean house so she often acts against her own best taste when she carries out my requirements.
 
   “But a house for sale is not decorated to live in.” I always explain to her before she goes off to help. “We need to sell it, it’s a commodity. After it’s sold and you can replace all the books and magazines.”  
 
   “Oh no, just me.”  Debbie answered my idle hot tub question with a serious answer. “I like to relax at night in the hot tub and my husband likes to watch TV.”
 
   “I see,” I assume the large TV was his contribution to the bedroom, a way to distract himself from the floral chintz paradise.  
 
   Debbie led me on through the rest of the house.  She pointed out the shiny wood floors and the two additional bedrooms.
 
   “I sponge painted both bedrooms myself.”  Debbie bragged.
 
   I looked for cracks, flaws and any imperfections that may affect the sale, lawsuits or home warranty.
 
   “Is your hot tub included in the home warranty?” I didn’t have a copy with me.
 
   “I think so, since we’re leaving it.  We’re getting a new one when we find a house.”
“You haven’t identified a new property yet?”
 
   “No.” The Cheerleader Debbie façade slipped for a moment.  
 
   “Rod says we’re going to take our time.” She wrinkled her forehead, which is bad; it will leave permanent wrinkles. But I didn’t point that out, let her discover that when she turns thirty. 
 
   “I do know that we’re leaving Rivers Bend.  Rod is attending a conference right now and he may look around Houston for a new place.”
 
   “When will he be back?”  I asked quickly. She hadn’t mentioned accepting the offer.
 
   “Oh, tomorrow and our agent will bring by the paper work.”
 
   “Okay, good, I hope you like the offer.” I said, but without any inflection. I swear.
 
   I brushed off the bottom of my feet before I slipped on my shoes.  I waved to Debbie and thanked her for taking such good care of her house. If it were my listing, I’d strip off the floral wallpaper from the bedroom and paint over every sponged inch of the back bedroom walls and I would definitely move the TV out of the master bedroom. I don’t know where I’d put the bedroom television since there was an equally large television in the family room. There was also a small TV in the kitchen and a large TV in the bathroom.
 
   “Rod likes to be informed.”  Debbie explained when she saw my gaze wander to the TV in the second bathroom.
 
   All I have to say: the larger the TV in the bedroom, the bigger the problem with the marriage.  I have sold countless homes because of divorce and what do they all have in common?  A super sized television in the bedroom.  Check it out and see if it doesn’t play out. I don’t even have a TV in my bedroom.  And I’m not divorced.  Not married either. I’m an Outlier.
 
   I was relieved to escape to my own Craftsman bungalow. It’s larger than the traditional floor plan but has the deep porch, and the prairie style windows. I have comfortable chairs in every room, including the living room that is decorated in mid-century style includes all the important amenities: a flat screen TV (not as large as the Bixby’s), and my favorite chair made of soft green leather. Leather is easy to clean. The ice cream spills wipe right off.  
 
   My house is blessed with far too many built in bookcases. The bookcases are dark cherry wood and are made to house lengthy tomes of great importance like unabridged copies of War and Peace and competing biographies of Virginia Woolf, but instead I have stuffed the shelves with hundreds of ratty paperback mysteries that I buy by the grocery-bag full from the used bookstores in Claim Jump. I always think I’ll return them, but I never do.  The colorful book range across my shelves like inappropriate relatives, and I love them despite their looks.  
 
   The only thing my current man, Ben, said when he entered my house for the first time was that the bookshelves were as colorful and chaotic as me. 
 
   But enough about Ben.
 
   I faxed over my findings from my fully functional home office. This room is lined with more bookshelves, holding copies of real estate manuals and too many files. My master bed and bath are upstairs. The bed inspires great activities thank you. There is also a guest room and guest bath for people who never stay.
 
   I killed some time packing for my trip to Claim Jump, and then watched one of my favorite shows: Buy Low – Sell High, on the HGN, Home and Garden Network, or as Katherine from my office calls it, Housewives and Gays Negotiating.
 
   She said it, not me. I was surprised she admits watching it at all.
 
   Anyway, I rescued the last pint of Ben & Jerry’s because otherwise it will go stale while I’m away, and watched the last half of my show.  
 
   This show is better than fiction. The featured house is ready for an open house in half an hour.  All the owners had to do was pick up three pieces of tissue off the back lawn, paint the bathroom a solid color and cover one long window with a valance made of plywood and cotton batting. I swoon over the thought of a seller who is not only willing to  paint, but to managed to finish the job by the next commercial.
 
   I salivated and spooned my ice cream faster as the agent at the open house chatted with the swarm of ready (polite) buyers all of whom were pre qualified and were moved to compliment the clean yard and the fresh paint job in the bath.   
 
   “Yes.” Testified a potential buyer, “I could see my family in this house.” 
 
   “Oh,” exclaimed another potential buyer in an unrehearsed declaration, “I love that that long window valance. And look at that pretty second bathroom.”
 
   I could do that, hire actors to come to my open houses.  
 
   Since this was television, there needed to be a crisis. After the successful open house, an inspector found radon gas leaking into the basement. Panic, dire voice overs. Commercial.  
 
   The sellers can’t really eradicate radon, it’s a natural gas. It would be like saying you could clean up the natural tar on the beaches in central CA. I ignored that part of the show and tossed the empty Phish Food carton in the garbage.
 
   The next segment solved the radon issue (in that there were few solutions) and now multiple offers for the house flowed in. It was time for me to hit the road, but I couldn’t tear myself from this part of the show.  Two couples made hard offers – over asking price.  The couple who liked the paint job in the bathroom made a lovely non-contingent offer.  
 
   But the final offer, the last offer, was a Full. Cash. Offer.
 
   I almost passed out.
 
   Real estate porn.
 
   It’s how I relax.
 
   For a trip to grandma’s I always take my red leather Dooney and Bourke  brief case, the matching hard copy day timer, phone and my laptop. I loaded the car with un-apologetically casual clothes packed into an expensive and un-apologetically elegant weekend bag and matching beach tote loaded with a healthy collection of low-heeled shoes and I was off.
 
   It was all good. Until my phone rang.
 
   “I just hate him.” 
 
   All was not good.  My best friend, Carrie Eliot, rescuer of cats, dater of millionaires, was not happy.
 
   “You don’t hate him. You may be sorry you slept with him, but you do not hate him.” 
 
   That’s me, the relationship doctor. Call me Dr. Phil. That I didn’t even know what to do about the man I just slept with is inconsequential. I’m good at telling other people how to live. Oh and where to live, I’m very good at that. 
 
   I turned onto Lakeville road and headed east, out to the mountains.  It would take me three plus hours to reach Claim Jump, so I had plenty of time to listen to Carrie’s woes. I must say, at least the quality of her problems has improved.
 
   “You don’t really hate him. He’s too cute to hate. It would be like hating a lost kitten.”
 
   “You’re right. But he’s been so distant since, you know.”
 
   “Since you had sex?”
 
   “Please,” her voice was pained. “Don’t be so crass Allison. We made love.”
 
   “Call it what you will – just call.”  Wow, could I use that in my next ad campaign?  Just call.  A little makes a difference no matter what you call it, just call.
 
   No, too long.
 
   “And say what?”  She demanded.
 
   “I don’t have the answers, I’m just trying to close sales.”
 
   “Well excuse me,” she dragged out the word excuse.
 
   “Have you been listening to old Steve Martin CDs?”
 
   “Patrick is a fan.”
 
   I liked him better for it.
 
   “So what’s the challenge?”  I finally broke down and asked.
 
   In my world, the road to unconditional love is long, but fortunately mostly freeway.
 
   I helped Carrie deconstruct her relationship with the elusive Patrick Sullivan, scion of the Cooper Milk Empire, all the way to 580 with only three dropped minutes. She quickly called me back each time. She was serious about this boy and apparently we needed to chart the relationship trajectory right now, this evening. I wondered if she was using an excel spread sheet or just mind mapping the problem on the back of paper grocery bags.
 
   By the time I hit 580 from Napa, the afternoon traffic had cleared up a bit and I didn’t have to slow much on my merge. And Carrie was somewhat mollified and decided she wouldn’t break up with Patrick just to see what he would do (she read a magazine article that suggested a faux break up to gauge a man’s reaction. I encouraged her to not take that particular course. Patrick was shy, but he was not stupid.) 
 
   “You’re lucky you have someone who loves you.”
 
   “But that’s the problem,” she wailed. “How you do you know if they love you?”
 
   “I don’t know. I don’t think I’ve ever been loved.”
 
   “You were once engaged,” she pointed out, unnecessarily, I thought.
 
   “And you know how that ended.” I said.
 
   “Yes, I certainly do. Hey, thanks for listening. Good luck licking your wounds.”
 
   Sometimes her kitty metaphors make me want to cough up a fur ball.
 
   Speaking of metaphors, I left Ben Stone – Rock Solid Service – a message on his business line because that’s the only one he checks consistently, and continued on my way northeast.
 
   The Nut Tree is back. But I have yet to stop by and see the new and improved version. It was one of those icons I always looked for as a child. When we passed the Nut Tree I knew I was almost half way to Grandma’s. Now I gauge my half way point from the more accurate Mace Boulevard exit that also sports enough fast food outlets to let me buy expensive fuel for my car and cheap fuel for myself before I cross the Yolo causeway and switch freeways.   
 
   Ben called after my pit stop and fortunately, after my last bite was thoroughly swallowed. I did not want to talk to him with my mouth full, it would give him the erroneously impression that I eat all the time.
 
   “Where are you?”
 
   “Yolo Causeway.”
 
   “What are you doing in Sacramento?”   
 
   “Going to see my grandmother.”
 
   “Chicken,” he summarized succinctly.
 
   “Oh, and the notoriety is great for you? Everyone wants a handyman who can break up drug smuggling rings?”  
 
   That’s how we met, drug smuggling. Not us. Bad guys were smuggling drugs. We just found them. Here’s the problem: press, that was one problem. Here’s another problem, we have not   moved our relationship much past sleeping together at my place. Sometimes Ben stays until the morning. Mostly he does not.
 
   Hell yes, I’m pissed.
 
   “Why didn’t you invite me?”
 
   “Well, when we stop meeting exclusively at my house and start meeting at your place then maybe I’ll consider sharing my grandmother’s house at Claim Jump.” I responded virtuously.
 
   Maybe.
 
   “Okay, point taken.  When you come back I’ll take you to my house. I’ll even show you where the bathroom is.”
 
   “Ha, ha, very funny and I accept.”
 
   So now he was on the hook. 
       “I’ll be back in town next week.” I always follow up with specific action steps. “You may want to start picking up around the place some. Maybe vacuum.”
 
   “I’ll get right on that,” he promised, not sincerely mind you, but at least he promised.  
 
   “You do that, I’ll see you in a week.”   
 
   “I’ll call you tomorrow.” 
 
   “Call away, I’ll only be gone for a few days.” A week, a few days, same difference.  
 
   We signed off.  Our relationship was too new to say silly things like cup cake or honey bunny or love you, love you more, that kind of thing. Our relationship is mostly business with some sex thrown in.  We don’t date per se, in that he never takes me out to dinner.
 
   Carrie had already advanced to calling her loved one cream cake, but since her boyfriend is the CEO for the largest producer of milk in the county, cream cake was pretty appropriate.
 
   For Ben, I had nothing. Maybe that’s a sign.  I wasn’t sure. I intended to discuss it with Prue, my grandmother, when I arrived.
 
   If I arrived. Because at seven thirty, well past what I consider rush hour, I hit traffic. Stop, then start and go traffic. I crept along at ten miles per hour, and then stopped completely.  It took twenty minutes for me to pass by Douglas Boulevard, the offending exit. (I am not unhealthily obsessed with traffic. I’m Californian; we’re all obsessed with traffic.)  Once I inched past the Douglas Blvd. exit, the traffic cleared and I shot through to Auburn and turned off to highway 49. Named after the Gold Rush. The whole area is built around one single theme.
 
   In my memory, Highway 49 isn’t crowded. My mother, who grew up here, complained all the time that there wasn’t anything located in Claim Jump to merit any traffic. But as soon as I cleared Auburn and dipped down the first hill that heralded the real Foothill experience, I encountered traffic. It was like Real Bay Area traffic and it mimicked the slow-down in Sacramento. Except the cars backed up and down an ever-changing one lane to a an up-hill passing lane, back to a single lane.  
 
   By the time I reached downtown Claim Jump the traffic had whittled down to a mere seven or eight cars exiting the freeway in a stately parade. I was one of half a dozen cars making my way up Marsh Avenue. 
 
   Marsh Avenue is not an avenue at all. It’s a trough, lined by high walls of rough-edged granite rocks topped with crumbling cement sidewalks. It’s a ridiculously narrow road that barely accommodates two full size cars traveling in either direction. And it is the only street leading to my Grandmother’s and to the housing developments beyond. The high wall to my right always threatened to scrape the paint from my car, and on the other side, the sidewalk was the only thing keeping the cars from scraping off the front elevation of the bungalows that lined the street.
 
   Why were all these people headed through Claim Jump on a Thursday night?
 
   The line moved along, but the traffic made me feel out of sorts. There was something wrong. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 





 
   2,
 
    
 
   At 5:30 AM the very next morning I woke suddenly, completely disoriented and thinking 
 
   “what the . . “  
 
   Actually the full sentence was what the fuck, and maybe I said it out loud. 
 
   I staggered from my single, mushy bed, feeling the inadequacies of the mattress even in the short walk to the bedroom window.  
 
   I groaned, rubbed my back, considered taking up yoga, quickly dismissed the idea and opened the drapes. The sky was just beginning to brighten – unlike the coast, the sun had to climb over the steep hills of the Sierras before it could be seen so dawn was a bit later here.  A line of headlights lined up down the street in front of Grandma’s house. It looked like a parking lot, or 101 on Monday morning. But, if I remembered correctly, this was not a highway, nor was it much in the way of a road, just a two-lane residential street.
 
   I sighed, slipped on my Chico State sweatshirt and sweat pants which made me look much softer and rounder than I really am, but hey, it’s my grandmother, and carefully made my way down the stairs to the kitchen. I could hear my grandmother already up and making the coffee.  Thank goodness. 
 
   I love my Grandma Prue best at times like this.
 
   “Does this happen every morning?”  I demanded as a way of greeting.
 
   “The coffee?  I hope so.”  She ran her hands through her gray curls, and adjusted her Stanford University sweatshirt that had faded to pink.
 
   I get my humor from her but not the curly hair.  Damn.
 
   “No, the traffic.” I complained, as if this inconvenienced me in some way, which it did not.
 
   She nodded.  “I don’t think the council or the county considered the traffic when they approved the plans for Lucky’s latest development.”
     “Didn’t they do an EIR?” I took my mug of coffee and headed to the harvest gold refrigerator.  Prue needs a new refrigerator. It sounds like a jet engine every time the compressors flip on, which is more often than not. But every time I bring it up, she finds something else she needs more.  Like a trip to Africa or Afghanistan, Austria, an A word, anyway, something far more interesting to spend money on than a mere refrigeration unit.
 
   I opened the frig door and leaned down to hunt past a jar of bright red Cosmopolitan mix from Harry and David, a half glass of orange juice covered with saran wrap held in place with a red rubber band, and a brand new jar of pickles with the protective safety seal still in place and pulled out a pint of half and half.  I poured in what I hope was unexpired liquid and started making a mental grocery list.
 
   The five o’clock cocktail group must be in a martini phase.   
 
   “Of course they did, and the Environmental report passed, but the commute wasn’t taken into consideration.”  She shook her head. “No one thought to ask where the residents of 500 homes would work. Or how they would get there.”
 
   Claim Jump is an adorable, picturesque tourist attraction, that is the point. Claim Jump is entertaining for a three-day weekend, but it is a little light on industry, R&D or even service jobs. Most people who grow up here, like my mom and uncles, leave. The businesses that are here are small and retail orientated. There seem to be no apparent career avenues to earn a decent living, retirement comes to mind, real estate and, apparently, construction.  
 
    “Since that development was finished,” Grandma continued.  “We’ve had these traffic jams at the bottom of the hill every day. There was even talk about suspending the requirement to stop at the new stop sign mid-hill, just so the morning traffic could flow better, but there were five accidents the first day. Apparently not everyone reads the local paper.”
 
   “Melissa Peterson spent a month standing outside her house holding a cardboard stop sign and yelling for everyone to slow down. She gave up in November, it got too cold.”
 
   “It looks like they are moving pretty slowly as it is,” I said.
 
   But Grandma was already warming up. She probably was at least a cup and half of coffee ahead of me.  It was still freaking early.
 
   “No,” she shook her head, her gray curls bobbing with the effort.  “The speed demons run down during the day. Some of these heavy cars get quite a bit of steam as they tear down the mountain, they barely make the stop sign. I’ll show you the skid marks later.”
 
   That would be my grandmother’s idea of an educational field trip; viewing skid marks. As a kid I took a tour of the new sewage system just installed by her friends Pat and Mike. Big hole. Underground pipes. Fascinating.
 
   “You remember when you were little we had all those lumber trucks tearing down from the mountain?  That’s what its been like for the last three years. Lumber trucks again.”
 
   “I’m sorry.” I rubbed my eyes and stared into my coffee mug as if the cream laden brew carried the answer. The mug was free form, crafted to fit in my hand, probably a gift from a grateful boarder with a some talent and less cash.
 
   “I’ve been busy.” I admitted. I hadn’t paid much attention to the life and times of Claim Jump residents in the last few years. I had my hands full with the residents of Rivers Bend.  And the beginning of September had not been a good time for me. It’s time consuming to sell home of a murdered client.
 
   Grandma snorted, but I knew, from the subtle tones of that snort, that she didn’t really mean it. She knew I had been busy. Mom had filled her in about the most obvious of my past adventure, the part that had to do with my mother.  But you know? Everyone is busy, it’s a crappy excuse.
 
   Still clutching my hot mug of life-giving beverage I padded over the floor feeling the familiar dents and nicks in the ancient wood with my toes and balls of my feet. 
 
   “So they kept the stop sign?” I asked.
 
   “City council voted to keep it in place.  If I still had some influence,” she shook her head. “It’s been a long time since I’ve attended a council meeting. When your grandfather died,” her voice trailed off.  “I just didn’t have the heart for it anymore.”
 
   Grandma and Grandpa were involved in city politics during the first building spree Lucky Masters inflicted on the county. When I was young, I remember that Grandma would walk downtown to help out at the city offices. She had organized the minutes from the council, published them and made them available for the public. But that was a while ago, the eighties at least. I knew things must have changed. For instance, they may not be utilizing the talents of earnest volunteers to take care of city business anymore.
 
    “And the traffic is stopped all the way up here.”  I slid into a chair at the massive kitchen table.   
 
   “Cars are backed up another mile up Red Dog Road.” Grandma confirmed.   
 
   Red Dog Road. Named because of the viral, ubiquitous red earth that covers the ground not protected by huge intractable boulders. A sister-in-law once asked Grandma how to get the red dirt stains out of the children’s shirts and socks.  Grandma was very helpful, “you don’t,” she had explained. My sisters-in-law don’t visit very often.
 
   “Every morning?” I yawned.
 
   “Since the last house was sold this winter.” Prue said. “And there is another development being reviewed right now.”
 
   “Another one? How could that be?”  I glanced down the hall, I could just make out the car lights through the windows on either side of the front door. I could, if I wanted, gain a better view by hauling myself up to the third floor, pulling down the ladder leading to the widow’s walk perched on the roof like an after thought. But I didn’t have the energy so early in the morning.   
 
   Stuck in traffic.
 
   What a way to live. What a way to die.
 
    
 
   But I was here to relax, not get a jump on the day at such a horrible hour.  I raked my hands through my hair, tied it back with a Scrunchie and took to prowling around the house.  This was my territory, and I wanted to make sure there had been no changes since – well, a little while ago.
 
   My Grandmother Prue has a lot of house in which to wander. It’s a 7 and 5 with a remodeled kitchen and half basement: dining, living, parlor, banister. 
 
   I ran my hand down the smooth banister. There was an uncharacteristic absence of a newel post at the end of the stairs, making it irresistible.  My brothers used to screamed down from the third floor shoot off into the foyer, often just missing the pedestal table to the right. But I always got stuck on the turns.
 
   I looked up the staircase. Maybe with some finesse, I could do it now. No, I was a round child then and a shapely adult now. Besides, between my mass and the slickness of the banister, the velocity build up from three floors may just shoot me though the front door.  Embarrassing. But still, tempting.
 
   The starting point for the banister is roughly in front of my room.  I stay on the third floor. My brothers had to share a room on the second, and that’s their room to this day.  Mine is above theirs, because I’m the superior being. Uncle Steve’s room is next to mine. His room has three big stained glass pieces hanging in each window. I always thought all that blue glass made his room look like an underwater cavern. 
 
   My room overlooks the vast front yard and the traffic choked road. I have one of two connected bathrooms. My bathroom is a converted bedroom remodeled by two or three temporarily residents who exchanged housing for home improvements in the early 1960’s. The tub is enormous, the shower is tiny and you have to jiggle the toilet lever, but it’s all mine and no one else can share. 
 
   I remember one family Christmas here. My parents tried to recreate once of those big, sentimental holiday experiences we watched every year on TV. The event turned out to be less Wonderful Life and more National Lampoon, as these attempts often do. My nieces and nephews didn’t like the old fashion bathrooms, and their parents weren’t crazy about the kids staying in the apartment above the barn, or even in the guest-house, an option I considered after just one night in the same house with my nieces and nephews. Plus, my mother didn’t like the idea of children camping out in the living room or under the piano – it wouldn’t look good, or at least it wouldn’t look like a television special.
 
   Also, by then the guest-house had been turned into a permanent residence more or less.  Which meant I couldn’t hide there and “forget” to attend the family breakfasts and events along those lines.
 
    Now our family just meets for Christmas lunch at the Club with my mother presiding.  Grandma doesn’t attend. Her excuse is that she doesn’t drive in the winter. Which is a bunch of bull, but I don’t call her on it, and she in turn, doesn’t rat me out for the stuff I do up here.
      I probably should move to a room that overlooks the back yard and the greenhouse and the mountains, but I love my room with its attached bath. As a little girl I thought I had an elegant suite.
 
   I guess in a way, I did.
 
   Despite Grandma and Grandpa’s propensity of allowing over-night guests to morph into adopted foster children with proclivities towards lengthy, year long visits, they never let anyone stay in my room. The second floor of the house sports five bedrooms including the master and two bathrooms. On the third floor there is a bathroom at the far end of the hall that has a toilet with the tank well above the toilet – gravity flushing. It’s considered novel and designer-like today. When I was young, my brothers told me the thing would fall on me when I pulled the chain. To this day I get myself as far out of the bathroom as I can and still reach the chain. Just in case.
 
   Of course there was never not a guest at Prue’s. In fact many of her friends, me included, have wondered out loud why she doesn’t just give it up and announce that she owns a Bed and Breakfast and collect the income. But her guests pay never pay money; they just do favors, donating in-kind labor towards various and sometimes unnecessary projects – with mixed results. And the neighborhood isn’t zoned for commercial endeavors.  
 
   Speaking of permanent guests, Raul Ravelle approached while I was still contemplating the banister.
 
   “Allison Angel!”  He opened his thick short arms and pressed as much of me to his cheek as he could manage.  Raul is a small, spritely man. Since I, ahem, matured, his favorite hobby, besides making videos for his web site, is to find excuses to press my prodigious breasts against his enthusiastic head. He is harmless.  
 
   “But you are here!” he yelled into my cleavage. “I think your Grandmamma said something just the other night, how fabulous! My how you’ve grown!”  His eyes shifted, he struggled to focus back onto my face.
 
   “But we must talk, but I am losing light, I will see you later, yes?”
 
   He carried a small digital camera and a large bag of extra equipment.  He hauled his bag onto his shoulder, winked at me and headed out the front door to the creeping line of vehicles just beyond.
 
   I’ve known Raul most of my life. He came to Grandma’s in 1984 to film a documentary about the current gold miners. That first year he spent weeks at a time down at the Yuba river, but in the preceding years, that project sort of tapered off. He has yet to finish the documentary. Many of his main characters have since passed away. Grandma put him into the guest-house and Raul never left. I do not know how he stays afloat, but he is always filming.
 
   A film on traffic?
 
   There was probably a market.
 
   I watched Raul cross the damp lawn, his camera bag thumping against his round thigh. He waved his arms, to either get the attention of one of the drivers or to someone on the other side of the street, I wasn’t sure. Didn’t matter. Grandma had mentioned something about web projects.  Maybe he could post a web cam for those living at the very top of the mountain, so they know when they have a clear shot through town. 
 
    “Hi Mike.” Grandma’s voice came from the back of the house.
 
   “What?”  Grandma’s voice raised an octave.
 
   “Well that’s ridiculous. What do they mean? I’ve never taken a bribe in my life. And after all this time?”
 
    “Grandma?”  I walked into the kitchen. But she ignored me and continued talking on the phone.
 
   “No, I don’t remember doing that, but you know, I don’t remember much about that year.  They’ll just have to subpoena me.”
 
   She paused.
 
   “ I know you know that, I’m just restating the obvious.  Thanks for telling me.”
 
   “Never mind honey.” She acknowledged me as she hung up the phone –an antique princess phone, avocado green and attached to the wall.  My niece managed to install DSL and then hooked it to an air station, so we all could use our lap-tops at Grandma’s, but she couldn’t sweet talk Grandma into giving up her beloved phone.
 
   I sighed. She had her own life. It wasn’t my job to interfere. Which is probably why she loves me best.
 
   I glanced at the corner of her kitchen table and was drawn to my own work. Old habits. The most auspicious place to get the limited wi-fi in Grandma’s house was from one corner of the kitchen table.  I had already pushed aside heavy books, paints and colored pencils to make room for my computer.
 
   I poured more of Prue’s industrial strength coffee – she gets it straight from Costa Rica, shipped UPS, hooked up my computer and checked on my contracts for the Spring River property, soon to be the Brown’s new home, I could only hope.
 
   We were in day one of contract.  In three days if the Reilly’s don’t sign off, the contract is void.  It may not mean much to the Christophers but I did not want to spend another year looking for the perfect home for the Browns.
 
   There was nothing in my e-mail, no additions to the system. I tapped on the edge of the key board for about a second, then I called.
 
   “Hi Patricia, can you check the fax machine?  I’m waiting for a signed offer to come in.”
 
   “Nothing came in,” she said.
 
   “You didn’t even leave your chair,” I accused.
 
   “I was just back there checking for Rosemary.”  
 
   “How is Rosemary?”
 
   “You know she just came back from Japan, she can’t stop talking about these orange colored  Torii”,  (Patricia pronounced Torii, Tory, which even I knew wasn’t right, but I didn’t correct the go-to girl, I was going to need her during the week) gates. 
 
   “They are apparently all over Japan and she wants to build some in her back yard. Do you know where to get 9 foot camphor wood posts?”
 
   “Nope.  I’ll call you this afternoon.”
 
   “No problem.  Oh you have some calls on your voice message.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “Working hard?”  Grandma brought over more coffee.
 
   “Usually an offer is considered pretty quickly. They should have gotten it today, or yesterday afternoon.”  I punched in the lengthy codes to access my voice mail.  I thought of Debbie, all energy and looking forward to a new improved hot tub at her next destination. Didn’t she say her husband was returning from a conference last night?  Maybe they were the kind of couple who had to sign things together.  That could be it.  I hoped the Christophers were on top of it.   
 
   No messages I really needed on my voice mail. I dialed the Christopher number just to be sure. Of course I got a machine.
 
   “Okay,” I placed my phone down and focused on my hostess. “You need better wine.  Anything else while I’m at the store?”
 
   Grandma keeps tiny irregular pieces of paper by the phone, most of them are envelopes, like the PG & E bill that rarely breaks two digits.  Ever since Grandpa and John Schaeffer installed prototype solar panels on the garage roof, the electricity bills have plummeted. No permits slowed that project down, in 1977 no one knew what the solar panels thing was all about and besides, you cannot see the panels from the street, which is a good thing. They are quite ugly.
 
    “You are a spoiled brat,” Grandma said affectionately. “I don’t know where you get your taste for wine.”
       I grinned.  “Beats other choices.”  I wrote down wine on the back of the Comcast envelope. 
 
    “Maybe,” Grandma conceded, “but sometimes those other choices can come in handy when you need some cash.”
 
   “Do you need cash Grandma?” I asked. The very thought startled me.  Grandma and Grandpa were counter cultural to be sure, Beatniks, Hippies, and a few other names I’ve heard my mother employ when she was particularly put out about her blighted childhood spent trapped in Claim Jump.  But my grandparents never lacked for anything, more to the point, I never lacked for anything when I was with them.
 
   “Oh lord girl, no. I was just thinking of the old days.  I still have those buildings downtown. I have this preposterous stock with the odd name. You remember those nice young men from Stanford? Came up to visit your grandfather right before he died?”
 
   I shrugged. So many kids. As my grandparent’s aged, I noticed that their definition of “kid” broadened with each passing year.  Prue entertained a lot of students from Stanford, probably because Grandpa was an alumni.  Grandma and Grandpa collected odd people the way other grandparents collect Hummel figurines.  And believe me, the former is better. At least she doesn’t have to store her collectables in crowded  breakfronts, like those of her friends Pat and Mike. And if I don’t want to, I don’t have to inherit the friends.  I may want to.
 
   “Well, they didn’t have any cash and they weren’t very handy around the house, so they gave us some shares of their new business as a thank you for letting them stay here for the summer.”
 
   “How many shares?” I asked.
 
   “Oh a hundred. At the time,” she was purposefully vague.
 
   I nodded. I named the two most obvious “funny name” choices and she offered up that the last time she bothered to look, her 100 shares had split into about ten thousand shares in the latter funny named business.
 
   “Well, we have your future secured don’t we?” I thought briefly about letting my mother know she did not have to worry about Prue, then changed my mind. Let mom worry, it will give her a strong subject to fret over during bridge.  And every once in a while Prue likes to threaten to move in with mom.  That’s good for about a month of solid panic and daily phone calls to, me.
 
   “Oh, and don’t forget I get a $1,000 a month from your grandfather’s social security.”
 
   “Good, I’ll use that to buy the wine.”   
 
   There are two sections to Claim Jump. The sections are evenly divided by a seven mile long four-lane freeway connecting an odd grouping of retail buildings in one valley with Claim Jump, about five miles away. This freeway should not be confused with the two, sometimes three, lane highway that is highway 49. This freeway is by itself, the Golden Trail.  Cal Trans had money in the early 1970s and this was the result. I have no comment.  
 
   The east side of the freeway contains all the original buildings from 1859 and a few newer buildings that look like they were built after the 1861 fire but are actually brand new. Think Disney land’s Main Street with far more bars. 
 
   Over on the west side of the freeway –there is an over pass so you can walk over to the west side, but no one ever does- is what I always called the practical side of town. 
 
   I drove my own car down the hill, sped by the cute town and hit the overpass to head over to my version of nirvana – the predictable franchise. Here is the Safeway, the only movie theater in town, and all the undesirable franchise stores that everyone protests will ruin the town, but where else can a person by her groceries?   
 
   I secured a latte at Starbucks complete with a shot of hazelnut but only a single shot of espresso, from a nice girl with a Mohawk. I left a five-dollar tip because I would be back tomorrow and headed next door to Safeway.
 
   I recognized Sean Harris, looking wrinkled and grizzled, as he passed me.  I didn’t hail him because I remembered that to do so was to commit yourself to an hour long discussion about the garbage on the side of the road, or the recycling container colors. Sean is one of those mostly harmless people who should be in a mental institute but was “released” in the seventies when Regan closed down all the mental hospitals. I’ve known Sean and his garbage all my life.  And I gave him a wide berth.
 
   I parked in the center of the parking lot and walked to the store clutching my latte. The sun was already hot and I lifted my face, in defiance to every beauty lecture I’ve ever sat through courtesy of Jan, my Mary Kay Consultant.  But I didn’t care, feel that sun!  And it’s only nine o’clock. No morning summer fog, no overcast.  I love late summer up here.
 
   Here’s what the council in Claim Jump did right. They incorporated every area that held one of those nasty, terrible and revenue generating stores so they could capture the money. Then they spent the money on improving the east side of town, building a veritable tourist Mecca. Clever yes? I remember hearing Grandma and Grandpa talk about the process. I was spending most of my summers with them at the time. Apparently all it took was five elections and three city managers for the City residents to finally accomplish their vision.
 
   Main Street looked good, no one argues with that, and no one remembers how dysfunctional the council was at the time. Just as well.  Who was it that helped out with the city goals?  An S name.  I’d have to ask Grandma.
 
   But I was not shopping for treasures and souvenirs, I was shopping for pasta, lettuce and avocados as green as Prue’s phone. That is why I ventured to the west side.
 
   The current Safeway used to be a co-op when grandma and grandpa and many of their friends were experimenting with what my mother dismissively categorized as the “Hippie Stage”. It was a stage that lasted for quite a long time, long after the Bay Area residents moved from recycling into gas guzzling cars, inefficiently large homes and ozone depleting hair styles (and now back again). Claim Jump became a haven for those unable to move forward with important trends.  This is how long the hippie stage lasted in Claim Jump; I remember it. And of course, it’s all back in fashion again, so now I suppose we can say that the residents of Claim Jump are now ahead of the trend.  See?  If you just hold on long enough, your lifestyle will make a come back. Have patience.
 
   The co-op was taken over by Safeway within my living memory.  For some it was a blessing, for some it was a disaster. Some picketed. Some shopped the bargains. 
 
   Prue remembers the large groups of protesters with signs protesting chain stores, formula based businesses, successful franchises.  Keep our town pure, small, that kind of protest. They marched every Saturday morning for a month.
 
   “Of course,” Prue explained. “They were all drinking from tiny Starbucks cups because Starbucks had set up a wagon right in the parking lot and was handing out free samples. No one dared point it out, but the photos pretty much summed it up. The Safeway went through.”
 
   “Where are the protesters now?”
 
   Her face clouded.  “Most went up north to live on the Ridge.”  She shook her head, as if the migration of former hippies was personal.  “Sometimes that’s not such a great idea.”
     “What could happen up there?  Besides the meth labs blowing up and starting a forest fire.”
   She glared at me.  “We don’t discuss that.”  She said, a little too primly, considering her own history.  But I shut up.  It wasn’t my town to mock. I grew up in Novato.
 
   Nothing happens in Novato.
 
   I’d tell you what the ridge looks like but I was never, ever permitted to go up there so I can’t describe it, but I can guess that the area is covered by scraggly dry pine trees, thick Manzanita bushes and more than enough un-inspected shanty houses - some recent, some from the gold rush, both indistinguishable from one another - to make up a rather disreputable village.
 
   It’s not a tourist spot.  
 
   I chose a red trimmed grocery cart and pushed it into the cool of the store.  I was so warm already that I almost appreciated the air conditioning, already running first thing in the morning. It was bit cool for my taste. 
 
   I cruised up and down both aisles of wine and picked the least offensive brands from Sonoma and Australia and two bottles from Claim Jump and environs. I also found some Starbucks whole beans, fresh milk and a box of Oreo cookies – my grandfather’s favorite. Once, after my brothers locked me in the greenhouse and left me there to die of heat stroke, Grandpa not only rescued me, he insisted that recovery from such a trauma could be achieved with little more than Oreos and milk for breakfast.   We spent a good half hour alone, just the two of us in the kitchen. We were up so early the morning, it was still dark, the dawn just dimming the stars. We both dipped our cookies into the milk and ate with a smack of our lips.  That breakfast lasted forever.
 
   I carefully slid the package into the baby seat. I didn’t want them accidentally crushed.
 
   I tossed in three pints of Ben & Jerry’s.  Cooper Milk didn’t deliver all the way up here, so I did not feel guilty about not buying the product produced by Carrie’s boy friend.  
 
   I pushed the cart to the produce section. Grandma wanted some organic apples, lettuce and one avocado. I hovered happily over the tomatoes, organic, Roma, vine ripened, the same kind of choices as at home. Musak played over the loud speakers and I could actually feel my shoulders move down past my ears. It had been a stressful summer.
 
   “Allison?”
 
   I whirled around, and in one of those slow motion moments where the heroine says “noooo”  and leaps on the ticking grenade, or futilely attempts to stop the bad guy, I turned and simultaneously knew I should have worn five pounds more make-up or at the very least, brushed my hair. I was not dressed. I was not wearing heels. It was too late.  
 
   “Yes?”  I said brightly, still not knowing who hailed me or why.
 
   “Danny, Danny Timmons.”  The man held out his hand. His bald forehead gleamed in the store florescent lights. He wore a ragged tee shirt with faded Harrah’s Reno logo on the front. Both the logo and the lettering strained against his prominent stomach. Resting on his skinny hips was the river uniform of shorts stained with red dirt. Worn sandals made his ensemble complete. 
 
   His outfit reminded me why I myself did not bother to brush my hair or shave my legs before I jumped into my car to drive down here. Everyone in Claim Jump dresses in the River Collection. It’s a throw back to the hippie days, and a current protest to conspicuous consumption, and for me – one of the reasons the place is so damn relaxing. I don’t have to worry about fashion at all.
 
   I was worried right now, however. I could have used the protective armor of a good black Armani suit. Higher heels. Pantyhose. Oh hell.
 
   “We dated in high school,” he reminded me helpfully. “Well, during one summer.”  He amended, at least honestly, “you were still in high school.”
 
   “Oh of course,” I lied brightly.  Damn, and the odds were good that I had slept with him too. 
 
   “So,” I said to gain some time. Complete strangers, those I can handle, instant rapport and all that.  But old lovers? Danny, Danny, Dan. I searched my memory which should have been working pretty well with all the caffeine floating through my system.
 
   Claim Jump has become such a tourist destination that I rarely think about running into my past. I know who I know, and because of how I’m dressed, no one approaches me. This encounter was completely unexpected. I do not like the unexpected. At all.  
 
   “So,” I repeated lamely, still working my brain, willing my memory to boot up.   “How are you?”
 
   He shuffled and took a not-so-surreptitious glance at my main asset. That’s one thing – where ever I go, there are my breasts. Even covered with an old soft tee and ensconced in a comfortable bra, they make their impression.
 
   “Oh, I’m fine.”  He hesitated, and in that space I glanced over his shoulder, and beheld a vision in turquoise.  And believe it or not, the vision was here to save me.
 
   “Allison!”  The vision chirped in falsetto that made three people standing by the bananas glance over.  “Allison Little! It is still Little isn’t it? Haven’t married. Oh my, how marvelous to see you!”
 
   The young man danced around Danny, skirted Danny’s cart and enveloped me in a turquoise hug and hit me on the back with his bag of organic broccoli.
 
   “Peter.” I said happily, anything to dilute Danny, who was looking at me like a man ready to renew acquaintances. All parts of it. Ah, sometimes my youth does catch up with me.
 
   “Are you living here now?”  Peter pushed away from me and regarded me with a critical eye.
 
   “No, she only visits.” Danny offered, he gave me a look to confirm his gloomy assessment.
 
   “I’m staying at Prue’s.”  I nodded at Danny to confirm his unspoken question.
 
   “Oh, I love that place.” Peter enthused. Even if I didn’t immediately remember Danny, I certainly would never forget Peter. When he was two, I remember how he loved to dress in the tutus from the ballet instructor’s class. No one said anything. The consensus was that Peter was just expressing himself and from the looks of it, still was. Peter had grown into a tall, dark and handsome man. Carrie would have sighed and commented on what a waste it was. But Peter seemed like a pretty happy guy.
 
   “Lots of people loved that place.” Danny may have been temporarily blinded by the blaze and Technicolor of Peter, but he stood his ground. I do have to admire him for that kind of tenacity – he was doomed to fail, but at least he was trying.  He even stood a bit taller and tried to suck in his bulging stomach.
 
   “Yes, but I loved it the most! My parents talk about that place all the time. It was the place to be in the seventies.”  Peter pointed out.
 
   “So I’ve heard.” Danny said.
 
   My mother never stopped complaining about that part of her life. The chaos, the noise the artists, she called them, using her fingers a semaphores. And my grandmother in the middle, fixing breakfast for her guests, listening to their stories, taking work in-kind or product in exchange for allowing the disenfranchised to crash in her large gracious home.
 
   When I was about four, one of Grandmother’s artists-in-residence ran a dance studio. She gave lessons to me in exchange for her rent, or part of it. Maybe all of it. I was not a natural dancer. Even at four years old, it was clear I did not possess the figure built for a future Sugar Plum Fairy, more along the lines of a future sumo wrestling champion.  Peter was more graceful than me. The dance instructor was Miss Rochelle. Her long hair was always coming undone from the neat ballet bun. It looked as if she continually  dragged her hands through her hair in frustration. 
 
    “My mother took dance lessons from Miss Rochelle.” Peter affirmed. “I was allowed to dance with them. She said I was very talented and put me In the Nutcracker. I was a snowflake.”
  “I bet you were.” Danny said.
 
   But Danny was interrupted by another man before he could continue. This was turning into quite the party in produce.
 
   “Oh Allison, this is Jimmy.”  Danny introduced us.
 
   “Hi, Allison Little, Realtor.” I shook Jimmy’s hand, it was strong and calloused, and his face, pleasant and round, was tanned. His neck was bright red, a red neck. But I was willing to attribute the red to outdoor work rather than an indication of his politics. I’m willing to give people the benefit of a doubt. For a minute or two.
 
   Jimmy was in better shape than Danny. He looked like he worked outdoors and the sun damage made him look to be forty, even though he could have been much younger. I couldn’t tell.   
 
   “Jimmy, nice to meet you,” I said. “You work with Danny?”
 
   “Yes, you and Danny friends?” He responded.
 
   My phone rang, buzzed actually.  I ignored it.
 
   “We dated one summer in high school.” I was guessing, but I needed to define the relationship on my terms, even though I didn’t remember what those terms were. I glanced at Danny again.
 
   Oh crap. The memory slapped me like a bag of ice. The years had not been kind to Danny Timmons. As a young man, and I mean sixteen years young, he was buffed and strong. I remember he worked up the hill on Red Dog road as a lumber jack. At the time, he looked very good for his age. Very, very good. And I was very, very shallow for my age. For me, performance and good looks were about all I really wanted for my summer flings, and Danny fit the bill. But I could see that he was no longer engaged in denuding the forest.  His arms were still muscular but the rest of him looked ill-used. He looked like a guy who spent entire Saturdays watching monster truck rallies on TV, accompanied by one too many beers. I wondered what he did with himself, or what had he done to himself.
 
   “Come out to the river with us.”  Jimmy invited.
 
   The river.  One of the reasons I was here, an afternoon at the river could relax anyone, guaranteed. 
 
   I looked to the other men, accepting their company depended what they wanted to do at the river. Sometimes it’s all about getting high and subsequently sunburned. Sometimes it’s about getting drunk and sunburned. Sometimes it’s an afternoon of getting drunk, having sex, getting high and getting sunburned in some very embarrassing places.
 
   Which was why I was always grateful for my own room. No one ever knew to what state I had fried myself into. 
 
   “We’re just hanging out,” Danny said.  He gestured to his cart – beer, tightly wrapped sandwiches and fifteen bags of chips in every flavor currently on the market. Ah, we were getting high.
 
   “I’d love to join you,” I said, not sure if love was the right word but what the hell, an afternoon filled with cold rushing water, heat bouncing off the valley and onto on my pasty white skin. I wasn’t sure I’d indulge in the main attraction, but stranger things have happened. The Nacho Doritos looked good.
 
   “We’ll wait for you at the bridge,” Danny confirmed.
 
   “We hike up stream,” Jimmy warned me.
 
   I smiled. “We always did.”
 
    
 
   A young girl, who looked about twelve, except she was old enough to be trusted to choose her own hair color, in this case, bright pink, wheeled my groceries out to the car. She even balanced the cart with one tennis shoe clad foot and loaded both bags into the back of my Lexus SUV. 
 
   “I don’t have,” I looked into the black cavern that is my purse for a loose dollar or two.
 
   “Oh no ma’am, we don’t accept tips, this is what we do.” 
 
   I squinted in the bright light. There are child labor laws, I’m pretty sure. Then again, in Claim Jump, the rules were often ignored, who was to know?
 
   No tip.
 
   Except to tell her not to call me ma’am.
 
   I smiled and felt like my grandmother. “Well then, thank you.”
 
   “Sure, have a good day.”
 
   I pulled into the street and slowly drove to Prue’s, one hand on the steering wheel, the other holding my phone waiting for a flash of three or four bars so I could make calls. I left a message for Norton just before the connection kicked out.  I turned the corner and with a sigh of resignation, because I already knew the outcome, left a message on Peter Christopher’s phone, Jill Christopher’s phone and the main phone line for their office. “And have a godly day.”  Her voice main message chirped.
 
   At least the voice message on the main office line didn’t wish you immediate communing with god. As an after-thought, I left a message with the Bixby’s themselves. My clients Browns had signed, I just needed, had to have, the Bixby’s confirmation.  
 
   I checked my voice mail. Nothing. I turned the corner and headed up to Prue’s.  I used both hands to navigate up the street. The high stone wall to my right was riddled with random rocks, the mortar was wearing away so some rocks jutted out into the street. I had to be careful.  
 
   The car bumped and jostled. In fact, except for the freeway, the roads in Claim Jump were not in very good repair. In the case of Marsh Avenue, there is no other route for traffic to take – the city would have to close the road in the middle of the night in order to repave. That costs far more money. It’s always about money, and most cities don’t ever have enough.
 
   I called Carrie as I unloaded the groceries.
 
   “I’m having a wonderful time, wish you were here,” I said.
 
   “Allison!” Carrie responded with more enthusiasm than my lame opening warranted.
 
   “What do you think about falling in love?”  She startled me.
 
   “What? As a concept? Plot for a movie? Career choice?”
 
   “No, just falling in love with someone and staying with them forever.”   
 
   I nodded to Brick Bitterman as he emerged from the guest-house and blinked at the morning sun. Brick rooms with Raul. Brick is a more recent (ten years) addition. I don’t know how the permanency came about, but apparently Grandma doesn’t mind because they prevent anyone else from visiting Grandma for too long. That includes my charming uncles and my mother, who is already disinclined to spend anymore than an afternoon in Claim Jump
 
   Brick is a thin, consumptive looking man who missed his calling as vicar for a small English town, the kind of village Katherine from my office, loves to visit; thatch roofs, ruddy faced locals, pubs, that kind of thing. But it was Brick’s misfortune to instead end up as the high school PE teacher for Forty Niner High.  I don’t know how that career worked for Brick but he seemed quite relieved when he could finally retired.
 
   “I have not experienced what that would be like.” I said dryly, addressing Carrie while waving to Brick. “And right now I think I’d rather come across another dead body than fall in love.” Why, why do I even think these things, let alone say them out loud?
 
   “Your grandparents had a good marriage,” she pointed out.
 
   “True, then there’s my parents,” I countered. 
 
   I retrieved the third bag of groceries and managed to lock the car, listen to Carrie and if I cocked my head to the east, I could retain about three bars worth of reception between the garage, barn, guest house, kitchen.
 
   Brick stoically watched me from the narrow porch on the guest-house. He did not offer to help.
 
   “Anyway.” Carrie had enough about me.  “I think I’m falling in love with Patrick and I don’t know when I should tell him.”
 
   “Never. Never tell him. Make him go first.”  I counseled.
 
   “Okay, thanks,” she clicked off.  I paused with the silent phone against my ear and two bags in my arms. That was too easy. What was she up to?
 
   I unloaded my necessities onto the counter and into the refrigerator and looked for Prue before I took off for the river.
 
   Grandma is sitting on prime real estate and she knows it.  Three useable and organized acres, a working garage, a barn with a history, and a 4,000 square foot house – some of the rooms usable, some not. I could sell it for 5 million but it would take too long. 3.5. To someone from the Bay Area. They’d be all over it.  But I will never sell, I will inherit.  Not because I can’t bear the thought of the house leaving the family, no, for the right price, anyone can bear the thought of letting something out of the family. Nope, I do not want to bring this sucker up to code.  
 
   Since my grandparents bought this place in the sixties, there hasn’t been a single permit filed for any improvements, dubious as well as useful. There are no permits for the barn, no permits for the dance studio inside the barn. There are no permits filed for the guest house, no permits for the greenhouse, certainly no permits or inspections for the wiring, the plumbing, the reconstructed chimney that fell down in 1983.  Nothing.  
 
   Oh sure, in 1964 no one in Claim Jump bothered with permits, it was considered necessary only if the city manager could see what you did from the road.  He often looked the other way anyway.  Grandma re-furbished the greenhouse way back when she was volunteering for the city manager.  Friends in high places are often more beneficial than cash.
 
   So you see, this will be my house forever; a badly wired heap of 140 year old, dry  timber. I think the walls stand because the termites in a fit of civic duty, have taken to holding hands.
 
   But it looks really good from the street. The house is a tall three-story box with coins decorating the sides, Italianate. Great curb appeal.  Just don’t go round the back.
 
   “I’m going to the river Grandma!”  I announced as I banged the screen door. 
 
   I unloaded the groceries as Grandma walked in. “I forgot to tell you where the things go.”
 
   I braced myself for a new recycling program. Grandma has a new one every time I visit.
 
   Now, I’m green. Everyone in California is green.  But I’m not, for instance, Forest Green, or Jungle Green, I’m more a celadon green: light celadon green.
 
   My grandmother on the other hand has escalated some typical green practices to an art form, like one of those annoying performance art pieces involving mimes.
 
   Grandma set down her misshapen (hand thrown) mug of coffee and launched into the latest instructions. “The water bottles go into this,“ she pointed to a brown Safeway bag by the kitchen table. “The aluminum foil goes into the shoe box,” she gestured towards a shoe box resting just behind the back door.
 
   “The plastic bags go into that white plastic bin under the sink, and to the left of that is another bag for the cans – remember to rinse them out.”
 
   I nodded and turned to get more coffee, but she was on a roll.  “All the peelings go into the carton.”  
 
   I glanced around, ah, the carton was a cut down milk container, because everything is recycled.  I simply nodded, there was no way to contribute to this recitation.
 
   “Just pile the papers on the extra chair, we can put the magazines with the newspapers now, that took about seventeen city council meetings, but we did it. If you are finished with a colorful magazine with lots of pictures, Marianne is making collages for the library study hour next month so she needs good magazines for that project. That collection is over there next to the side board.”
 
   “Okay, colorful magazines.”  I nodded, and tried not to say anything sarcastic, but for a fleeting second I felt sympathy for my mother, who refuses to recycle anything at all on the grounds that it’s just like piling up garbage in your own home.
 
   Once I solemnly swore to Prue that I would recycle any and all things according to the current rules and specifications, I was released to clomp upstairs and stuff a few things into a more casual canvas tote I brought for such a contingency.  When I was younger, a trip to the river meant two pairs of shorts and at least two pairs of panties.  And that was when I was skinny dipping. I pulled out three of everything and stuffed them all into the tote.
 
   I am not being a prima Dona. Wet, sandy clothes are very uncomfortable to sit on when you drive your sorry burned, soaked drunk body home after an afternoon of debauchery.
 
   I could hardly wait.
 
   “Don’t dive,” Prue called after me as I stomped back down the stairs.
 
   “I won’t get pregnant either,” I called back.
 
   “I’m not worried about that any more,” she called back.
 
   Damn straight. Someone had to break the Singleton women’s curse – all of them pregnant at 18. Happened to grandma, happened to mom (and she’d kill me if I told you, her youthful appearance isn’t all due to the magic of chemicals, old fashion age has a great deal to do with it. She pretends she had my oldest brother at the acceptable age of 25. Hah).
 
   Anyway, not me. I popped a bottle of wine into my tote along with an opener, glasses, some cheese and a bottle of water. I wore shoes I did not care about (old Tod’s driving loafer, their bumpy soles mere nubs) climbed back in the car.  
 
   I drove through the east side of town and out to the highway (that would be a slightly wider two lane road than the two lane road I just left which makes it the highway.)  I took a left onto the road that snakes down to the deep gulch that holds the south fork of the Yuba River. 
 
   The Yuba River is cold and fast. More tourists should think twice before they launch their kids into this water. Oh sure, there are kids down at the river, especially on the weekends. But these are tiny little natives, and they are not jumping from the bridge, only tourists do that.   
 
   You heard my grandmother, don’t dive.
 
   I pulled into a civilized parking area complete with parking stripes and a small blue port-a-potty positioned at an official trail head decorated with a lengthy warning sign that first absolved all government bodies of any liability and second, pointed out the dearth of life guards, signage, trail markings, water fountains, and  as a bonus, the abundance of poison oak, submerged rocks, hot sun and sharp pointy objects randomly scattered around the valley floor.
 
   I made the last line up.
 
   Parking at the river used to be so much more exciting. As long as the car was a centimeter behind the white traffic line, you were legally good but that made no difference to a high driver.  
 
   The uncertainty added to the mystery and excitement on the walk back. As I struggled up the last yards of the trail, I’d torture myself with thoughts of my car towed, or sideswiped, or completely wrecked. Kind of sobered me up.  At least enough drive home. 
 
   But now, all that excitement is over.
 
   Jimmy and Danny were not alone. Not that I expected to be the only girl on the trip.  Three skinny young things with legs that ran up to their arm pits orbited around Jimmy and Danny, while the men waved vigorously in my direction.
 
   The young ladies nodded at me at I approached, but did not smile.  I was the odd woman in the group – it was already three to two before I arrived.  Well, Danny must still have it.  Good for him.
 
    “Hi, I’m Allison, an old friend of Danny’s.” I probably didn’t need to emphasis the old, but I thought it would make them feel better.
 
   The three young ladies nodded in unison as if they practiced.  
“He told me about you.  You don’t really live here,” one said.
 
   “No, but I visit my grandmother every summer,” I explained.
 
   She looked doubtful, as if not being from Claim Jump was an affliction that maybe could not be cured, or it was contagious. 
 
   I waited.  She considered. Perhaps some of her chemical experiments had not been so successful, it took her quite a while to find the right words.
 
   “Oh, okay.” Was the best she could do, but the other two visibly relaxed after their leader gave me the Uh, Okay.
 
   We cannot all be rocket scientists.
 
   “I’m Pamela.”  She finally came up with a name.  She gestured towards me with her elbow, her hands were filled with paper grocery bags, a small blue cooler dangled from the crook of her arm.
 
   “I’m Cindy,” the other girl, her hair tucked into a sensible ponytail nodded to me.  She carried the towels and more paper bags.
 
   “Tiffany,” the third, hair in a pony tail and her face shadowed by her CAT tractor hat was burdened with Safeway bags and a gallon of water. 
 
   Water? My, how things have changed. We use to carry that much volume in wine alone.  I did not look at Danny as I remembered that.
 
   Formal introductions finished, Jimmy and Danny simultaneously bent to retrieve a six pack of beer each and we shuffled down to a dirt path cut into the shear cliff  stretched between the parking area and the roaring river below. Churning green water crashed and roared below us as we hiked up stream.  Occasionally the water swirled into a deep pool, more blue than green. Every quarter mile or, so a flat rock emerged from the tumble of granite and every flat surface was decorated with teens lounging on the hard surface. Many kids were still in their hollering and hooting phase – they still had some energy and beer left. Later in the afternoon these same vigorous individuals will be just laying around in the hot sun, replete with beer, unwilling to do much more than flick water at their friends.
 
   The rocks glimmered with flecks of iron pyrite. This is gold country. Sometimes there is gold, sometimes a rock is just shiny – Fool’s Gold.  Great name for a town. Like You Bet.
 
   We trudged slowly along the river, in single file, which precluded conversation.
 
   Each time one the girls found a branch or rock, she squealed to her friends to watch out, watch out, and then another girl would set her bag or cooler down and gingerly move the branch from the path, then gesture to her friends to pass, like an elaborate play-ground game.  Then as I approached – bringing up the rear, so to speak, one of them – again I couldn’t remember which, would turn and release the branch so it smacked me in the face, breasts, legs, pick a part.  
 
   I felt it was better to not react. I just marched forward and followed the elaborate tattoo decorating the calf of one of the girls.  It looked like a pretty, pretty pony or something. Another girl sported a Celtic knot in green and yellow on her upper arm.  The third was tattoo-free, as far as I could tell.
 
   We rounded the corner so the bridge was finally out of sight and marched for what seemed like miles and mile.   March, step, squeal, smack with a branch. You know, Manzanita has strong resilient branches and thus is very painful when it hits a delicate flower like myself.
 
   Finally, I recognized one of my “usual” spots.  Danny lifted his arm like a scout leader at the head of the pack.  The evil thoughts I entertained in my head would preclude a good sportsmanship badge.  
 
    “Oh hell,” Danny said as he gazed down the precipice to the water.
 
   “He got here first,” Jimmy commented calmly. “Damn him.”
 
   “Oh come on, there’s just one of him and a bunch of us.” One young lady, I forgot her name, she wore the Deer tractor hat, cheerfully summarized. “Besides, he’s cute.”
 
   I stopped walking before I glanced down.  The trail forked ever so subtly, lined with more dark green poison oak, there were a few flat spots with sand and rocks offering almost even foot holds and below was a series of small spits of sand like tiny beaches. One boulder thrust into the river, forcing the current around its smooth sides. Below, I knew, the river dipped and created a perfect, albeit small, swimming hole.  Better, there were a number of places a person or persons could go to avoid being seen from any hiker on the trail above.
 
   I did not look at Danny.
 
   “Come on, it’s too far to the next hole.”  The girl in the Deer Trailer hat tugged at Danny and succeeded in gaining the six-pack to carry for her trouble.
 
   ‘Well,” she squared her narrow shoulders determinedly. “I’m going to say hi.”
 
   “Hi!” She yelled loudly, and with towel and cooler and bags and now beer, she bounced from rock to rock like, yes a mountain goat, to the valley floor.
 
   I shrugged and gingerly followed her. I moved to the left of where she leapt. I have some muscle memory of the place, but I didn’t leap per se. I placed my feet securely on one rock before lifting the other to move forward. Age and the cost of orthopedic surgery has made me more cautious in my older age.
 
   But I’m not old. I’m certainly not a ma’am. I will concede however, that I’m no longer a mountain goat.
 
   The men followed me, sliding and whooping and creating cascades of pebbles and dirt that got into my shoes. I was already hot and sweaty now I was not in a good mood at all. I would have turned back, but the boys were in the way.   
 
   By the time we all struggled down to the sand and began to divest ourselves (the girls and me) from our accruements, Tiffany, I think it was Tiffany, was in deep conversation with our interloper (however, he was the first person at a river spot, so really, he was the owners of that spot for today. We were the interlopers.)
 
   “Mathew says we can share,” Tiffany announced triumphantly.
 
   “I don’t mind the company,” the man named Mathew said easily.
 
   Danny scowled. “Thanks.”
 
   “Don’t mention it.”
 
   Unlike Danny’s deteriorating looks, and it was even more apparent when he peeled off his dusty tee shirt, this other man, Matthew, looked good. Very good. Metro-sexual good.
 
   The day was getting sunnier. I smiled at Matthew and dropped my cooler and bags and bright towels. However, I had no illusions that even unencumbered, I could compete against the appeal of  Pamela, Cindy and Tiffany, all of whom, even dressed in cut offs and little sports bras, looked more like exotic dancers than I did.
 
   I, however, always look like the madam of the establishment. And the madam has all the cash.  
 
   Matthew gathered up his folding chair and towel and made room for the girls on his tiny stretch of sand. 
 
   I was familiar with this spot. I eyed the small beach. There was just enough space for the girls and boys to lay standard size beach towels edge to edge. And I didn’t want to be that close to well, any of them.  So while they negotiated the beach towel space, I clambered over the large diving platform rock that partially thrust into the water, and slipped down the other side. I was rewarded with another small spit of sand, enough space for my own towel.
 
   There was even some shade.  Just to be certain that I would be alone, for at least a minute, I popped back over the rock.
 
   “I’m setting up camp on this side,” I announced as loudly as I could over the roar of the water.
 
   Danny and Jimmy waved and mouthed, have a good time. Danny pulled out a bag of chips and tossed them to me.  He and Jimmy climbed onto the flat topped rocks from their side of the little beach and started to dare each other to jump first.  Mathew and the girls stretched out on towels in the shadow of the rocks. I waved. They waved back.  I slipped back down secure that I had an enormous boulder between me and civilization, and young skinny girls, and relaxed. Danny had given me the Ranch Style Doritos.   
 
   I nested my things together to make a pillow, snapped out the beach towel – New Century logo, picked up at the last conference – and settled down on my back to soak in the rays.
 
   It took me ten seconds in the heat to realize my shirt was not going to work.  Everyone seemed occupied, so I slipped off my tee and my sports bra. 
 
   Ah, heaven. The girls released to the sunshine.  Oh sure, I knew it wouldn’t last. But I couldn’t resist a moment of pure nostalgia, me, the sun and the constant crashing, dancing, water-fall sounds of the river. When I was younger – much younger, I use to get naked every day.  The sun would burn my breasts to a brilliant orange red so loud the color bust through the tan fabric of my bras. But did I care? 
 
   Only when they started to peel. My breasts, not the bras.
 
   And since itching my breasts was not particularly professional, I didn’t plan to be naked for that long.
 
   Just long enough to take a breath.
 
   From where I lay, right next to the shore, I could hear nothing but the water.
 
   I did breathe, the way Rosemary kept telling me to do. She was taking a yoga class or a class with a yogi, I hadn’t been listening that closely. Anyway, she told me that breathing and counting was an  instant stress buster.  
 
   1, 2, 3, I breathed in and out, relishing the hot dry air swirling around in my lungs.  I don’t know about stressful situations, but it was a lovely moment right now. 
 
    “So, this is probably the best natural resource I’ve discovered since I’ve come here.” 


 
   
  
 




 
   3,
 
    
 
   I didn’t bother opening my eyes. “Touch them and you die.”
 
   “I wouldn’t even know what to do with them.”
 
   “Not many do,” I thought guiltily of Ben, who actually did know what do with them, but it wouldn’t do to dwell on that right now.
 
   I pushed myself up and pulled down my sunglasses. The stare down is much more effective than the shriek and hide. Besides, I was very much between a rock and a hard place. Two rocks and a raging mountain river, actually.
 
   And the hard place was this Mathew. He too was shirtless, I suppose in a gesture of solidarity. But I was not fooled. He met my gaze briefly, his eyes were deep brown – lovely really – but they were pulled like magnets to my breasts.
 
   I did him a favor and pulled on my tee shirt.
 
   “So, tired of the bevy of beauties? They looked pretty nice.”  I was referring to the girls on the other side of the boulder, not my girls.
 
   “Yes nice,” he shrugged. “They’re local, lived here all their lives.”
 
   “That’s why they’re here at the river. This is what we do.” Although why I was defending grown women wearing tractor hats, I do not know. They could share my poison oak addled tee shirt if they liked. I glanced down on it, dirty from all the hits during the hiking.  I could share, or just vigorously rub it on one of them.
 
   I glanced back to my interloper, and uttered the classic line, “so you’re not from here, are you?”
 
   “Oh I live here, I’m renting a house up off of Red Dog road, just past Jimmy’s, which is why we’re such close friends.”  He put his sunglass back on, Gucci. I was impressed. I wouldn’t wear something that nice out here; things get lost so easily.  
 
   “I’ll bet.” I said. But he wasn’t listening to me.
 
   “But really, I’m from Sacramento, more of a city guy really.”  He leaned back and gazed at a point above my shoulder, past me to the churning water. Not fully engaged, but I had covered myself with my shirt so the obvious distractions were gone. “But you’re here on the Yuba, not bobbing  down the American River with two six packs and an inner tube.” I pointed out.
     “You’ve been.”  He smiled easily and found it far easier to meet my eyes once the breasts were under wraps.
 
   “Just once,” I said.
 
   “This is interesting for other reasons.”  He glanced back to the rocks and river.  “It’s so quiet here.  No one can get hold of you.”
 
   Just the thought made me cringe. I automatically reached for my phone. Of course there was nothing, no signal at all. Which was a blessing really, what would I say right now if Peter Christopher did answer his phone? Which he never did, but it would be my luck to get through and he’d say, “So, Allison what are you doing for your client?”
 
   And I’d say, “Peter, I’m sitting by the side of the Yuba River, the site of many past indulgences best forgotten, half naked, trying to keep the interest of a strange man, which means I’m doing nothing for my clients except for harassing you.”
 
   That would be the truth. But when it comes to working with the Christophers, the truth will not set you free. It won’t even result in a return call.  Yet they were a big office and a big player in Rivers Bend.
 
   Lucky me.
 
   “You’re worried about a call now? In the middle of nature?”  He asked.
 
   “I’m concerned about a deal.”  I put my phone carefully back into the bottom of my clothing bag, away from the direct sun.
 
   “What do you do?” He leaned back on his elbows and raised his tan face to the sun.
“Realtor.” I summarized. “What do you do?”
 
   “Bunch of different things.”  He shrugged and his stomach muscles did not move.  They were lovely, his muscles, I believe they are called a six pack, I’ve never seen a six pack in real life  - only in photos in Men’s Health magazine.
 
   “A man of many talents?” I tried to prop myself on my elbows but a rock dug into my soft flesh and I had to give it up.
 
   “Enough people think so,” he countered.
 
   Great, just like Ben Stone, not really saying something, but sort of indicating something. What was I doing with another elusive man?  Nothing, that’s what.
 
   I sat up and wrapped my arms around my knees. Nope, too hot.  I was sticky in a nano-second. Well, I was the person who wanted some hot summer sun.
 
   I tried sense the chemistry.  The privacy of the river leads to all sorts of misaligned connections, that was part of the charm. In the old fashion days some of us may have had sex with people we wouldn’t ordinarily speak to in a more civilized setting.  Some of us. A long time ago. 
 
   Mathew was awfully nice looking.  But he wasn’t putting out much in the way of good vibes.
 
   I was better off with a book.
 
   I struggled up and gingerly made my way to the water. The river is so cold that I only had to sink in up to my ankles for my whole body to cool.  I splashed droplets on my tee shirt.
 
   Mathew didn’t move. He rested in the sun, not speaking or even watching me.  I thought about ripping off my tee shirt, or better, plunging into the water to create that popular wet tee shirt look – something I’m quite suited for.  But I realized it wasn’t worth the effort.  Perhaps he took a while to warm up.
 
   “Well,” I decided to cut my losses.  “It was nice talking to you, thank you for stopping by, but I do like my privacy. And you have the girls,” I nodded toward the boulder surface. It blinked with Fools Gold.  As if on cue Tiffany – I think – popped her head over the rim of the rock and pouted in Mathew’s direction.
 
   “Mathew, the rock is too hot, come and cool us off.”
    I grinned and he had the decency to look chagrined.  I waved him off and settled back down, unconcerned about him or the girls dancing on top of the rock.  My girls were staying under wraps.
 
   “Wear shoes next time,” I said in Tiffany’s direction.
 
   I used to spend what seemed like the entire summer of my high school years down here. I either got high with my summer friends and acquaintances or in stark contrast, read alone. There was a phase during my college years when I’d spend spring break up here (in Chico the spring break gestalt is difficult to distinguish from any other weekend, so I was not losing anything by “missing” a week of drinking and yelling in Chico). I came here alone with a bag full of novels from the library and happily plow through them as I soaked my hot feet in the cold swirling water. For me, it was enough change from reading deadly business books to be considered a vacation.
 
   Like most activities in Claim Jump, hanging out at the river was something my mother condemned wholesale. She would never venture down to the gorges, too dirty. Every week she regaled my brothers and me with the same stories of people who dived directly into shallow water, broke their necks and lived on, an example of idiocy for the rest of the village.  She had memorized the names: Mike Childers, paraplegic; Anthony Islington, quadriplegic; Greg Simpson, dead; Mark Warren, dead; James Fantle, dead; Richard Burle, missing. Mom rattled the names off at the breakfast table, and was always prepared for an encore as soon as I announced I was going to the river.  For her, the names stood as examples of hedonism gone bad. I don’t think she knew a single one of those people she named, but since every year someone is hurt and some one else dies, she always had fresh material.
 
   I realize now that it was fear that drove her, maybe some specific motherly concern, but I think that was directed more towards my favored brothers.  After a while I realized that all the people my mother listed as injured or dead or missing, were boys. I was a girl. Which meant I had better odds and apparently, better sense. Just the same when I returned home from my summer with Grandma, I told my mom I tanned in the back yard.
 
   But I was out of practice. A person has to be in condition to weather seven hours in the hot sun, shaded only by a random man on top of her and cooled by harsh jug wine. After the first hour I had soaked in the heat, after two hours I had already exposed myself in public, and by hour three I realized that I had forgotten to bring a book. 
 
   So by mid-afternoon I was finished with the whole experience including reminiscing about the men I had, and what those men had become.  I was done, emotionally and literally. Plus I think I cooked my skin a little too much.
 
   I clamored around the main rock and joined the group.  The three girls and three boys were sitting in a circle, knees touching, elbows banging, passing around a joint.
 
   “So,” Tiffany sucked down a lungful of smoke, held it and kept talking as she exhaled.  “My friend says they were all burned inside their houses, some even in bed, there was no time to escape.”
 
   “Wow,” Cindy took the joint.
 
   “That’s just a rumor,” Matthew said.  He was drinking beer.
 
   “Yeah but it’s true, they all died, how may houses?”  Danny said.
 
   “Ten,” Jimmy took the joint from Cindy. “Went so fast, ten houses were gone by the time the fire trucks made it up the hill.”
 
   “Slow trucks,” Mathew took a swig and noticed me.  “Allison, come an join us.”
 
   “Yeah,” Danny echoed. “Come on and take some Allison.”
 
   Danny’s belly pouched over his shorts, his legs were stark white, his arms were dark tan, his neck was, yes, red with sunburn.  Oh lord, I’ve slept with a red-neck.
 
   I shook my head. “Nope, I’m good, but thanks.” Didn’t want to offend the hosts.
 
   Mathew nodded and stood. Then stretched, the better for me to admire his flat belly. Considering how the competition had evolved and considering  my own round globe of a belly, he didn’t need to preen that much.
 
   I glanced at Tiffany, she was following Mathew’s every move. She tried to catch his eye, but she wasn’t quick enough. She was quick enough to glare at me.
 
   I ignored her. 
 
   One of them, not Tiffany, Cindy I think, leaned back against the rock and began to run sand through their fingers with hypnotic consistency. Tiffany dragged her attention from me and focused on her friend. In a second she joined Cindy in the sifting of sand.  The contrast of white sand against one of the girl’s blue nail polish was actually quite interesting.  And if I were high, I’d watch those nails for hours. Really high and I’d consider painting my nails the same blue and silver color.  
 
   I was not that high. I wasn’t high at all.  Pity.
 
   Danny watched Mathew in his sun god routine.  “How does it feel to be such a bastard?”  Danny asked with no rancor at all, of course he couldn’t very well summon up rancor in the state he had smoked himself into.
 
   Mathew was not offended.
 
   “I just do my job,” he offered.  
 
   “I think you’re lovely.” Tiffany said.  But it wasn’t clear if she was addressing Mathew or her own hands.
 
   “Me too,” Pamela added.
 
   “Then come with me as my dates,” Mathew invited.
 
   “Hey,” Jimmy wasn’t as sanguine as Danny. “It’s my party.”
 
   Mathew nodded. “And I’m bringing a date, you said I could,” he searched his mind, “earlier.”
 
   Jimmy nodded as if that was a good explanation. It was like watching an argument in slow motion. I was the only person in real time here.
 
   “Then you come too, Allison,” Danny said after some consideration and another pull at his joint.
 
   “Come where?”  It was out before I considered the implications of my sentence. And I had nothing to smoke.
 
   “To Jimmy’s house,” Danny explained, fortunately too high to pay attention to double entendres. But Mathew brightened up at my comment.  I ignored him.
 
   “It’s just above your grandmother’s, off Red Dog Road.”  Tiffany explained.
 
   “Way past your grandmother’s,” Jimmy commented. “Like you need to drive fucking forever to get to my place. Like you’re in the forest man.”
 
   “It is the forest,” Mathew pointed out. “Tahoe National Forest.”
 
   “You live in one of Lucky Master’s places?”  I asked.
 
   Danny snorted and joined the girls in the sand sifting exercise. He too fell quickly under the spell of the activity. Once he issued the invitation, that was that, take it or leave it, it was up to you.
 
   I remember that about him.
 
   “Oh no, not in one of Lucky’s places. You turn right before one of the driveways, I’m like, behind the Lucky Masters’ places, it’s not official or anything.” Jimmy explained about as coherently as you’d expect. How many joints had they shared before I clamored over the rocks?
 
   “The party isn’t official or your place of residence isn’t official?”
 
   “Just the house,” Danny offered.
 
   “You’re a squatter.”  I addressed Jimmy, but he became distracted with the sand sifting activity and was lost to the conversation.
 
   “Not in so many words,” Danny struggled to explain, then dropped the subject.
 
   “I’ll put out some balloons for you,” Matthew offered. “We’re all meeting at eight o’clock or so.  Still game?”
 
   “Oh yes.” I said.
 
   I crawled out of the river bed and took my time hiking back.  Nope, nothing happened to my car. The tragedy was that I wasn’t even worried about it, which meant I could spend the half hour walk concentrating on avoiding long resilient branches of poison oak, burrs, painful spiky yellow plants and the sweat and dust clinging to my sweaty skin instead of worrying about my car.
 
   I opened all the doors of the Lexus and let some of the hot air out before I inserted myself. I placed a clean towel on the seat and paused just one more moment.
 
   The parking lot was devoid of human life. This was a prime hour for the river: dead center of the afternoon, the rocks as hot as they will get, the water as cold as anyone could stand.  The silence shimmered around me like the heat waves reflecting off the trucks and late model cars.  Everything was covered in that fine brown dust from the trails.
 
   I gingerly touched the steering wheel, rolled down all the windows and took off. Had my romance with the river finally played out? Is it possible to out grow the river?  Had I turned into my mother?  No, I wasn’t ready to scare off the next generation, but there was something missing, I wasn’t as satisfied as I used to be.
 
   When I arrived home I found Pat and Mike, Grandma’s best friends, along with Peter, lounging on the back patio like a scene from The Great Gatsby. Although the only person really dressed for the part was Peter.
 
   “There you are!” Peter toasted me with his martini glass. “Join us!”
 
   Peter was dressed in a silk smoking jacket and cravat. Prue wore shorts and a tee shirt, her legs were as white and wrinkled as her face. I had not considered wrinkled legs. I glanced down at my solid thighs, nope couldn’t imagine at all.
 
   Pat and Mike were dressed casually as well. They wore shorts, but their legs looked pretty decent, not as wrinkled as Grandma’s, did they take better care of themselves?  Probably. I think Pat is the same age, but Mike looked younger by at least a decade. Maybe it was clean living and a solid relationship.
 
   Maybe they hadn’t lost the only man they’d ever loved.
 
   I glanced at Pat, maybe that wasn’t entirely right. He loved my grandfather very much.  I never thought of that before.
 
    They all held martini glasses filled to the brim with pretty red liquid.  Cosmopolitans.  That explained the mix in her refrigerator.
      “I saw them on Sex in the City and they really do taste marvelous!”  Peter exclaimed. “Let me make you one.”  He moved to the grill. Prue had tossed a plastic flowered table cloth over the top creating an outdoor bar. Peter’s attitude was very Noel Coward. Pat and Mike looked like what they were – refugees from the Summer of Love. My grandmother? She defied categorization. She was the Mame-style hostess, she was the political gadfly. She was the saver of souls and comforter of the lost. And she did it all in comfortable shoes. That’s why I’m always welcome. I think she considers me part of her lost soul category.
 
   I sank into a webbed lawn chair and accepted my fate as an extra in the party scene.
 
   Raul appeared as if on cue. “This is wonderful light!” He exclaimed. He juggled his camera and aimed it at Peter.
 
   “Peter, you are elegant, the sophisticate, so retro.  Now, look more so. That’s it, stand up straight, what are they teaching children these days?”
 
   “How to hack into computers?” Mike suggested.
 
   Raul glared at him. 
 
   “Be elegant Peter, shake that cocktail as if it is important.” Raul gazed into the screen on his digital camera and ignored the rest of reality around him.  “That’s excellent, move to the left a bit more.  Good, oh Peter, you are so good!”
 
   “When you sell the footage,” Pat called out as Raul danced right, then left as he angled for the best shot of Peter’s cocktail shaking motion. “Don’t forget to send Peter his cut, yes?”  
 
   “You are a Philistine,” Raul retorted.
 
   I closed my eyes for just a moment. In the distance a chain saw started up, or a gas powered weed whacker, or a lawn mower. In Claim Jump, there was always someone making some whining, destructive noise in the background. As a kid I figured the source of the sound always came from a chain saw, or two, but the trees never looked any sparser, so I suppose it was a weed whacker. Weeds are forever. And gas powered weed whackers seem to serve as the modern equivalent of manhood. Like a first weapon.
 
   You are a man, intones the village of men, here is your collection of gas powered tools. Go forth on Saturday afternoon and be known by the high whine of your power.
 
   Grandma hates them, she asked her gardener years ago to just rake the leaves and debris and pile it all quietly onto the compost heap in the back of the garage. 
 
   She pays him extra for his time.
   Raul scowled. “That is enough Peter. We will have to do this again when there is not so much distraction.”
 
   The detractors merely smiled at Raul and he disappeared back into the guest house in a huff. 
 
   “I don’t understand how anyone could misplace the business license fees.” Grandma picked up the conversation. 
 
   I didn’t even feel compelled to pay attention. Whenever Grandma and Pat and Mike got together, they inevitably turned to the subject of Claim Jump city politics. This afternoon was no exception. A long time ago, Grandpa use to be the front man, the four would argue into the night and then send Grandpa, the man with the biggest, loudest voice and the biggest, unmistakable body, and he’d present the views of the group to the City Council. After he was gone, I don’t think Grandma indulged in politics as much. Apparently she had recovered some.  
 
   “They can if the fees are never collected in the first place,” Pat brandished his glass, slopping precious vodka over his hand.
 
   Pat and Mike are life long friends. I think of them as a set. Pat and Mike have been together for as long as I’ve known them, and I’ve known them as long as I’ve known my own grandparents. 
 
   “Our people reported that no one ever came by,” Mike contributed.
 
   “Not in years,” Pat confirmed.
 
   Pat is tall and lanky and Mike just a little less so, so they appear very similar. As they’ve aged, they look more and more similar, something that I understand happens to old married couples in the mid-west. I’ve also read that people end up resembling their dogs, so I’m not that sold on the look-like-your-most-loved concept.
 
   “They send letters from the City.”  Grandma said, she wrinkled her already wrinkled face and considered the situation.
 
   My mother, for instance, looks nothing like my grandfather and my grandmother has that deceptively sweet, little old lady look when in fact, she’s pretty tough and strong. My grandfather in contrast was a huge man. He sported an enormous belly and a deep booming voice.  He could yell for me from the garage (with all the doors closed) and I’d hear him perfectly well in my room (with all the windows closed). My grandfather had that marvelous ability to pull everyone within a ten foot orbit into the vortex of his personality, and most were willing to take the plunge. He is a legend.
 
   “You can send letters, but no one will pay unless there’s a real visit from a real city official, it’s been that way since the Gold Rush and no one knows any differently.”  Mike downed the rest of his cocktail and held out the empty glass to Peter who scooped it up.
 
   “We could even do it electronically.” Pat suggested. 
 
   Grandma snorted, “That will never happen.” Grandma wears what ever she left on the floor the night before.  She is a staunch advocate for comfortable shoes – Birkenstock, Teva, Crocs, whatever is comfortable and yes, as unattractive as possible and still merits the manufacturing cost.
 
   This is where I rebel. Yes comfort has its place, but not when it involves shoes. But I do go native to a certain degree, for instance, I was wearing a dirty tee shirt and faded shorts during the Noel Coward Cocktail hour, so I’ve managed to loosen up a bit.
 
   “Then we’re back to not collecting in the first place, and if someone did collect, they must have done something with the money.”
 
   “You do have to put it somewhere.” Grandma mused.
 
   Pat and Mike are landlords like Grandma. They own a half a dozen buildings downtown, what Grandpa didn’t buy, Pat did.  And now, I believe, Pat helps Grandma manage her buildings as well as his. Good for them, I despise the whole rental situation. In California, tenants have a huge book of specific rights – owners have nothing except the honor of creating a perfect environment for the tenants in question and lengthy time lines in which to ask for the rent, beg for the rent, call about the rent, make compromises about the rent and drive three hours up to Lake County to pick up the rent.  I hear too much about it at the office.
 
   I like to list property, sell the property and get out, maybe send the buyers a card at Christmas. But usually I don’t send the buyers anything. I like sellers better.  Buyers are just a pain in the ass.  Like Lisa and Timothy Brown.  Oh, did I say that out loud?
 
   I glanced at my phone. Should I call?  No, it was after 5:00 PM. Where did my afternoon go?
 
   The conversation had diverted from the missing fee monies, if they ever existed, to altering the boarders of the city limits, which would divert resources from down town to all the Lucky Master developments above Grandma on Red Dog Road.   
 
   “In this town,” Pat commented laconically. “It’s a zero sum game.”
 
   “Pat came with your grandfather.” Grandma had explained -  when I was old enough to understand. “It was a package deal and I took it.”
 
   Pat was with Grandpa at the end. He was sitting in grandpa’s room when I arrived from a long, stressful drive from the Bay Area, arriving at the last minute as it turned out.
 
   “Have you been here long?”  I remember asking him.  I don’t remember much about the last hours with my grandfather, but I do remember how diminished my grandfather’s shape under the bed spread looked, as if he was deflating. And I remember Pat’s haunted expression, his sunken eyes.
 
   “Three weeks,” Pat said. Grandpa made Pat promise to care for Grandma, something, Pat assured me, Grandpa didn’t have to insist on.
 
   “I will always take care of her,” Pat assured me at the funeral. “You grandfather loved your grandmother more than life itself. I’ve never seen a love like that.”  Pat looked at me as seriously as he had ever looked.  “Something like that is worth preserving. Worth fighting for.”
 
   To this day, I’ve never understood what he meant.
 
   Mike watched Peter as Peter mixed, shook and poured more martinis for everyone.  Pat wasn’t as entranced, he was engaged in conversation with Grandma. 
 
   “Was George Schmidt still on the council when you were collecting the fees?”
 
   “Yes, I was doing him a favor.  We were short an assistant city manager back then, I think.”
 
   “We saw him a couple of times in the City.” Mike observed.
 
   “That’s right, he was down there once for Gay Pride week.”  Pat put in. He accepted his martini from Peter with a bow.  Peter bowed back and fetched another cocktail for me.
 
   “What was he doing in the City?”  Prue demanded.
     The older men exchanged glances and shrugged. 
 
   “Getting votes?” Pat suggested. He pushed up his wire frame glasses and solemnly blinked at Grandma.
 
   I sipped my cosmopolitan. It was very strong.  “Excellent, thank you Peter.”
 
   Peter nodded and moved next to Mike. The both simultaneously crossed their legs and sipped at the edges of their martini glasses.
 
   “Votes.  You don’t go to Gay Pride in San Francisco to get votes in Claim Jump.” Grandma said scornfully.
 
   “Doesn’t matter, we don’t see him down there anymore.”  Pat said.
 
   “Nope,” Mike agreed.  “What happened to him anyway?  Is he still on the council?”
 
   “I’m not sure, I’d have to look it up.” Grandma mused.  “Funny, I didn’t even bother with the last election.  Did I vote?”
     “You always vote,” Mike assured her. “We drove you down to the polls.”
 
   “I didn’t walk?”  Grandma said, surprised.
 
   “It was raining.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   I was tired of the conversation already.  I tossed back the martini, grinned at Peter, he was kind of charming in a flighty way, and headed up to shower and change.  I always shower after an afternoon at the river. Because I’m dirty of course, but also, cold water and lots of soap is the best way to rinse off the oil from poison oak.
 
    
 
   Merging from Prue’s driveway into traffic was like participating in a game of Double Dutch jump rope. Two jump ropes cross and re-cross and you have to wait, wait, wait for an opening, no, that wasn’t good, no, that wasn’t big enough, no, the rope is moving too fast, finally you have to bite your lip and jump into the fray. And hope you don’t trip.  Or crash into someone.  
 
   I waited for fifteen minutes for the traffic to spread out enough so I could wedge the car into the long tail of cars traveling up to the first phase of Lucky Master’s masterpiece.
 
   Just past the turn on March Ave, when the road changes names and become Red Dog Road, there is forest. Thick pine trees as far as I could see to the right and left of the road.  It’s not as dense as it used to be, but thick enough for a city girl.  For the longest time it was owned by the Fantle family. I don’t remember what happened to them, I suppose I could ask Grandma, but they were the family who sold to Lucky Masters a while back. God, I was fuzzy, was it the martini?  Anyway the steep land lay fallow for too long, ripe for building and improvements a la Masters. And I suppose it made sense to finish the building between the high land development and the city limits, but it would be so much more traffic, so many more people. But an irrefutable solution. Lucky was clever. I have to admire clever.  But I did not admire Lucky’s first efforts, which began to materialize as I climbed up the hill.
 
   There is no shoulder along Red Dog Road, or even March Avenue. The edge of the road simply stops, hovering a few inches over the red dirt that has dips and gullies and no place to park or put a vehicle anywhere to the side of the road. When it rains, the gullies fill and threaten to overflow onto the road, but Prue pointed out that often it freezes just before that happens so it’s okay.  
 
   I kept my place in the line of cars, twenty miles per hour, past the occasional dirt road jamming into the main road at an odd angle, or a real paved road with a mailbox and newspaper tube marking the top of an official driveway. Many drives were layers of loose rock.  The rocks were banked up against the road for a smoother transition, easy to keep in line now, but as soon as winter comes, the bank of rocks will wash away and it will take the efforts of the whole family hoist the family SUV from the drive to the main road. Many people bought four wheel drive SUVs or trucks, just to get from garage to street.  
 
   I hit a pothole that almost wrenched my hands from the steering wheel. The cars ahead and behind me did not peel off at these jury-rigged driveways, the cars were headed further up.
 
   I glanced at my phone, call Ben?  I picked up my phone – two bars and fading.
 
   After just another mile, I entered Lucky Master’s first development.  Houses lined the road, all     distressingly similar. Most homes were fairly simple, built in the non-descript style that is hallmark of the architecturally barren seventies.  The Brady Bunch moves to the forest kind of look. 
 
   I kept driving, moving with the long tail of traffic. I braked, and moved forward. No one brakes driving up hill, but I did. Traffic thinned as cars peeled off for driveways paved and unpaved. I traveled up another mile or so before the houses became sparser again and I spotted the mail box with three balloons limply dangling from a grimy string.
 
   Up ahead was the end of Red Dog Road. The top of the world.
 
   A road used to connect Red Dog Road and Miner’s way, in the summer months when everything had dried out, Grandpa would drive me all the way up Red Dog and over a rutted dirt road, narrow and uninviting, and thus, exciting, and we’d eventually emerge, the car dirty from the dust, onto Miner’s Ridge, and then we’d drive all the way back down. It was an adventure all contained in the general area of one town. It was like magic.
 
   I glanced at the clock on the dash.  I had some time.  I took note of the balloons, because you never know, there could be another home with limp balloons at the front entrance and I could become confused and end up at the wrong party. And I probably wouldn’t even be able to tell.
 
   I drove all the way to the ridge connection,  Johnson Pass. The pass was now just dirt and overgrown with black berries.  Grandpa was never overly fastidious about his vehicles, but I was. I nudged my car to the end of the pavement (in Claim Jump there are many places where the sidewalk ends). Further down the road I saw the tangle of Manzanita bushes, small pine beginning to grow.  Completely blocked.
 
   I left the engine on and just looked at the pass. Considering how many cars back up on Marsh Ave. I found it odd that some hardy soul hadn’t punched through all this to exit down the other side of the mountain to make better time to their job in Sacramento.
 
   I turned around on the packed dirt and headed back to the limp balloon party.
 
   Jimmy’s house had no number and except for the balloons, the narrow road wasn’t marked.
 
   My car just fit down the lane, which wasn’t even wide enough to qualify as a driveway. I’d list it as “scenic drive to home.”  I winced as bushes and pine limbs shrieked against my paint job. I passed another narrow opening, a driveway of sorts, but again not official, probably not legally built. I pulled into an open space before the house, indifferently covered in patches of asphalt. From the appearance of the other cars, mine was the only car worthy of paint job angst. A collection of vehicles, some covered in just primer, some sporting impressive rust stains, littered the parking area. None looked freeway-ready. But all were probably driven fiercely, with great speed and daring.   
 
   I balanced on a porch jury rigged with stacked cement blocks and two by fours, and knocked on the unpainted door.
 
   “Welcome!”  Jimmy said before opening the door.  His face fell a bit in disappointment when he saw it was me. But to his credit, he recovered. 
 
   “Allison, you made it.”
 
   “I followed the balloons,” I explained. 
 
   “Oh, yeah, well good!  Let me get you a drink. Know anyone here?”  He gestured to the area behind him that served as living room/dinning/video game battle ground. 
 
   I scanned the room, the walls were plywood, the blue manufacturing marks still vivid.  Five middle-aged men were crammed on a single green sagging couch. Two held controllers the other three gave deep, well thought out advice.
 
   “Oh fuck, you miss that, that’s an easy one.”
 
   
  
 

“Don’t fucking tell me what to do.” 
 
   “It’s my game.”
 
   “It’s my shit.”
 
   Lovely. We hadn’t even updated the insults and slang.  I didn’t even pause at the couch.  Jimmy returned and handed me a plastic cup filled with red liquid that I assumed was wine.
 
   “Hello Allison.”  I think it was Pamela who greeted me.  She had cleaned up since this afternoon and wore a newer pair of cut off jeans, the long threads hung down her slender legs like fringe. 
 
   “Hello Pamela,” I said. 
 
   She smiled, pleased I remembered her name. Those tattoos are helpful, maybe we could get our names tattooed on our hands or arms to avoid perpetual confusion at cocktail parties.
 
    “Hi again.”  Cindy of the Celtic knot tattoo walked up and joined Pamela as if to support her against me. I nodded, took a sip of wine and flinched.  I looked around for a table on which to abandon the cup. But there were no tables. A coffee table, scarred with watermarks, served as the food table. It was littered with bowls of ruffle chips, onion dip, neon green guacamole, and the feet of at least three of the five video game players.
 
   Tiffany, with her blue nail polish, sauntered over and filled a chip with the green stuff.
 
   “Hi again, did you have a nice rest?”  She talked over the men as if they weren’t there, and they craned to see around her, because she stood in the way.  She said the word rest like I was an ancient adult and she was the young carefree girl who never needed to sleep.   
 
   I squinted a bit to get a better look at her, the bare light bulb hanging from the ceiling cast a harsh light that created deep shadows under her eyes and emphasized lines around her mouth.
 
   At the river all the girls looked young, their thin frames contributed to the youthful illusion,  plus spending the afternoon getting high at the river was a young person’s gig, not for the aged and cynical. Like me.  But dressed, bathed and standing under less-than-flattering light, all three young women looked much older, more thirtyish than twentyish. In fact, Tiffany was edging into my age category.  Well, thinner does look younger, but I have fewer lines on my face.
 
   I owe it all to clean living.
 
   Still, they all were still a good ten years younger than Danny, so good for him. 
 
   Once I was duly greeted, Pamela and Cindy wandered away; their hostess duties finished.
 
   So I addressed Tiffany, the only one left.  “You are from around here, yes?”
 
   She took another chip and finally moved away from the men on the couch. “Oh yes, I’ve lived here all my life. I was even home schooled here.”
 
   “I always admired home schooling.” I said, a complete lie, but since I could already tell I wasn’t going to find much in common with this woman, it was up to me to make a good show of it. 
 
   “You know, I think I know your uncles.”  Tiffany said as if discovering a hidden treasure of conversation.  She sauntered over to join me behind the couch – there wasn’t much else to the room; you stood behind the couch or in front of the couch.
 
   “They don’t come to Claim Jump that often, well, more often than my mother.”  I said hollowly. I never know what a comment like “I knew your uncles” would bring.  I didn’t know that much about my uncles except for few choice bits of information my mother would let drop during one of her rants, but even then, she was rarely forthcoming with excessive details.
 
   “They came up to the Ridge about once a year I think maybe more when I was little.”  She gazed off, then shook herself.  “Nice guy, your uncle.”
 
   “Yes, yes he is.” I didn’t know which uncle she referred to, and I didn’t need to go into specifics. She seemed to think I already knew which uncle was where and with whom. That was fine with me. 
 
   More people filed into the small living room bringing the smell of cigarette and marijuana smoke with them.
 
   “Ah, chips!” a young man stole the entire bowl and disappeared into another door.
 
   “He and mom and dad liked to talk about the old days,” Tiffany continued.  “You know, when they were teenagers and all staying at your grandmother’s.”
 
   “Everyone loved those times,” I agreed. They did. Mom had nothing to say about the good old days, she had already gone, moved out and married.  
 
   “I’m sorry I missed it,” she sighed.
 
   “Me too,” I agreed.  “Were you born up at the Ridge?”
 
   She nodded and took a gulp of her wine. I flinched on her behalf.
 
   “Well, that’s interesting,” I offered. Her hair needed a good cut and color, the grey was beginning to streak through it.  But she did sport killer blue glitter nail polish.  And, since she looked to be more in the thirtyish category, blue glitter nail polish was all that more daring.
 
   Conversation spilled around me.  I overheard a self-satisfied conversation detailing how one couple managed to simultaneously avoid taxes and apply for welfare because they never declared their cash income. I did not turn around to look at them. I didn’t want to know.
 
   I turned from Tiffany who was suddenly distracted by the details of welfare fraud and inadvertently caught the eye of a round woman who was standing by the pellet stove.  She walked over toward me, her thighs swishing in her tight jeans. It was about 85 degrees inside the tiny house. I itched just watching her.
 
   “Hi, you must be new around here,” she did not offer her hand.  “See this top?”
 
   She pointed to her chest. I adverted my eyes. “I found it at the thrift store for two bucks can you believe it?”
 
   “No,” I answered lamely. “It’s hard to believe you paid two dollars for that.”  
 
   “I know! It was a great find. You know my husband and me do good because we work for Builders and Consumers?  It’s a hardware store.”
 
   “Really?”  I needed something to drink, anything would do, except for the wine.  Where were Jimmy and Danny?
 
   “It’s great,” the woman continued.  “Because they can only afford to pay us minimum wage which is good right? Because it shows we’re working, but we never have to pay taxes, because we don’t make enough. And we don’t pay taxes on our land because we put the house on that extra green strip of land that Lucky Masters had to promise the city, but we’re so far back that no one can see us or really get to us because you miss the driveway every time.”
 
   “Because it’s dirt right?” If I remembered correctly, Rosemary once told me that when you are visiting a third-world country, only drink liquids sealed at the factory. I wonder if there was some still sealed wine around. The kitchen beckoned.
 
   My new friend was waiting for some kind of rejoinder.  “What about when it snows or rains?”  I finally asked.
 
   She shrugged. The two-dollar top shimmered in the light. That fabric hadn’t seen the light of day since 1976. The colors were painful.  “We just hunker down, the store is slow in the winter, so Sam stays in and works on the house. We just sit, I call in sick because the boss knows I can’t come in during the winter, he doesn’t mind, there’s not much going on in the winter around here anyway.
 
   “Of course not,” I said faintly.
 
   “So we do fine, the food bank usually has some good things for free then there’s the dollar store, that’s for the girl’s stuff, they have make-up and everything at the place, but mostly it’s good for Christmas and birthday gifts you know?”
 
   “I can imagine.” I edged towards the kitchen, but she kept up with me, pushing aside two younger men staring intently at the video game. They each held an orange Doritos chip but apparently had forgotten they were suppose to eat.
       “But I’m so proud of Sam,” the woman moved past the boys as I moved towards the kitchen.  “He’s been working so hard, we planned a trip to Mexico this winter.” 
 
   “Flying?”
 
   “Oh no, we have a motor home and we drive. Just park on the beach. We don’t have to spend much cash at all. Mexico is so cheap, it’s a great place to go you should go there, you look like you could use a vacation.”
 
   The kitchen door was too narrow for both of us to squeeze through together. I managed to be first.  It wasn’t much more luxurious than the living room.  Three pre-made sets of unmatched cabinets were indifferently attached to the walls. An uneven strip of Formica with two large black rings next to the electric stove rested precariously on another set of cabinets, these with different faces than the upper cabinet doors.
 
   “Hi,” Danny greeted me.  He looked better tonight, what was left of his hair was brushed back, 
 
   he was clean and the slacks and sport shirt were more flattering to his rounded frame.
 
    “Hi, thanks for inviting me.”
 
   “Sure. What can I get for you?”
 
   Behind us, two people were arguing about the local politics. Will I ever escape that subject? I do remember there was a period of time during which the City Council fired their city manage at a rate of one a year which apparently is above the state average.  One of the more notorious house cleanings was when the City Council fired everyone: City Manager and Assistant Manager and the City Attorney for good measure. That’s when the mayor, a friend of Prue’s asked her to take in the business licenses fees from the down town merchants, keep the money safe and generally keep an eye on things.
 
   Keep the money safe? Why would I remember something like that?
 
   I should ask her what went on during that time.   
 
   “Here,” Danny pulled out a bottle of wine that had soaked in the sink for so long, the label had peeled off.  But it was sealed.  Considering what else was available, this didn’t look like a bad choice. Danny pulled the cork with a flourish of manly strength.
 
   I thanked him profusely and vowed to be nicer to him and everyone else in the room – now that I had more wine.  I considered plunging the social whirl, whirling aimlessly around the perimeter of the living room. But I postponed the pleasure.
 
   I lingered in the kitchen, not saying anything, but sipping my wine and listening to Danny as he launched into how he managed to get all his cabinets for free.  Finishing up with, “At least I put in real insulation in the house.” 
 
   Before I could ask about the difference (was there such thing as fake insulation?) 
 
   He veered off track, as if struck by a sudden thought.  “You know who’s here?”  
 
   I turned and looked around the empty kitchen.  
 
   “No, in the living room,” he leaned around me to look out the door. “There she is, go say hello.”
 
   I just hoped it wasn’t the RV woman.   
 
   “Over there,” Danny pointed to a thin woman standing close to the chips, but not eating them.  How does she do that? “You remember Rochelle?”  He prompted me.
 
   The woman had the distinction of being the thinnest person in the room, and many of the guests, like Tiffany, were pretty damn thin. Rochelle’s chest was sharp and bony, I could see her rib cage jutting past her caved breasts. Her low cut cotton top was splashed with an orange and green design and her hair stood out from her scalp in brittle curls.  
 
   Rochelle, Rochelle. I knew the name but I wasn’t putting it into any kind of narrative, relative to me of course.
 
   “Hi,” I approached her. “I’m Allison, Prue’s granddaughter.”  It was the best introduction in Claim Jump. Everyone knew my grandparents.
 
   “Oh, hi,” her eyes lit up with recognition, and I was grateful. “Wow, Prue Singleton’s kid?”
“No, no, I’m her granddaughter. Frances was my mother.”
 
   She digested that information.  “I don’t remember your mother, was she nice?”
 
   “Perhaps,” I hedged.
 
   “I loved your grandmother’s place, the creative vibe was so good.  And that apartment was killer. Maybe I should move back.”
 
   “Move back where?” Tiffany walked up behind Rochelle, making the woman start in an ungraceful way. It was painful to see her reduced to a shadow. At least I thought she was a shadow, I still wasn’t placing her.  
 
   “Back to that apartment. You know, at the Singleton place.”  Rochelle explained to Tiffany.
 
   Tiffany shook her head and gently moved Rochelle to one side.  “No, that’s not such a great idea.  Have you seen Jimmy?  I think he has more stuff.”
 
   “Really?” Rochelle scanned the room haphazardly, delivered a somewhat glazed look and wandered off.
 
   “Don’t mind her.”  Tiffany waved dismissively at Rochelle’s retreating back.  “She’s always bragging about how she used to be dancer, a real artist. But  she’s just another one of those has-beens who used to hang  out with my parents talking about the old days.”  Tiffany followed the other woman with her eyes until Rochelle bumped into Jimmy. “Why are the old days always better that what we have?”
 
   “In a few years, these will be the good old days, and you’ll say, remember how great it was before?”
 
   “Before what?”  She demanded.
 
   I shrugged. “I don’t know.” I was low on philosophy with not enough to drink.  I was at a loss. This wasn’t  exactly a chamber mixer.
 
   “Ah, there you are.”  Mathew from the river appeared as if conjured up by my chamber of commerce induced imagination.  A few hours ago, he had looked marvelous in a pair of ragged shorts.  He looked even more scrumptious in a pressed work shirt and new jeans. And he didn’t even look warm. I was sweating in the hot smoky room. Was there no ventilation in here?  I broke off admiring Matthew and allowed myself a minute to glance around, as if I were filling out an agent disclosure. 
 
   There wasn’t a single ninety-degree angle in the living room. The house looked a little haphazard, as if we were all back in the Gold Rush and these homeowners were merely claim jumpers.
 
   It seemed that few of the guests officially lived in their house so niceties like permits, codes and plumb lines were by necessity, not observed.  Jimmy’s house may not be situated on Jimmy’s property.  The thought made me itchy.
 
   “But the roads are narrow enough,” Jimmy said to a young man who just lost his place on the video game couch. “So the sheriff doesn’t bother. The county is big and funds are low, we have two sheriffs, so they don’t bother with much more than the really big issues.”
 
   “The Claim Jump cops sure do.”  Someone from the couch said.
 
   “Oh lord,” Jimmy rolled his eyes.  “The Claim Jump police are fanatics.  Do you remember Tom Martini?  He’s the chief now, real go getter, sending out his men on “raids” to try to pick up pot, or meth or whatever.”
 
   The rest of the group laughed. 
 
   I hadn’t thought about Tommy Marten in years. Like Danny, Tommy and I go way back. That was the trigger my brain needed.  I knew who Rochelle was; she was the dance teacher who exchanged rent for dance lessons in the barn. I got the lessons for free and cavorted with other children with mothers bent on supporting poor  Rochelle as best they could. And that meant for one excruciating summer, Tommy Marten took dance lessons.  Years later I was sworn to secrecy.  We were dance partners the only year the two of us performed. He played a rock. I was a tree.   
 
   So, he was the captain of the police force here. That’s interesting.
 
   “They can’t even find us on a map,” someone yelled out. “So they can’t arrest us!”
 
   I craned my neck to find Rochelle again, but she had disappeared.  I felt badly that I didn’t immediately recognize her, but she hadn’t recognized me either, so I guess we were even. I didn’t really want to spend fifteen minutes of my life waxing nostalgically about my role as a tree.
 
   “And there are no addresses we don’t even exist. Pretty neat huh?” Yelled someone else.
 
   I sipped gingerly at the wine.  I longed for some other conversation than the tired stick it to the man litany that was swirled around my head.
 
   “I have a foundation,” Mathew whispered in my ear. “At my house.”
“I bet you do.” I murmured back.
 
   “No really, I saw your face, this must be killing you especially since you’re so into real estate and doing things by the book.”
“I don’t know about by the book.” I demurred.
 
   “You have great shoes,” he smiled. It was a calculated, capped, bleached smile. But hell, you don’t see those very often in these parts.
 
   I smiled back. Oh yes, you can get me with the shoe admiration line every time.
 
   “What kind are they?”  Tiffany bounced to Matthew’s side and clutched his arm possessively.  Mathew glanced down as if a small furry pet had rubbed up against him. He was neither interested nor repelled, just checking to see if she was shedding on his shirt. 
 
   I immediately felt sorry for her and hoped for her sake, he was nice to her. At the very least polite in private if he couldn’t manage it in public.
 
   “Taryn Rose,” I said. They were wedged, comfortable, with a big bow on the vamp. Fun and flirty for the Gold Country.  The shoes cost about $400. Worth every penny.  But I didn’t share that part with Tiffany, dressed in cut off jeans and flip flops that looked like two for one specials at Payless Shoes. On the other hand, Tiffany had skinny legs. Even dressed in her cheap, casual outfit, she looked marvelous.
 
   “They’re pretty.” She kept hold of Mathew as if preventing him from escape.
 
   I looked at her complexion more closely. She was terribly pale, and her skin was bumpy and discolored from too much sun.  Was there a problem with her water? In a way it would serve everyone here right if their free wells were leaching arsenic though the rocks and earth.  But I’m sure there wasn’t an active mining operation nearby; they were probably safe. Pretty safe.  Did mercury and cyanide (more popular elements used to separate goal from rock) travel through well water?  I couldn’t remember.
 
   I smiled. This was a group that would never, ever, order any kind of analysis or pest inspection. Why would they when the homes would never be for sale? They would never need to know what dangers lurk under, over or inside their chosen abodes. They didn’t know, and the County did not care. It was Claim Jump’s version of welfare reform; look the other way.
 
   I did not inquire about cash crops; I already knew the answer. While our friend Lucky Masters was happily cutting down the protected forest, local entrepreneurs were back filling the empty spaces with marijuana plants.  
 
   There is historical president to the attitude that swirled around the room like a trapped eddy in the river. Claim Jump was founded on the every man for himself premise. Gold mining started as an individual affair, it did not become co-operative until more and more mountains needed to disappear faster and faster to get more and more gold. 
 
   “And what about you?”  I turned to the young lady of the Celtic knot who had quietly snuck up behind Mathew and Tiffany.  
 
   “I’m a secretary for an optometrist,” she said proudly, clearly well above the others, socio-economically speaking. She probably even paid her taxes. 
 
   “You are so lucky,” Tiffany countered bitterly. “I can’t find a job at all. There are no jobs
 
   here.”
 
    “Well,” Cindy hesitated. I could see it written on her face – did you go to school? Did you apply yourself?  Did you apply for a job in the first place?  But I willed her to not say those things outloud, this was not the place for a lecture.
 
   Fortunately the girl had enough sense not voice what was running through her head.  
 
   “I’m sure there’s something for you around here. There’s always Sacramento.”
 
   “She could work in the Folsom prison,” Mathew suggested.
 
   “That was cold, even from you.” Danny walked by with a red plastic cup filled with beer.
 
   “I’m going to get a drink.”  Mathew shrugged off Tiffany and headed to the kitchen.
 
   Danny pushed his way onto the couch.
 
   “No love lost there.”  Jimmy approached with the wine bottle. 
 
   “What is it with those two?”  I asked. I mean, besides the fact that Mathew was young and successful and Danny was a washed up good-old boy.   
 
   “Danny worked for Lucky for years, all that cutting and clearing?  He was hoping for the foreman job once the construction started, but Mathew appeared about that time and took over the whole Red Dog project. Very bossy, but never got his hands dirty, you know?”
     I knew.
 
   “What about all these illegal homes up here?”  I ventured, what did I care about those? But they’re very existence bothered me – a lot.
 
   “No one cares. There was so much money in the project already that Lucky could afford to look the other way. I was working for the city then. Danny helped me build my place. It’s not illegal, just no official permits.  It’s pretty good, no problems, a little cold in the winter, but we’re okay.  So that was never it.  There was something else that bugged Danny, make him crazy but he never told anyone, at least not me. Mathew was the one who made sure the sub division was finished ahead of time and under budget. The houses sold like hot cakes.”  
 
   For a second there was a crack of emotion. He cared for his friend and empathized with him. I wanted to open that crack and talk more, but Jimmy covered up his slip of emotions pretty quickly.
 
   “One of the county supervisors bought about five homes in the Red Dog project, and flipped them in the next year, made a pile of money.” He took a breath.  “And now there’s another project.”  
 
   “Who’s overseeing this at the City? The City manager?”
 
   “Don’t have one. And the assistant manager is new, she’s only been here for about six months and she doesn’t like the fire chief. Lucky just does his own thing and the City Council members love him because he’s one of them. Brings a lot of money to the town.”
 
   “Sounds like the same old, same old,” I said.  
 
   “Yeah, nothing new in Claim Jump,” Jimmy agreed.
 
   Mathew returned, holding a plastic cup in one hand and pushing Tiffany away with the other, but she ignored him and kept as close as she could.
 
   “Things are pretty good,” he continued as if everyone around him was raptly listening to his story.   “We have some older people in town, you know people who came here during the gold rush, societies, those kinds of people. But they aren’t too much of a problem, they come and complain, want to see the council meeting minutes, that kind of thing, but we tell them things are fine and we just move on.”
 
   “The bitch with the stop sign was pain in the ass,”  said a voice from the couch, I could never tell exactly from where the sound came. It was as if the couch spoke.  And the couch needed to get out more, it was not very interesting.
                “She just wants the traffic to be reasonable,” I defended her, mostly because I felt like taking the contrary position.
 
   “There must be something we can do to get her to shut up,” the couch spoke again.  
 
   “We can plant something on her,” one drunk offered helpfully.
 
   “Yeah, but that would involve Tom and he doesn’t do stuff like that anymore,” Jimmy pointed out.
 
   All in good fun I suppose, but still I had an odd feeling about the conversation. Maybe these yokels weren’t as innocent and harmless as I thought. Just because a person is incapable of working with the system, doesn’t mean they don’t have a few skills outside the system. 
 
   I smiled at both of them. Then excused myself, hoping that would help Tiffany along in her pursuit of her man.
 
   I myself had a sudden urge to talk to an adult. Because we are the man, man. I missed Ben. Wary of standing outside in the growing darkness – wild and displaced animals — I chose to huddle in the bathroom. At least Jimmy had installed indoor plumbing.  The bathroom window framed a killer view. I could see the lights of highway 20 over on the opposite ridge.  
 
   But my cell phone had no bars at all. Not a single one.   
 
   When I returned the conversation had switched from sticking it to the man to hanging out at the river. What day was it?  Didn’t matter, I was on break. 
 
   “So.” Mathew sidled up next to me, pressing his chest against my side, and of course, some of my breast. There is really no avoiding them.
 
   “The party is getting a little dull. Come back to my place for a drink?”
 
   I smiled happily as if I was on the verge of saying  - oh yes, I haven’t finished my quota of regrettable sexual encounters, take me away baby – but instead I said, “I’d love to have a drink with you, what do you think of the Blue Moon bar downtown?”
 
   The river was enough danger for one twenty four hour period. I needed crowds.
 
   He nodded, somewhat in defeat and we arranged to meet downtown in twenty minutes.
 
   Tiffany glared at me as I said my happy good-byes.
 
   I also insisted on driving myself. I know, not very ecological of me, but safer. If drank too much, it was an easy walk to Grandma’s from downtown.  
 
   I pulled out the still silent phone – no bars, no reception.  Damn.
 
   I tossed it back into my dot pattern purse that matched the shoes, and leisurely drove down the hill.   
 
   When I was a kid the city and county ran a large information campaign on both Red Dog ridge and the adjacent development, Gold Ridge. I remember big billboards with pictures showing good homes and bad homes. The bad homes allowed Manzanita and pine trees to crowd close to their homes, and the back yards were filled with grasses and debris. The good houses were as clean and sterile as something in Rivers Bend.
 
   But that’s not why people buy homes in the Foothills.
 
   I drove by many, many bad houses.  Manzanita bushes are not only prickly, they burn hot.  
 
   Before the turn that opens up to March Avenue and cute mid- nineteenth century homes, a big green sign announced the hearing date for  Lucky Master’s next project.   
 
   I wondered where those ten houses that burned so quickly were located. Were they here? Or in another town?  The conversation this afternoon wasn’t all that clear.  What a surprise. 
 
   There are quite a few choices for drinks in Claim Jump. It wouldn’t be a gold rush town if there wasn’t one bar for every ten citizens. I parked up the street and walked down the sloping sidewalk to the Blue Moon. 
 
   The Blue Moon is a tad more upscale than the Mine Shaft, Gold Rush, Liz’s Place, Paul’s Bar, Sophie’s Bar and the Hootenay. This is the land of Lola Montez, Lotta Crabtree and third sons with nothing to lose. The Gold County - where the men are dirty and the women flamboyant. Not a place for sissies.
 
   The Blue Moon was full. Five or six patrons huddled around tables meant for two.  People laughed, called to each other, and didn’t mind the cramped space. I finally saw Mathew in the back waving. I waved back and threaded my way to the increasingly shadowed section of the bar.  
 
   He had ordered a bottle of Sauvignon Blanc, a safe choice but nice. I turned the bottle, Glen Ellen, not local. I was very interested in sampling the local wines, but not tonight apparently.  
 
   “It’s a relief to get away from that group,” he commented as I arranged myself.
 
   “Then why do you go?”
 
   “Not many people my age around here.”  He filled my glass.
 
   “Go to Sacramento.” I sipped at my wine. Not bad, then again I think Jimmy was probably pouring Two-Buck Chuck at his party.
 
   jMatthew leaned back in the tiny chair, almost lost his balance and pulled back upright again.  “Tell me about you.”
 
   “You’ve already seen a great deal,” I countered.
 
   “Yes, but I don’t know you.”  He rested his arms on the table, it wobbled, and he pulled back.  I picked up my glass before it tipped over. 
 
   “Did you go to school here?”
 
   I shook my head. “I was raised in Novato.” I name the town instead of saying Marin because it’s far less incendiary than saying I was raised in Marin.  Just the mention of Marin County launches countless unintentional consequences, not the least of which was the immediate idea that I was privileged and a snob. That’s true of many residents there, I should know, but not of me. I avoid the association every chance I get. My mother, on the other hand, inserts her county of residency into every conversation.     
 
   “I live in Sonoma County.”
 
   “Oh.”  He twirled his glass by the stem. “I just wondered because you seem to know so many people here.”
 
   “A few.”  I looked around the bar, the old wood, the old, genuine bricks, the hard seats. It was pretty typical of Claim Jump, in that it was historic, atmospheric and tiny.
 
   “So, you’re interested in city politics?”  I started.
 
   “Yes, you would not believe the disorganization. And it didn’t come to light until after the assistant city manager was fired, then of course the city manger was fired a year later.
 
   “When did Lucky Master’s second project get passed?”
 
    “What?  Oh, I don’t know, six years ago?”  He finished his wine and poured himself another glass.
      “You don’t remember the date?”
 
   “Don’t have a head for dates. Besides it’s in county property the city politics didn’t apply.”
 
   “The county seat is right here.” I finished my wine and pretended to reach for the bottle. 
 
   He nodded. “But staffed by different people.  Anyway, it’s a good project, the city will profit once the project is annexed and they get the builder’s fees, quite a sizable chunk of cash.” He did not get my message and did not offer to pour me more wine.
 
   “How do you know all this? Do you live here?”  I poured myself a healthy amount from the
 
   bottle.
        “I have a home here and one in Sacramento.  Why?”
 
   “Just asking, you don’t speak like a local.”
 
   “I hope not.”  He smiled – his teeth were perfect, not like the ground down, darker smiles I was just treated to at Jimmy’s house.
 
   “What do you do?”  It’s a common question, it’s easier to pin and organize people. The job or profession gives an idea on personality or ability to pay the dinner check.
 
   My job completely reflects who I am. I am real estate.
 
   “I work for a law firm,” he said. 
 
   ‘Oh, around here?”
 
   “No, in Sacramento.” And he shut up after that, which is actually unusual. I don’t run into many attorneys who aren’t just pleased as hell to regale me with their prowess in court and how smart they are, and how hard they work for the “little guy”.  His reticence was a pleasant change.
 
   So I switched subjects to municipal challenges in Claim Jump.
 
   “We have a few wing-nuts in the city, but people are moving away from all this eco-groovy kind of thing and realizing that we need progress.”  
 
   “You know a lot about it.”
 
   “Yes, I follow the politics up here, it’s a hobby.”
 
   An attorney kind of hobby.  And as cute as he was, I’m not a big fan of attorneys.
 
   I allowed myself to kill the bottle of wine then politely said good night.  He didn’t even try to kiss me, which is good, right?  I didn’t know. 
 
   I checked my phone as I walked back to my car.  There was a single message from Ben.  That’s nice, but I really needed a message from the elusive Christophers saying they found their client or better, the paper work.
 
   It was too late to call Ben back, and I didn’t feel like leaving another pathetic whiny message on the Christopher’s message machine.
 
   I drove back home and let myself in through the reliably unlocked kitchen door.
 
   I woke the next morning in a slightly better mood. The traffic still snaked down from high up Red Dog road to jam on Marsh Avenue.  But I ignored it. By 8:00 in the morning, traffic had thinned quite a bit.  The five-thirty commute was the most crowded. Lord, what if everyone wanted to get off the mountain at the same time?
 
   I hadn’t visited the greenhouse yet, and so I poured my coffee and headed out into the mild, sunny morning.  
 
   The greenhouse is just steps away from the back patio.  The building itself is not huge, maybe 500 square feet. But when I was very small, that building with all those glass panels looked exotic and enormous.  And when I stood at the end of the building inside and looked down all those high benches covered with green plants, it looked as if they stretched to infinity.
 
   I pushed open the glass and wood door but it didn’t move as I expected. I looked down – a brand new metal lock barred my way. 
 
   I sipped my coffee and regarded the lock for a full minute. Then walked back to the kitchen.
 
   “There’s a lock on the greenhouse,” I announced.
 
   Grandma looked up from the local paper. “We put that on during the Fourth. Pat thought it would be a good idea.  The key is right there by the door.”
 
   I pulled the key off the bent nail and trudged outside again, all the spontaneity was drained from my project, but now I was committed and determined to follow through.
 
   One thing about greenhouses, especially the romantic kind built during the Victorian era (and any thing that’s old in California is Victorian, because it can’t be any older, unless it’s Mission) is that as pretty as greenhouses are in line drawings, in real life they can be quite dirty.  The glass roof attracts more than its share of bird poop, and the panels are often streaked with yellow pine pollen.  I suppose hired crews clean the conservatory in San Francisco, but there are no crews of people hanging around the corner of Main and Marsh avenues waiting to come up and clean greenhouses for cash. Locals here are busy people; there are rivers to sit by, progress to impede, officials to bribe.  
 
   So despite the indifferent efforts of the line of gardeners my grandmother tries to hire to do yard work, the green house is not a crystal palace; it’s more opaque.
 
   The middle was cleared for work space, the sides planks were covered with Prue’s tomato plants. I wandered up and down the plants for a bit. There were some flowering plants, starts for something, I couldn’t tell, just little green shoots pushing out of the dirt. All very hopeful and metaphoric.
 
   In September, a glass house gets very, very hot, very early in the day. I was sweating by the time I traversed up and down the house twice.  Not great for meditating; too warm.
 
   I remember this was more fun in winter when the snow was in high contrast to the green plants inside.
 
   “Prue, why aren’t the tomatoes ripe?”  I asked. I hung the key back on the nail and headed for the coffee maker.   
 
   “Oh, those in the greenhouse are just starts, the mature ones are in the back behind the barn.”
 
   I nodded and trekked back outside to pick real tomatoes. It’s too foggy in Rivers Bend to grow good tomatoes. I tried a couple of times, but I don’t get the results my grandmother consistently gets.  She even enters her tomatoes in the county fair.  My mother rolls her eyes so far back in her head she looks like one of those old fashion baby dolls with scary movable eyes. My mother, Frances, would not be caught dead at the County Fair, not even the Marin County fair. If mom could, she’d send the servant girl out to shop in the market. But she can’t because there are no servant girls in Marin, not with the cost of housing. So mom has to drag herself to Safeway and do her own shopping. Mom hasn’t been happy about it for forty years.
 
   We all have our burdens.
 
   Relaxing was difficult work, and yesterday at the river seemed to take care of all my sunshine and overexposure needs. I was restless.  I checked my phone. No message from the Christopher’s. No message from Ben.
 
   I called Patricia’s cell, she’s in training to be our escrow coordinator.
 
   She picked up her own phone.  “Hello, Allison.”
 
   “I’m calling about the Brown’s offer, do you have anything back?”   
 
   “All I have is I have this one thing from the Christophers.  Let me pull it up.  It’s an Interspousal transfer Grant Deed.”
 
   “What?  When?”
 
   “It was dated last month.” 
 
   “In whose favor?”
 
    “His.”
     “She didn’t say anything about that. ” I meant Debbie, the seller. There is no real reason she’d share with me that she was no longer officially on the deed, it didn’t really matter, but it was odd.
 
    “So we don’t need Debbie’s signature?”
       “Nope, Just the husband. And it looks like he signed.”
 
   He signed. She didn’t have to. My clients signed. Everything was signed. I was entitled to a big sigh of relief. I was finished.  I was nervous.   I felt uneasy. Why didn’t I know about the form?  And why transfer, weren’t they both moving?  Together?   
 
   But whom could I call?  Rosemary or Katherine, either could look into it.
 
   Oh hell.
 
   I punched in their numbers.  Katherine was out, Rosemary was happy to hear from me.
 
   “Are you relaxing?”  She demanded.
 
   “Uh, sure?”  I responded. I was more interested in documents.
 
   “I’ll send you something about relaxing that should really work for you, it’s all based on breathing and counting, really simple, even you can do it.”
 
   “Thanks, can we talk about business? Because that does help me relax.”
 
   “No problem, see what you need to do is take a breath and say, one.  Then take another deep breath and say, two.  This will fill your body and your mind with positive energy and you will feel more relaxed and in control.”
 
   “Rosemary, what do you know about the Interspousal Transfer Form?”
 
   “Then breathe again and say three.”
 
   “Three.  Rosemary, the form?”
       I supposed my tone was less relaxed than normal, she paused and then gave me information I could use.  Deep breaths, what a crock.
 
   The phone clicked, but I finally had Rosemary in information mode, so I ignored it.  If it’s important, someone will leave a message.  Rosemary explained she had dealt with one deal involving an Interspousal form. The guy had his wife sign over her deed, sold the house, then divorced her.  
 
   I thought of the huge TV in the Bixby bedroom.  Maybe that was the case. It was not really my problem.   
 
   Finished with Rosemary, who wasn’t all that helpful. I listened to the message the other caller had  left as I wandered back into the house.
 
   Grandma never decorated her place per se. I think Pat and Mike helped a bit. The front rooms, the parlor and the sitting room as well as the dining room were furnished with more or less period antiques, some of them hailed from Pat’s own collection and some were purchased, per Pat’s suggestions. The dining room set, Queen Anne, was certainly lovely, but I liked the old set; a plank of plywood balanced between two saw horses.  Grandma used to toss a bolt of green and yellow Marimeko fabric over the top and voila, it was now a dinning table.  At the height of her guest participation phase, people would find chairs around the house and pull up to the table. When the communal life sort of faded out, Pat insisted on purchasing a decent table for Grandma, thus the Queen Anne. Grandma eats in the kitchen.
 
   The message was from Ben.
 
   “Hi, just wanted to check in with you, hope you’re fine. Give me a call when you have time.”
 
   I have time, that’s what I liked about Claim Jump, there seems to be longer days here, more time packed into the hours. I returned Ben’s call but got his machine.
 
   “Hi, everything is fine up here. Beautiful scenery, beautiful weather, just beautiful. Talk to you soon.”
 
   I clicked off. I forget to add, wish you were here.  I did wish he were here. But not with the heart wrenching longing that I expect to feel it this was really hot and heavy love.
 
   Pat and Mike had magically appeared through the back door while I was wandering around the front of the house. I stopped just outside the door leading to the kitchen. Pat, Mike and Prue were at the kitchen table, they all leaned in towards each other.
 
   My phone rang. I clicked it on.
        “Oh, hi Allison, I’m so glad I caught you!”
 
   “Who is this?”
 
   “Heather, from the office?”
 
   Heather, Heather. Oh, the new girl.
 
   “I’m in North County and I’m looking for Steele lane, do you know where it is?”
 
   “From 101 take the down town exit, turn left, take the first right, straight a dozen miles and it’s on the left, why?”
 
   “Thank you,” she hung up.
 
    “They have no evidence.”  Mike sat across from Prue, clutching a mug – the yellow one – of coffee in one hand, the other holding Prue’s fingers.
 
   “But what if they do?” Prue hunched over a green and purple mug that looked familiar. I think I made it in kindergarten. She saves everything.
 
   “Isn’t that the problem?”  Pat reasonably.
 
   Prue nodded. “That is the problem.  The records were never very accurate, you know that. I don’t think we ever bothered to add up the checks against what we were doing.  And so much of it was in cash. But it was all okay back then. We had what we had.”
 
   “Bribes?”  Mike asked.
Grandma snorted. “Come on, you know as well as I that everyone was bribed to get a project 
 
   or improvement pushed through. And I don’t know why we aren’t evicting all those people in illegal units off Red Dog Road.”
 
   Mike shook his head. 
 
   “Didn’t Millicent run her council campaign all against offering more services for those homes?” Pat asked.
 
   “She did, made a big deal about the budget. Make a big deal about the evictions, then as soon as she was elected to the council, nothing more was said.”  Prue sipped her coffee. 
 
   “She’s driving a new truck.”
 
   “Just like the old Claim Jump,” Mike said.   
 
   “But you shouldn’t take the fall and you don’t want to spend your golden years fighting for your name.”
 
   I walked in. “If she doesn’t, I will.”
 
   “Allison honey, don’t worry about me. This was a while ago when Lucky was building the upper two hundred homes. It’s this lower two hundred and fifty we’re worried about now. They want to annex them to the City, which would mean everything from my house up.”   
 
   “The general plan doesn’t accommodate it,” Mike assured her.
 
   “Wouldn’t they need to draw up a new one for Lucky’s proposal?”  I asked.
 
   General plans are constantly redrawn to accommodate a new development. At first a General Plan declares no new building, then in a few months time, a new General Plan is re-drawn to accommodate, yes, a new suburb.   
 
   Grandma shrugged.  “The Council is mostly on Lucky’s side, it won’t take long to add to the General Plan. I don’t see how we can fight another two hundred homes going up there.” She gestured with her head.  Mike reached out and smoothed down a stray curl.
 
   “We’ll figure out something. He can’t go filling in this without some sort of go ahead from the city.”
 
   “Are we talking about two different things?  Or are these related?”  
 
   “No,” she sipped her coffee and gently set down the mug. “Misplacing the business license fees happened a long time ago. I collected the fees from businesses and kept them here until the mayor,”
 
   “Schmidt, at the time.” Pat put in.
 
   Grandma nodded.  “He took the money from me and I assumed placed it back in the City’s account.”
 
   “And what if he didn’t?”  I asked.
 
   “He would never do that,” Grandma insisted.
 
   “Would it be a lot of money?” 
 
   “Not really, but the scandal, especially now a days, would ruin him.”
 
   “Isn’t he running for something in San Francisco?”
 
   Grandma shrugged. “I don’t know.”
 
   Pat nodded.  “You don’t have the money, no one can prove anything.”
“That City Attorney is pretty terrible, he seems to be after me personally,”  Grandma admitted.
 
   “He is terrible,” Pat agreed.  “But we’ll keep you safe.”
 
   A small chill raced up my spine.   I wondered what else Grandma and her friends were working to keep safe. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   4,
 
    
 
   I was interrupted. The caller was unnamed, but the number was local to Claim Jump. It wasn’t Heather. I walked into the hallway before I answered.
 
   “Come on out and have coffee with me.”  It was Danny.
 
   I had managed to avoid him last night, not wanting to rekindle our past relationship, but reluctant to insult him “Okay, when?”
 
   “In about an hour?” 
 
   “Sure, meet you at Express So.”  I hung up. “Grandma, I’m having coffee with Danny, then I’m going to the library.”
 
   “I’m glad,” Prue said, “you need friends”.
 
   “I have friends.” I protested.  I didn’t want to discuss it further in front of the ubiquitous Pat and Mike.
 
   I took a quick shower and slipped into my worn loafers, shorts and clean tee shirt.  When I slum, I slum. Except I did wear a bra. 
 
   I galumphed downstairs and grabbed my purse.
 
   Grandma was waiting for me in the front hall.
 
   “Really Allison, you do need more friends,” she began.
 
   “I have friends,” I protested – again.  I took a deep breath. I had Carrie and I counted Ben as a quasi friend. Are they friends if they are lovers?  Or thereabouts, I wasn’t sure how I categorized the relationship.
 
   What about Mathew, was he a friend? No he was a wet dream. Let’s be clear in our categories.
 
   “I thought so.” Prue put her hands on her hips and regarded me carefully, like I hadn’t brushed my hair or something.  “You need to get out more.”
 
   “You sound like mom,” I accused. That always got her, but she ignored the jab.
 
   “You will never get married if you huddle in the kitchen every weekend alone with your books.”
 
   “Grandma.” I frowned. She knew the M- word was off limits. I do not marry. I have my own life. My own weekends with books, cartoons and work. And I have two very consistent and dependable guys in my life – Ben & Jerry.
 
   “You know I have my career. Someone has to pay my mortgage and since I live alone, the job often falls to me.”
 
   I thought it was pretty clever, but Prue just shook her head. “I know honey, and you work so hard!  Maybe some gay friends, they make the most excellent friends you know.”
 
   “I know, you’ve said that since I was a little girl.”
 
   “Yet you don’t take me up on it.  What about Peter? You could invite him for coffee.”
“I don’t think Peter is a good starting point.”  I began, but Grandma wasn’t listening.
 
   “I’ll invite them to dinner and you and he can get to know each other,” she planned out loud. “Hey Pat,” she called over my shoulder.  “What are you two doing for dinner tonight?”  
 
   Our sparring session was over, and she had clearly won.   
 
   I let out my breath and counted to one.  So far measured breathing was not helping. Now my grandmother was setting me up with a gay guy.  How was that supposed to advance the marriage agenda?
 
   I escaped the house before my grandmother got through to Peter.  I didn’t want to know.  
 
   I hiked down the hill, careful of the uneven cracks in the sidewalk but just the same, enjoying the hot morning, the blue sky, all that country life offered.
 
   The Express So faces Main Street. The other parallel street, Kentucky Street, was lined with a disproportion of the bars, because it was originally the ghetto area of Claim Jump.  
 
   I strolled past a real estate office that is not New Century Realty, past a real estate office that was a New Century franchise, past the bead shop, past the shoe shop displaying  new, colorful versions of old earth shoes.  My grandmother patronizes that store.
 
   Tee shirt store. Bar, bar, bar.
 
   Coffee and travel book shop – my destination. I pulled open the wood framed screen door and was met by the most happy sound of an espresso machine.
 
   Danny waved to me from a back table. I gestured to the garden seating. It was already eighty degrees outside and not even noon. I was not going to waste the summer moment.
 
   He acknowledged my gesture and moved heavily from his little table to an even smaller table outside.
 
   I ordered a double latte with a shot of hazelnut because I could. When I was younger, such an order would have been rejected as pretentious and somewhat suspicious.  Not anymore.  Claim Jump has come a long way – at least in the coffee drink department.
 
   “I always wanted to travel,” Danny commented as I sat down across from him. I balanced my thick mug on the rickety table.
 
   Even the outdoor tables were scattered with old copies of National Geographic Traveler and slick brochures from a company named OAT, never more than 10 to 16!  I’m guessing they work very hard to hit that number sixteen.
 
   “Why don’t you?”  I picked up a catalogue glorifying the African safari adventure. I wondered if Rosemary or Katherine had been on a safari. Not together, they’d shoot at each other and claim they thought the other woman was a hippo or something.
 
   I think Katherine has three escrows right now.  She is the current queen at the office.
 
   I hope Rosemary was practicing her breathing.
 
   He shook his head. “No, not me.  Alimony, kids shoes, you know.”  He pushed at his coffee cup. “Life.”
 
   I nodded my head in encouragement. But my phone buzzed and I answered it before I checked the screen. Damn!
 
   “Hi, Uh, Allison?”  It was that Heather, the woman who knew Sonoma county like the back of her hand. 
 
   “Patricia said you know the west county pretty well. I am heading for Bodega Bay do I take Pepper or Meacham?
 
   “Take either, you hit water you’re there, then travel north.” Simple directions. At least I thought so. 
 
   “Okay, thanks.”
 
   If I scrutinized Danny carefully. If I worked hard, I could just discern the hunk I dallied with in high school. But there was too much hard living layered and hardened over his youth. I felt badly for him.  And I wasn’t going to go down the road as to why I, myself, have not traveled either. Because I have no excuses at all. I live vicariously through Rosemary and Katherine.
 
   “Sorry for all the talk last night.”  He finally said.
 
   “No need, it’s just what you guys do.  I didn’t know Tom had joined the force.”
 
   “Yeah, but he’s city police, not sheriff.”
 
   “There’s a difference?”  I sipped my coffee. It was pretty good.
 
   “Sheriff handles County, Police handle city limits.  Makes a difference if you’re growing stuff.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   Danny drained his cup.  “County doesn’t care. Sheriff has to officers.”  
 
   “And they are doing  more important things than busting pot growers.”
 
   He nodded.  “Tom though, did start looking into some of Lucky Master’s work, but it didn’t last.”
 
   “Why?”  
 
   “The department got a new computer system.”
 
   “That will do it.”
 
   Danny toyed with his empty mug.  
 
   “I know.”  
 
   I wanted to reach over and take his hand, strictly a gesture of friendship but I knew it would be misconstrued and I wanted none of that. I was already living in the land of innuendo and I wanted clear lines.  Poor Danny would be the first on the receiving end of my resolve.
 
   “So the new thing is to annex the new development Lucky is planning.”
 
   “That would make sense.”
 
   “Yeah, they’re talking about retroactive permits.”
 
   “That will be a nightmare,” I said succinctly.
 
   “Yeah, and they wouldn’t even be going after the right group.”
 
   “Like all those illegal units above my grandmother?”
 
   “That’s not even the problem.”
 
   “What about the City Council?’’
 
   “They don’t do anything, they just follow the City Attorney.”
 
   “And what is his agenda?”
 
   “Helping Lucky.”
 
   “Well, isn’t that between Lucky and the attorney?”
 
   “Yes, but we all suffer, you know that.”
 
   I nodded. I did know that.
 
   “Your grandmother is in trouble.” He glanced around before he said it out loud, like we were in a spy movie – one of those science fiction films where the appearance of the bucolic town is just an illusion.
 
   “Lucky Masters wants to annex this next development to the City, and Prue stopped him.”
 
   “Stopped him, she can’t even find the paper work or a copy of the old general plan.”  I pointed out.
 
   He picked up his cup, sipped at his black coffee and realized it was empty.
 
   “Why would Prue be in trouble?” I asked reasonably. “She’s not an elected official, she’s not in anyone’s way. She’s old for God’s sake.”
 
   “That doesn’t make any difference,” he said darkly.
 
   Then he switched his mien and looked at me straight up, the most honest expression I’d see in three days.
 
   “Just watch out for her, will you?  Things can happen.”
 
   I nodded. I can be the Calvary, or at least make noise like a whole Calvary – in open toe pumps.  I thought about that, a whole army in heels, the footwear could double as weapons. Never underestimate the pain of a spike heel – on or off.
 
   “Oh, and how was your date with Mathew last night?”  He asked abruptly. 
 
   “You heard that? It’s only been nine hours.”
 
   He smiled.  “Welcome back.”
 
   I let him leave first and stayed at my little table for a minute more. I soaked in the bustle of tourists and locals walking up and down the street and in and out of the café. I relished the last of the summer sunshine. I could feel heat radiating off the street and sidewalk, but under the cover of the spreading elm trees, I was comfortable, and happy.
 
   My phone buzzed, I looked down at the number, resigned, clicked it on.
 
   “Uh Allison? I’m on the coast but I don’t see any houses.”
 
   “Where are you?”
 
   “The sign says Goat Rock.”
 
   I couldn’t help it. I smiled and waited just a minute to see if she knew where she was and knew she shouldn’t be there.
 
   “It’s pretty chilly here,” Heather finally said.
 
   Not as chilly as if she was standing close to me.  I hoped she was smearing lip gloss all over her teeth as she spoke. Maybe get some on her phone. 
 
   “You need to come back down south just a few miles,” I finally directed her.
 
   “Oh, thanks.”
 
   I called the office. It was the last day for our offer to be accepted.
 
   The phone rang and I prayed to the escrow gods, please let the fax be there. If it was not, I’d have to cut my trip short, go back to Rivers Bend and start all over. Well, if I could get hold of the Christophers, then I could file an extension, but I’d have to get hold of them, not a likely prospect.
 
   Katherine answered the phone.
 
   “You’re taking floor now?”
 
   “No, Patricia had to go to the bank.”
 
   “Can you check the fax machine and my in box for me?”
 
   “Allison,” Katherine began her lecture. “I sense you’re tense, you shouldn’t be tense, you are supposed to be on a break, Patricia says you’ve been calling three times a day, that doesn’t sound like a vacation to me.”  
 
   “Not three times,” I said weakly. Yesterday I called four times.
 
   “You need to release that tension.” Katherine was ready to help me, at all cost.  I could feel it.
 
   “I need to know if there’s a fax in my in box,” I stubbornly repeated.
 
   “Now here’s something I just learned from that guru who spoke at the center last week, you missed him, I put flyers in everyone’s box. Oh, you were already out of town.  He was fabulous. Anyway, essentially, and I’m paraphrasing because the class was three hours.”   
 
   And to think I missed it.
 
   “Take a deep breath,” Katherine counseled, taking my silence for acquiesce. ”Then let it out and count one.”
 
   She and Rosemary were in cahoots. That they agree on anything at all was strange and disturbing.
 
   “One,” I said through gritted teeth.
 
   “Good, I can tell it’s working already.  Now take another deep breath, let it out and count two.”
 
   “Two - can you check the fax machine while I count?”
 
   “Oh sure, now take another breath, see, don’t you feel better already?”
 
   “Three, check it Katherine.”
 
   The phone clattered onto the Formica desktop and I heard Katherine’s heels tap on the hardwood floor.
 
   I waited. I wasn’t going to count, please.
 
   I heard her pick up the phone receiver and said  “Five,” just to keep her happy.
 
   “Here is one fax, Spring Street?”
 
   “Yes, signatures?”
 
   “There’s your buyers and one signature for the seller.”
 
   I let out a breath.
 
   It was okay. We had the paper work.  It was signed. I let out a huge sigh of relief.  I even dutifully counted off “six,” just for Katherine.
 
   I called the Browns and left a message, then called Patricia on her own cells and instructed her to open escrow.
 
   Escrow – breath.
 
   Now I could concentrate on my grandmother’s problems.
 
   The library was one more block up the street. It was my other favorite summer hang out.
 
   The building was constructed from huge slabs of chiseled bricks, gray granite glittering with pyrite.  The double doors were carved of solid oak, the kind you can’t get anymore. I was sure the doors were completely solid.
 
   I paused.  To my left was a small park. It used to be open space, but now it was fenced in. Enormous, ancient Elm trees arched over head and shaded the entire park. It was as perfect a reading environment as anything I’ve ever experienced.
 
   Now of course, a bar close by would make it perfect.
 
   Wait, there were a number of bars down the hill.  Oh, so it is perfect.
 
   I glanced at the operating hours – Tuesday through Saturday 11:00 to 4:00 PM. One of the many unintended consequences of Proposition 13; reduced library hours.
 
   I pushed open the door and climbed the main stairs, the ancient rubber treads kept my shoes steady on the worn linoleum.
 
   The main lobby was just as I left it  an embarrassing number of years ago.  I should get out more, maybe Prue was right.
 
   To my left was the children’s section, three walls of low bookcases and short tables and chairs positioned in the middle.  Tall windows, two stories in height, framed the green elms in the park. The filtered light made the space look like a scene from CS Lewis or Wrinkle in Time. A child’s fantasy of what a library should be like.
 
   They should all be old – libraries not children.
 
   To my right housed a small fiction and non-fiction section. Again, this area was perfect. Tall bookshelves, so tall you needed to fetch the ladder that connected to a sliding rail to reach the very top shelf. The aisle between the bookshelves was just wide enough for a single person to enter. Children were not supposed to use the ladder – indeed children were not suppose to spend any time unaccompanied in those shelves.
 
   As a child, I was there every afternoon.  Unaccompanied.
 
   It seemed that all the really good books were placed on the very top shelf. I think that’s always the case.
 
   “Hello,” I greeted the middle-aged woman sitting behind the front desk. How do I know she was middle aged? Well, she was dressed in a jumper coupled with a pink tee shirt.  Her hair was neatly combed into small gray curls.  
 
   Instead of a card file, she was surrounded by ancient computer monitors. I could hear the grinding of the CPU under her desk.  Okay, some things should not be old.  I apologize.
 
   “I’m looking for the City Council minutes.”  I said.
 
   She looked at me as if I were twelve and attempting to check out an Erica Jong novel.
 
   “I don’t know if we have those here,” her voice was very soft.
 
   “Well, is the old librarian here?”  I asked as quietly as I could.
 
   “Keep you voice down please, this is a library.” She automatically responded.
 
   I looked around, no child at the tables, there was no elderly man dozing over the New York Times.  The library was as silent as Saturday afternoon at the office.
 
   “I think they’re suppose to be on file at the public library.”  I whispered.
 
   “I’m sure they used to be, but I said, I don’t think they’re here now, at least I haven’t seen anything come through.” She whispered back.
 
   “How long have you been here?”  I asked. Quietly.
 
   “About ten years.”
 
   “Is Mrs. Stevens here?”  If anyone would know about the City Council minutes, Claire Stevens would.  Mrs. Stevens was very focused on rules and doing the right thing. She busted me one year for my literature choices.  She was so concerned about the adult mysteries I was checking out that she actually called Prue. Prue had to come all the way downtown (1/2 mile, but that’s how the locals think about distance:  all the way downtown) and vouch for my preciousness and explain to Mrs. Stevens who my mother was.
 
   Oh, said Mrs. Stevens with an expression, that as a 12 year old, I did not understand at all.
 
   “Oh, well then.  She can go ahead. At least this one looks lively.”
 
   “Yes, she is.”  Prue patted my head. I simply clutched the mysteries to my chest – John D MacDonald, Anne Perry, Elizabeth George, Elizabeth Peters, Nevada Barr, Tom Clancy. I was an eclectic reader and Grandma didn’t limit me the way I was limited at home.  
    “Why are you wasting you time reading?”  My mother would stand in my room, hands on her slender hips.  “No wonder you have a problem with your weight, you’re not moving around.  You father is going out for nine holes, go out at join him, get some fresh air.”
 
   So I would make a big show of going out for fresh air, get into the cart with Dad, wave to my mother. And as soon as we were out of sight and on the way to the back nine, I’d fish out the emergency book from Dad’s bag and read happily for two hours while he played.
 
   “Claire passed away a couple years ago.” The librarian dropped her voice even lower and softer, it that was possible. I strained to hear her.
 
   “Mrs. Stevens is dead?”  I said stupidly.  
 
   “She was 85,” the woman pointed out.
 
   It took me a second to recover. “Can I look at where the city records are suppose to be kept?” I asked, nicely. This was not the DRE, this was a library, a friendly place, completely gutted by the vagrancies and broken promises born from years of inadequate funding.  
 
   Which is why this Mrs. Stevens – her desk plate read - was alone at her post on this Wednesday afternoon. And that’s why all she could do was point the way downstairs to the basement (one of the few in California, but Claim Jump had been built by east coast transplants – oh and they also brought trees, something I haven’t quite figured out. Who leaves for the gold mines in California and says – Gold pan?  Check. New Levi jeans? Check. Ready cash to spend foolishly on women?  Check. Three Red Leaf Maple saplings? Check.  I don’t even know if I want to meet the man who traveled all the way to the west coast clutching a leaf maple saplings and a dream. But the trees here do produce fabulous bright colors in the fall. The leaves were just now starting to turn from dusty summer to yellow, red and orange.  But not quite yet, that will be October. This was still September).
 
   The basement is just as you’d expect if you spent your childhood poking around a 100 year old stone library building looking for books filled with language that would make your mother’s hair turn white.  
 
   I took the metal stairs down to the basement level. My driving loafers were silent on the hard floor. The room was naturally cool. Light filtered through the grimy windows place above the ground level.  I could see blades of grass and dandelions through the windows.
 
   The hall was narrow, made even more so by the tall precariously placed bookcases filled with old issues of National Geographic that people like my grandmother think are so valuable they insisted on donating decades worth to county libraries.
 
   “You can get everything on disk,” I once explained to Grandma.
 
   “Not the same,” she snapped back.
 
   Looking at the shelves with the yellow back issues marching along in chronological order, I sympathized with women like Mrs. Sevens who for years had to cheerfully take in the donations, then probably turn around and try to sell them during the Friends of the Library book sale, and get something they could really use – cash.
 
   I turned again. The records room, so identified by the spotted index card pinned above the doorway, was to my left. 
 
   I was greeted by metal file cabinets. Things were stored the old fashion way.
 
   I dove in being very careful to not chip my manicure, which slowed my progress considerably. 
 
   It took me a good two hours to peruse through the files. During that boring, tedious time I vowed over and over, in a boring tedious manner, that I would never, ever take a real job and, god help everyone, file or organize files in any way. I usually file according to how I felt about a deal.  Bad deals go to the back of the file drawer, good deals are filed in the front.  Why would I re-visit something I didn’t like in the first place? And why, even if the last name of the client began with A, would I run by the file every time I looked for something that started with T, bringing up all those bad memories?
 
   The seventies were not a particularly good decade for recording keeping. A few months were missing.  The council minutes were often written by hand.  But there was enough to make me think the neglect was more benign than not. All the months in the eighties were well documented, typed, organized and color tabbed.
 
   The last of the nineties were… missing.
 
   I kept opening drawers and ticking over the files, but no matter how I counted, 1996 through 2000 just weren’t there.
 
   There was a file drawer dedicated to the General Plan.
 
   The last plan on file was for 1995.  I thought I was wrong and searched up in Council Minutes, Misc. and Misc. (Actually, the file system was pretty similar to one I’d come up with myself. If the file held reasonably neutral history, it often ended up under Misc.)
 
   No. No current General Plan.
 
   If they wanted to annex all that developed land, it had to be in the General Plan. There were no minutes for the council from 2003 forward.  Not even a couple pieces of scratch paper with some notes scrawled using an eye brow pencil. The question was, where were the minutes?  And why wasn’t anyone concerned that they weren’t public?  Or even here, in the files?
 
   I walked through the library, waved to Mrs. Stevens who was pulling books off a shelf and loading them into a moving box.   
 
   I dialed the Christopher’s number. The phone rang while I stepped outside and softly closed the main doors behind me.
 
    “Peter. You answered your phone!” 
 
   He did not respond to my outburst so I just continued.  “I just got the paperwork and we’ll be in escrow this afternoon.” 
 
   “Great,” Peter said smoothly. “And your people can move in before close of escrow, the Bixby’s are almost moved out.” 
 
   “That was fast,” I said.
 
   “They told me they just want to move on.”  Peter said.
 
   But according to Debbie Bixby, they had not secured the next place to “move on” to. That was odd, she didn’t strike me as all that clueless. What had her husband been keeping from good old Debbie?
 
   “Well thank you, I’ll let you know.”
 
   Never let anyone move in before escrow closes.  Even your own clients.
 
   I walked by the little theater, brick, old, not as old as the oldest theater in the state, that resides in another town, but this one had hosted some notable Gold Country action, from Mark Twain and his famous quips to Lotta Crabtree and her famous spider dance.
 
   Sometimes I don’t know how it can get any better.
 
   The posters outside the theater advertised West Side Story starring Sarah Miller and Rob Malachesky. I poked my head into the lobby, just to check it out.
 
    “Allison?” Well, hell, I had already conjured up Danny Timmons, why not Summer who I passed by often enough on the way to and back from the river to give us a nodding acquaintance.  Unlike our encounters at the river, this time my hair was in pretty good shape, and I was dressed in clean shorts and stylish walking shoes.  I had showered.
 
   “Summer?”  I responded.
 
   “I can’t believe it’s you.”  Summer had gained weight, her hair was dyed heavy black and her eye liner was smeared in the summer heat. The lobby was cool, but her office may be warm in the sun. She looked pretty good, a little tired around the eyes, stress?
 
   She opened her arms and I stepped up to give her a hug.
 
   We weren’t that close, but it seems to be the thing to do.
 
   “I can’t believe I was just thinking of you,” I responded honestly.  “How are you?”
 
   “Well I’m fine, I’m running this place now.”
 
   “I thought you were going to LA.”
 
   “I did, didn’t work,” she waved her hand dismissively.
 
   “Married? Children?” I asked politely.
 
   “No, you?”
 
   “No, I’m too busy working.”
 
   She looked at me as if she did not believe me. I smiled back. I don’t know, maybe Claim Jump isn’t the nice anonymous place I had hoped for. I did not like constantly running into my past, it was starting to make me feel itchy.
 
   “Real Estate right?  I run into your grandmother during the season, she’s been lovely to us, a very consistent donor.”
   “You’re in charge of everything?”
    “Have to be, we’re a 501 (c)3 and we can’t afford much in the way of help.”
 
   “Yet, you stand.”
 
   She glanced around and frowned as she focused on something in the rafters above the snack table.  “Just barely. It cost so much just to keep the place going.”  
 
   “I’m sure it does. Didn’t the city used to fund some of the arts, at least two out of the five theater groups in town?”
 
   “No, that was cut about seven years ago. We thought we had the support of the city manager, but she was fired and we were never able to regain the support, now since the assistant is gone, the city said they had no money in the budget.”
 
   “So you had to close down?”
 
   She nodded, her eyes filling with tears at the memory even now. 
 
   “We were even written up in the Sacramento Bee, people were driving up and staying in town to see the productions. We are so good for the City, we help generate the TOT, everything, but the Council wouldn’t listen.”
 
   “All this because of the manger? Or the attorney?”  
 
   She shrugged. “I don’t know if it was the city attorney or the city manager. It doesn’t matter, we have a couple of grants, but you know the state of the arts currently.”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “If it weren’t for Lucky Masters, we wouldn’t have anything to show for this season. He saved us.”
 
   “Stepped in when the City wouldn’t?”  I asked. Nice move, show up the City and the council members, gain grass roots support, then ask to annex the project into the City. Smart man. 
 
   “Yes, he has been so generous.”  She pulled absently at her hair and glanced at a strand as if reminding herself of the current color.
 
   “We’re down to two productions over the summer. Not what I used to have, but at least we’re still alive.”
 
   “And you have Lucky to thank.”
       “I just do what I can,” boomed a voice behind me.
 
   I whirled around and beheld.  Santa Claus. Out of season.
 
   “Mr. Masters,” Summer chirped on cue.  “How lovely to see you.”
 
   Really, Lucky Masters looks like St. Nick.  I have never seen a developer who looks like Santa, but here he was, the white beard, the round, solid belly, the cheerful twinkling blue eyes.  He wore a light linen jacket and carried a silver topped cane. He looked every inch the successful man, but not, disappointingly, as evil as I hoped. I was looking for Snidely Whiplash, or that tiny gangster character in Bugs Bunny. Lucky Masters was not going to cooperate with my stereotypes.  Just once I’d like conformity; my villains to look like villains, my heroes to look like heroes. And I’d like to be a blushing ingénue. I thought of Ben, well, he was pretty close to the hero stereotype, but maybe that’s putting too much pressure on him.
 
   “Umm, Mr. Masters this is Allison Little, She’s in real estate.”
 
   Well, that was good enough, especially since it’s the Singleton name that is well known in town.
 
   I reached out and we exchanged firm handshakes. Nothing to hide, that’s our Lucky Masters.
 
   “Real estate,” he boomed.  “I love Realtors!  They know what’s going on in a town!”
 
   “Well not this one,” I admitted quickly.  “I work in the Rivers Bend area in Sonoma County.”  Lucky Masters filled the whole lobby with his booming presence.  In fact, I felt faint, as if he was sucking all the oxygen from the air.
 
   “Beautiful place, how is that CTS thing going?”  He bellowed as if projecting to the back of the theater.
 
   “Not well,” I said, on safer footing.  CTS stands for the infamous, in our area, California Tiger Salamander. The CTS is an endangered species, and has a long and really boring history coupled with long tedious survival rights fueled by long boring committee meetings. As far as “saving” the Tiger Salamander goes, I just have one question; in the zealous efforts to save the Tiger Salamander have we sacrificed good clean housing for humans?   I’m not allowed to ask that question out loud. There are many people in Sonoma County who are not interested in opening that can of worms. 
 
   Do Tiger Salamanders eat worms?  I’m waiting for the Disney to release a musical featuring Singing Tiger Salamanders. Or maybe Pixar, since John Lassiter lives in our area 
 
   “Damn environmentalists.” He swore cheerfully.  “Well young lady, nice to meet you, good luck with business in Rivers Bend.”
 
   “Thank you.” I said faintly.
 
   “Mr. Masters.”  Summer simpered her way into the conversation.  “I would love to talk with you about the state of the theater. We may need a little work when the season is over.”
 
   “No problem. We’ll talk later. Ms. Little.”  He made a gesture that in the old fashion days would be a tip of the hat, and marched out.
 
   “I expected him to be surrounded by an entourage.” I mused out loud.
 
   Summer rose quickly to his defense.  “Usually he has a bunch of people around him, one of the former county supervisors, the city attorney, (but I don’t see him much any more), project managers, inspectors.”
 
   “He had inspectors in his entourage?”  That was more than a little incredible. A developer may be close with the inspectors, but you didn’t walk about advertising the relationship. “Who is this guy?”
 
   “He’s just Lucky Masters. He’s always been here.”  Just like the Library was always here, the theater was always here, the big elm and maple trees were always here. She shrugged as if to say, what is important is now and Lucy’s patronage.
 
   But that wasn’t really true, what was important was the past, and what it means for the future.
 
   Troubled, I walked home without thinking much about the effort. When I was a kid I complained mightily about walking back to Prue’s. It was, after all, up hill. And I was often carrying books.  But today I didn’t notice the effort.  
 
   I walked on the upper sidewalk. The homes across the street were a good five feet below me, built on the side of the hill that continued to slope away to the small creek below. The sidewalk evened out in front of Prue’s and stopped a few feet past her house because it changed from City limits to county property right outside her property line.  
 
   Grandma wasn’t home.  
 
   I wandered around the empty house, thinking of various things, but mostly thinking that I was suppose to be relaxing and the Browns were in escrow, and Ben was obviously too busy to return my calls and both Rosemary and Katherine wanted me to breath but I didn’t want to breath. I paused for a moment before Grandma’s recent art addition in the kitchen. She collects old kitchen implements from the mid 19th century. They are all painted a uniform black and arranged in pattern on the white wall. It was supposed to be quite chic but I did not get it.  Some of the implements looked sharp and dangerous. In my hands, anything implement found in the kitchen is dangerous.  
 
   I picked out a mystery paperback from my suitcase and headed outside to the hammock in the back yard.
 
   And I recreated the afternoon away.
 
   I didn’t move until the sun was very low in the sky. I wandered into the kitchen. Her message light on the answering machine was blinking.  I picked up my phone. No messages. Grandma rarely calls my cell except on Sundays at two o’clock, but I know it’s her.  I hit the play back button on her messages and noticed that the recycling containers one, four and five needed to be emptied, but I didn’t know where.
 
   First message was from Prue, she was with Pat and Mike, she was eating dinner at their place and she was sorry but my date with Peter will have to wait.
 
   I was on the verge of exploring the refrigerator when the green princess phone rang.  I regarded it for a second.  But my mother only calls Prue on Sunday morning just before golf.
 
   “Prue Singleton’s home,” I announced.
 
   “Allison?  This is Mathew.”
 
   And he rescued me from myself.  We would meet for dinner downtown. I voted for the restaurant that boasted outdoor dining and he quickly acquiesced.
 
   What a nice man.
 
   I drove because I didn’t want to walk back to Prue’s in the dark, plus it gets chilly at night.
 
   I parked in the municipal parking lot up the street and carefully walked down hill in my other wedgies – Anne Klein, black and white. 
 
   The Groovy Grill is a small place with more outdoor dining than indoor tables, so it thrives in the summer months. Mathew saved us a table on the patio. 
 
   I spent a few minutes just appreciating the warm, bright summer evening. I had been so chilled in the last month, that any excuse to wear a sleeveless top and revel in the warm air, was a good excuse.
 
   Mathew looked sophisticated in his blue shirt and tan slacks, almost out of place here in casual tourist Claim Jump. But I appreciated his effort.
 
   He took his time with the menu.  He ordered another bottle of white wine – I’d cope, I could drink some red at home.  And he engaged me mostly with questions about myself. And as much as I love to discuss how fabulous I am, I found the conversation discouraging.
 
   “What about Tiffany?”  I said out loud, mostly as a way for us to stop talking about me.
 
   “What about her?”  he replied easily.  “How’s your food?”
 
   Good, deflecting question. I glanced down at the only non-vegetarian dish available at the Groovy Grill, Sea Bass. It was fine.  The atmosphere was better. The wine was only okay.
 
   “It’s all very lovely,” I assured him.  “I just wonder about Tiffany,” I continued, undeterred.  “She seems… “ I trailed off. What did she seem like?
 
   “Skinny?”  He offered.  “I don’t like skinny women.”
 
   All men like skinny women, preferably a model from a Victoria Secret commercial, wings and all. So I wasn’t falling for that line. And what did he see in me? Should I be asking that adolescent question in the face of a real date?
 
   Probably not, I didn’t want to ruin the moment. Ben and I don’t date. He comes to my house and we hang out and order in.  Not much of a social life. And not much fun. I was beginning to feel that he was embarrassed to be seen in public with me.
 
   I chewed my fish and kale, or kelp, or green organically grown something and leaned back to feel as much of what was left of the afternoon heat as I could.  Something moved across the street, something familiar.
 
   Raul waved to me. He stood in the doorway of the Chinese Laundry – a gift shop filled with mostly Chinese memorabilia and some Indian imports as well. 
 
   “Allison,” he called, “Lean in and eat again, take a bite and chew it.”
 
   I obediently complied, even though everything Raul says has a lascivious undertone.
 
   “That’s right, Allison, and you, pretty boy, move in closer as well. Ah, that is so lovely, the couple at dinner.”  Raul filmed a few more seconds then waved to me and dashed off.
 
   Mathew leaned back, now that we didn’t need to be in Raul’s frame together.  “It’s always interesting in Claim Jump.”
 
   I nodded and dismissed the incident. “Tiffany seems interesting, she lives on the Ridge right?”
 
   He shrugged.  “I really don’t know where she lives, I think on the Ridge with her parents.
 
   “There still seems to be an element of lawlessness up there that people seem to want to preserve.”
 
   “But you don’t know because you haven’t lived here that long,” he pointed out.
 
   “I’ve been involved here my whole life, this is where my family comes from,” I countered, but let it stand at that.
 
   We lingered over dessert, slowly wading through shallow conversation. Maybe this is why I don’t make friends easily, I like to get down with politics and religion right off the bat – it makes conversation more interesting. But according to my mother, politics and religion are subjects never brought up in polite company, or impolite company. Grandma can’t leave either subject alone, and she has more friends and acquaintances than I can count. So I’m still not sure who is right.  I just go on dates. Mostly first dates. Maybe Prue was right, I should do something about my social life.
 
   Mathew gallantly walked me to my car and kissed me softly on the lips. 
 
   Right in the parking lot.
 
   It was a good kiss, a fine kiss.
 
   But one that strangely left me longing for someone else.
 
   “Good night,” I said.
 
   “Good night.”
 
   I watched him walk away.  I drummed my fingers on the door handle, thinking. My phone chirped, message.  I glanced down. The office? At this hour?  Oh hell, the message was probably delayed, that never looks good for me and it’s a lame excuse – hi, I just got your message, I know it’s been twenty four hours…
 
   I punched in to listen to the voice mail, but I just ended up with an ear full from Rosemary, who was still embroiled in her gates project.
 
   “So Allison,” she started. “What do you think of me building a replica of the gates in front of the Tsukushima Shrine. I’m taking a poll.  It’s very Shinto and such a beautiful orange color. We’re looking for the wood right now.  And you know those gates that are partially submerged in water? Just fabulous, it’s UNESCO World Heritage Site. I’m thinking of visiting all the World Heritage Sites in the world. Won’t that be a marvelous project?  Are you remembering to breath?”
 
   I didn’t listen to the rest of the message. Sometimes I do not share Rosemary’s enthusiasm for travel. Mostly because I don’t. Travel. Well, and share her enthusiasm.
 
   It must be a slow week for her. For that I took some satisfaction. I clicked off the phone and reached for my keys.
 
   “Allison?”  The voice sounded just enough like Rosemary to make me whirl around.
 
   “Tiffany.” I said with some relief.
 
   She slid around the corner dressed in a long print sun dress that hung in folds from her bony frame.  Funny, sun dresses look better on women my size than on the very thin. A tee shirt and Capri’s would look much better on her. But baggy sundresses were de rigueur during the Claim Jump summer.
 
   “Was that Mathew?”
 
   “Who?” I said stupidly, still thinking of Rosemary. “Oh, yes, that was Mathew.”
 
   “What were you doing with Mathew?”  Her voice abruptly grew loud and far more    accusing.  Two couples paused and listened.  Small town.
 
   I involuntarily took a step back, but really, I outweighed her by one hundred pounds, whom should be afraid of whom?
 
   “Would you like a drink? Or some coffee?” I offered quickly, distracting her.
 
   She paused between steps, thought about it, then nodded.  I carefully stepped towards her and took her thin arm. I led her back out of the parking lot, around the corner to the first place still open – the coffee shop where I had started my day with Danny.  Full circle.
 
   I have not idea what it means at all.
 
   I purchased a double mocha espresso with cream for her and a decaf hazelnut latte for me.
 
   She scooped up a handful of sugar packets and we moved to an indoor table.
 
   “So,” I started with the trivial.  “Why are you called Tiffany?”
 
   She methodically opened seven packets of sugar and poured them into the already sweet coffee drink.
 
   “I was born during my mother’s stained glass period,” she said morosely. “My parents were, still are, I suppose, artists.”  
 
   “It must have been interesting to have creative parents.”  I said, somewhat naively. My father is a scientist and my mother golfs, pretty straight forward couple. No wonder my grandmother shakes her head in despair.
 
   Tiffany shrugged. “Yeah, I guess. I didn’t know any better you know?  All their friends are artists or something like that.  They sit around and get high off of someone’s home made wine from dandelions or blackberries or pot, then they talk about working and the old days, which are always better. Why is that?”
 
   She fixed me with the first intelligent stare I had encountered from her narrow face. But this was an old question. We had already covered this ground.
 
   “I suppose nostalgia for the past is easier to focus on than planning for the future.”  I explained lamely.  Why do we treasure yesterday? Well, for one, yesterday is when a loved one was alive. That could account for a great deal.
 
   But I digress. We’re talking about Tiffany.
 
   My phone buzzed.  I ignored it. I only twitched at little when the chime went off. At least whoever called  left a message.
 
   Tiffany sipped at her hot coffee and grimaced when it burned her tongue.
 
   I focused back on the girl. Girl?  Up close I could tell that she was either my age or she never used sun block a day in her life.  My Mary Kay consultant would be appalled at the state of Tiffany’s skin. Maybe Tiffany could use something with a bit more coverage than a tractor hat.  She looked a bit ravaged to tell the truth.
 
   “Danny is all worked up about this Mathew thing, he thinks I shouldn’t see him.”  She sipped at her 
 
   coffee again. Then dumped in two more white sugar packets.  
       “Danny or Mathew?” I asked.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Never mind.” 
 
   “Anyway Mathew is so different you know? I’ve been in this town for a long, long time, and he’s the first you know, sophisticated person I’ve met.”
 
   “I know.” I encouraged her.
 
   What was I looking for, insider information?  I wasn’t sure. She just seemed, of the young women I encountered, more fragile, more unsure of her place here in what some would call paradise, but only because they managed to keep the family house and paid property taxes amounting to only hundreds of dollars instead of thousands.
 
   Yes, that would qualify as paradise. But the woman before me wasn’t completely sold on the paradise definition.
 
   “Why did your parents move up to the Ridge?”  I asked.  I didn’t think there was even pizza delivery up there, let alone cable.
 
   She shrugged. “They said that Claim Jump was too commercial.” She glanced around at the half filled bookshelves in the coffee shop. Travel books, in keeping with the Express theme. I thought it was fun.  
 
   The only other patron in the shop sighed, finished his coffee and ambled out.
 
   “It doesn’t seem commercial, not like those pictures of Times Square and stuff.  Do you think I could make it in the big city?” 
 
   “Depends on the city,” I replied pretty honestly.  Claim Jump had a total population of 6,000.  River’s Bend is currently at 140,000 and climbing or spreading.  That would be a jump right there, but New York?  San Francisco?  She’d be eaten alive. Hell, I’d be eaten alive, that’s why I hang out in my medium size pond, still holding onto my big fish influence.
 
   “Mathew says he’ll take me to Sacramento one of these days. That’s where he really lives.”
 
   “Is he renting up here?”  He had made his house sound like his own, ah, those little deceptions we indulge in while dating. No, I’m not hiding anything. Ben, I hadn’t mentioned Ben to Matthew. That made us even.  
 
   She nodded.  “That’s why no one can come to his place, it’s just a rental, some older guy, used to be a big shot here in Claim Jump.” She frowned, “And he used to know Lucky Masters, or Lucky knew him, something like that. I don’t follow the politics, its too hard.”
 
   Indeed it is.
 
   “I should have gone to college.  Maybe it would have helped me get a job.  But my parents didn’t care about education, they said school just brain washed you to think conventionally.  You know Prue actually helped me pay for some classes at Sierra College.”
 
                  “Wow, that was generous of her.”  I was a little stunned at that, but then again, that was totally like my helpful grandmother.
 
   “Yeah, but I couldn’t stick with it.” She squinted at me.  “You’re successful, you have, shoes. Aren’t your parents proud of you?”
 
   “It’s been my experience that the average parent finds it difficult to be proud of a child who is not doing exactly what the parent herself would do.  So no, my mother has never approved of me.”
 
   “Your grandmother?”
 
   “My grandmother is very cool.”
 
   “Yeah.” Tiffany said. “She really is.”
 
   “Well.”  I didn’t know what else to say.  She was not going to give me much after all. “Thank you for having coffee with me.”  
 
   “Are you after Mathew?”
 
   “After?  I haven’t gone after any man.”  I replied haughtily.  Really, I believe that deep in my black little heart.  A woman has to maintain some illusions. “In fact they come after me.”  
 
   I had no idea how right I was.
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   I listened to Carrie’s voice mal message as I drove to Prue’s. It was a long description of the last night’s charity event for the Boys and Girls Club. Patrick was kind and sweet, Carrie looked good.  There didn’t seem to be much more to it than that. 
 
   It was too late to call Ben.
 
   I fell into my vaguely uncomfortable bed determined to sleep but couldn’t.  I tossed and turned. I even tried breathing.  Nothing. Resigned, I pulled on a tee shirt and clean shorts.  I tapped out the last Aleve in my bottle, made a mental note to pick more up at Safeway tomorrow.
 
   What to do?  It was only midnight. 
 
   Wind ruffled the pages of my book. I leaned over to pick it up, then paused. I stared at the book and the fluttering pages. I looked at my window, but it was shut.  The wind was coming through the door, from the back of the house – west.
 
   The wind never blows in that direction.
 
   I was still standing in my bedroom trying to figure out the wind situation when Grandma called my name.
 
    “Allison!”  I heard Grandma on the stairs.  I stepped out to the landing.
 
   “Oh good, you’re awake.” She rested her hand on the banister, with her other hand on her heart.
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Fire,” she breathed.
 
   When you think disaster in California, earthquake is the most popular.  But our big annual event is really fire. And in September, fire happens a lot.  So much that we call it fire season. We have earthquake weather, but that’s kind of random, ask a native to tell you about it. But Fire season happens every year, that’s why it’s a season. In LA, the first storms are usually fueled by the Santa Anna winds, here it’s just fueled by a million acres of national forest. Locked, loaded and ready to roar.
 
   A forest fire is the crazy local resident who doesn’t get out much except on special occasions, and apparently this was a special night. 
 
   Prue’s hair was as wild as I’ve ever seen it, as if she had just rolled out of bed, which was the case.  I went to the window.
 
   “Should we drive out?” I jerked the curtains open.
 
   Cars choked the street, two lanes of traffic both headed down the hill. No one seemed to care that they were blocking anything and anyone traveling up the hill. We couldn’t get out.  Well, we could get out, but I was not confident about the kindness of strangers in this particular instance. I don’t think the drivers were in the mood to merge.
 
   “I don’t think…” I said, but I was interrupted by Pat and Mike yelling in the foyer.
 
   “Come on!”  Mike called out from the foyer.
 
   I held Grandma’s arm and she slowly made her way down the stairs, getting to my room took all her energy. 
 
   “I’ve never run so hard in my life.” Pat put his hands on his thighs and gulped in air.
 
   “You don’t’ run,” Mike pointed out.
 
   “Well, a special occasion.”
 
   “We should get out, we don’t know how the fire is moving.”  Mike said, rather sensibly.
 
   “And go where? Especially if we don’t know where the fire is going?”  Prue demanded.
 
   “The wind,” Mike faltered.
 
   “No, the wind can change. I’m not going.”  Prue declared.  
 
   “Be sensible, the authorities will want to evacuate us anyway.”  Mike said.
 
   “If they can get up here to find us,” I said.
 
   “We can all walk,” Mike suggested.
 
   “Sure,” I said, “but where will we go?”
 
   “No, we stay here and protect the house,” Prue set her jaw stubbornly.  Ah, that’s where my mother gets it. I myself am not stubborn, just mostly in the right.
    “I would never dream of making you do anything you don’t want to do, love,” Pat assured her.
 
   Pat tugged at Mike’s sweater.  “We can’t leave either, not in a car, you saw the traffic.”
 
   “Okay,” Mike conceded. “Moot point. We’ll have to stay.” He put his hands on his hips and surveyed the foyer, but I could tell he was really thinking of what was beyond the foyer.  “Do you have a hose?”
 
   “Many.” Grandma gestured to the general area of the back yard.  “As many as you’d like.”
 
   We trooped out, our own defense team.  The lights in the guesthouse were on. I looked up at the apartment above the barn. Those windows were dark.
 
   “Hey!”  Mike turned and caught Raul as he was sneaking out towards the street.  “Raul, come here and while you’re at it, get Brick.”
 
   I could see Raul sigh with his whole body. His blue silk robe made a nice contrast against the dark night. He slumped and marched back to the guesthouse to retrieve Brick.
 
   When the two presented themselves to Mike, Raul in his finery, Brick dressed in more practical shorts and a tee, Mike had already dragged two hoses to the back door, but he did not hand them off.
 
   “Go to the top of the roof and we’ll toss these up to you,” Pat directed.  “The roof?” Brick balked.
 
   “The roof.”  Pat repeated.
 
   Raul still carried his camera. “Very good vantage from the roof,” he explained, gesturing with the camera.
 
   Sirens wailed, then were silenced, then wailed on again as the fire engines tried to move up and against the street choked with stopped traffic.
 
   “You can stand on the widow’s walk, just go.”
 
   “There is time, I could just go down the street?  A few blocks.”  Raul started.
    “No,” Pat said sternly. “The roof.”
 
   Both Brick and Raul rolled their eyes, but they obeyed and disappeared inside the house. In a well choreographed scene, where there are many professionals involved, Pat, Mike and I would have smoothly tossed up the hose outside the house and Brick would have leaned out of the window and caught the hose with one hand and someone would have yelled – all clear turn it on.
 
   It did not happen that way. Fortunately CNN had not trained their cameras on our particular segment of Nevada County.
 
   After two attempts to toss the hoses up and over the back of the house (we really couldn’t even see the railing for the widow’s walk from the back yard) we gave up and Mike and I grabbed a garden hose each and dragged the hoses through the house, up both flights of stairs and into the waiting hands of Brick and Raul, who, now that they were up high enough to see what was going on, were disturbingly helpful.
 
   I raced down the stairs, sorely tempted to take the express route via the banister, but I didn’t want a disaster in the middle of a disaster. I emerged as Mike issued more orders to the roof crew, directions that may or may not prove helpful. But we never know those things until the crisis is over.
 
   I panted, “it’s okay, turn on the water.”  I didn’t deliver the news with as much flair as I fantasized, but at least I hadn’t yet passed out with fear.
 
   Pat turned on both hoses, and fortunately Raul and Brick had a firm hold on their end.  
 
   “Just soak the roof,” Mike called up.
 
   “For how long?” Brick whined.
 
   “For as long as it takes,” I yelled from where I stood. “I wouldn’t let you sleep through this anyway.”
 
   Prue shook her head. “You sound just like your grandfather.”
 
   “What about your home?” I turned to Pat.
 
   “Oh, we have Peter on the roof with the hose, he’ll stay up there as long as there’s water left.”
 
   I tried to picture that. Maybe Peter brought up a pitcher of cosmos to keep him company, soaking more than just the roof. But my imagination wasn’t working well because reality was far more bizarre than anything I could make up.
 
   My phone buzzed, I looked down at the number. Joan?  I thought she had Norton well in hand, perhaps an offer?  Really, options like that do run through my brain. On a good day.  I was so distracted I answered it.
 
   “We found a place and he wants to make an offer. Now what do I do?”  Joan sounded as breathless as I felt.
                “It’s midnight.”  I said patiently, “and I believe we are in the same time zone so you have no excuse.”
 
   “I didn’t think you’d pick up, I was going to leave you a message.” Joan said patiently, completely unperturbed with my outburst.
 
   “And the message?”  Sometimes we like to have the recipient hang up so we can just leave the message instead of engaging in a long drawn out conversation. I’ve even asked friends to hang up so I can leave a message. But I may as well distract myself with Joan’s troubles. My only job was to deliver the hoses. I had no further assignments except to panic.
 
   “We found a place. We just decided ten minutes ago, thus, the message.”
 
   “Joan!  You found a place? You’ve only been on the job for a week, I had no idea Norton could move that fast.”
 
   Joan remained silent. I paused.
 
   
  
 

“Did you say we?”
 
   “Well, I’m just renting and my two year lease is almost up and we can get so much more if we combine our incomes and FICA scores.”
 
   “We,” I repeated dumbly.
 
   Joan launched into her explanation.  Brick and Raul soaked the back roof. Wet spray tumbled off the shingles.  I moved out of watering range. Prue, Mike and Pat watched the roof soaking efforts with managerial airs. It was like Cal Trans, three people supervising two workers.
 
   “I know Norton isn’t perfect,” Joan continued. “But he’s really lovely if you get to know him and well, you know I’ve been working with him as your assistant.”
 
   “Did you tell him you weren’t really a Feng Shui expert?”  That was part of her assistant duties for me. She posed as a Feng Shui expert to convince Norton to annihilate the   yellow, pink and lime green painted home with a overwhelming and complete application of Navaho White.
 
   “He thought it was funny. He thinks you are hysterical, he smiles every time he talks about you.”
 
   “Well that’s more than I can say for Ben.”
 
   “Just give him a chance.” Joan switched from her love life to mine in lightening speed.
 
   I wonder if lightening started the fire. No, lightning didn’t strike around here very often.  No storms, not even in Tahoe. What did start the fire? 
 
   “We’ve only been dating,” I said the term with quotation marks around it, “for about three weeks. So really, we don’t need relationship counseling quite yet.”
 
   “Your words say no, but you’re voice is very stressed. What’s wrong?”
 
   “The mountain is on fire. Turn on CNN.”
From the bottom of Marsh Avenue. I could hear the sirens, on, off, as they tried again to move 
 
   up the packed street.  I could feel their frustration just by the sound of the engines and the beeping of the horn. 
 
   I walked out to the street, giving the house and roof water a wide berth.
 
   “I’m sorry Joan, I have to go. Oh, go to the office and have Inez fill out a purchase agreement, she’ll sign it and we’ll figure it out later.”
 
   “You can’t come back down?”
 
   I looked up the road. Cars jockeyed for position and room to moved down the hill. Every few minutes, someone managed to squeeze past by driving on the side of the road, but even without a sidewalk, there wasn’t much room. In the time I stood on the sidewalk, two cars moved to the right, listing into the ditch made some good progress, about three car lengths, and then found they were unable to get back on the road. The cars they had passed were not allowing them back in.
 
   The police appeared, working their way up the street on foot. Flares and cones appeared to clear the north bound lane. I could see maybe half a mile up the road before it turned and disappeared up into the mountains. Not a single car moved.  Not even an inch.   
 
   “No, I don’t think I’ll be going anywhere in quite a while.”   
 
   “Are you safe?  Good heavens, have you seen the TV?  The whole mountain looks like it’s on fire.”
 
   “I told you I was busy.”
 
   I looked out, across the back yard. The hills right above us glowed red and gold. Was the fire higher and traveling up or lower and traveling down?
 
   “Listen, take care of yourself, we’ll talk later, oh, and call me and tell me how you’re doing.”
 
   Joan obligingly hung up, or the phone went dead. I prefer to think it was the former. I pocketed it and checked on the watering. Brick sprayed the tree tops. Raul danced around trying to focus his camera thorough those very same tree tops.  The roof dripped water.
 
   We are fine. The fire is uphill and fire travels uphill. I remember that from a Smokey the Bear pamphlet I received during an assembly in the fourth grade.  It used to be so easy. Don’t play with matches. Don’t throw lit cigarettes into the underbrush. Douse the campfire. We grew up with those admonishments, so who forgot and set the forest alight? 
 
   A screech and crash jerked my attention back to the street.
      “You idiot!”  A woman tumbled out of the passenger seat, clearly not hurt.  Three cars honked at the hapless car – a Mercedes.  
   “Now what are we going to do!”  She yelled.
 
   “Ma’am get out of the roadway.” An officer called out. Could that be Tom Marten?  Now was not the time to ask, but if it WAS Tom Marten, he had aged better than Danny and Jimmy.
 
   “Look what he did!” The woman continued to shriek.
 
   The car had smashed into about three feet of fence across the street. The house used to be the Smith’s place, but I didn’t know who owns it now. No one from the house yelled, the woman was yelling loudly enough for to take care of all the surrounding neighbors.
 
   “I should have never, never left Concord. But NO you wanted to live in the fucking mountains and now look!”
 
   She reached inside the back seat and began pulling out photo albums and a large square jewelry box. She staggered under the weight, but kept yelling. 
 
   “I’m leaving you, not just right now, but forever. Don’t bother getting out of the car, stay there and burn for all I care.”
 
   She struggled down the center of the street, only stepping to one side after three more cars honked at her and two drivers yelled at her to get to the side of the street.  The police officer approached her, and she finally grumbled and walked in the dust at the side of the road.
 
   But there was very little side to be walked along.
 
   I felt sorry for her. But I felt more badly for the guy still sitting in his car.   
 
   More pedestrians appeared from the mountain. Some of them looked hot and exhausted as they struggled down the hill. They trudged past our house edging along what was left of the sidewalk. People walked in the middle of the street, between the stopped cars, whenever they could. The first fire truck finally moved up the street at a snail’s pace. Cars need to edge back two inches, then forward two inches, then back so the large truck to slowly make its way – like a game where you move the squares around to make a pattern but couldn’t move anything out of the frame.  The abandon cars created another immovable wall on either side of the road making it doubly difficult for the remaining drivers to move forward.  The cars closed around the cautious path created by the fire truck.  The traffic now spread five vehicles across a two lane road.   
 
   A woman staggering under the weight of heavy scrapbooks covered in bright fabric lurched  past our front gate.  I didn’t make eye contact and neither did she. Words and despair drifted towards me on the hot wind.
 
   “What about the wedding albums?”  
 
   “What about the computers?” 
 
   “What about that vase your mother gave us?”
 
   “What about the dog?”  
 
   And where are they going?  I tried to remember if there was some kind of hall or place for a large group of displaced people to go. The school?  Perhaps, the grammar school was close to town, the high school was around the corner, at the base of Miner’s Hill, a good three-mile walk.  The asphalt playground or parking lots could act as firebreaks if it came to that.
 
   Red Cross volunteers will have their hands full tonight.
 
   I shrank back into the doorway. The whole scene looked like previews for Night of the Living Dead. I leaned my head out and squinted into the blue night. The sky glowed with an orange scarier than Halloween candy pumpkins.
 
   “Okay, Allison,” Raul called down.  “The roof is very soaked, can we come down now?”
 
   I nodded, and realized he couldn’t see me on the lawn.  “Yes,” I called.
 
   “You will tell Mike you approved?”  Raul hedged.
 
   “I’ll tell Mike. Hold on, we’ll turn off the water first.”
 
   Borate bombers began to whine overhead.  
 
   Prue, Mike, Pat and I stood outside in the back yard and strained to see the bombers. The fat belly airplanes no longer carry Borate, but that’s what the local still call them, and the “T” is silent, it sounds like we’re saying borade.  Does it matter?  The planes drop tons of fire retardant, getting ahead of the fire, saving homes and wildlife and all that.  We don’t care what they’re called. Helicopters chucked and growled overhead. Some were flying in to help air lift victims and some, we knew, were media.
 
   I felt the air planes roar overhead.  
 
   “Come on,” Pat gestured to the house. “Let’s see what CNN says, that had to be one of their helicopters.”
 
   We obediently followed him into the cool house.
 
   The TV is perched on the back of the parlor grand piano. Tiny armless chairs in various colors and states of restoration are grouped around the piano like pre-school children during story time. Raul and Brick, both wearing fresh dry clothes, joined us.
 
   It’s a hellishly uncomfortable way to watch TV, so much so that, I gave up watching TV at my grandmother’s years ago, but tonight was different. We all obediently sat on our little antique chairs and Pat flipped on the tube.
 
   The stock report was first. I dashed to the kitchen to grab my computer. I thought I’d track the news better this way, but the connection was bad. The fire was making things difficult. I flipped off the computer and returned to the rest of the group.
 
   We were top of the news. Imagine, little Claim Jump on CNN.
 
   “Officials say that because Johnson Pass is closed, they are having difficultly getting to the fire and the homes further up on the hill.”  The beautiful reporter intoned.
 
   I remember the overgrown dirt trail. No, it didn’t seem very passable at all.  I wondered how many people were stuck because they tried.     
 
   The newscast displayed a bird’s eye views of upper Red Dog Road. Abandoned, charred cars lined the edges of the road, all of them tipped to the left or right, leaving very little room for passage of any kind of vehicle. The scene was remarkably similar to photos from a misbegotten war. Pick an unpopular one; it looked like that.
 
   “That’s just a mile north,” Prue breathed.
 
   Another plane scuttled overhead.  She listened then shook her head.  “No, I think it will be all right, they’ll get it. And look, it’s just the bottom of the hill, where the new homes will be, we still have that land that Lucky is trying to annex, that’s empty and its between us and the fire.”  She concentrated on the aerial photos CNN was happily supplying.
 
   “What about the local news?”  I asked.
 
   “Their van is probably sitting at the bottom of the hill and they can’t get up close to the action,” Pat said.
 
   Another helicopter rattled overhead.
 
   “Officials say they cannot comment on any fatalities at this time, but we will keep you informed.”
 
   Jimmy and Danny lived north of the potential development.  They were not official, they wouldn’t make the reports. My heart twisted at the thought. But there was nothing I could learn.
 
   The sound of choppers roared overhead. “There they are now,” Mike said.
 
   We stepped outside to look. The sky glowed along the bottom edges, the horizon, up high following the contours of the top of the ridges and hills. It looked like a Japanese block print. It would be beautiful if it weren’t so close.
 
   “Don’t worry,” Pat slipped his arm around me. I hadn’t realized that I was shivering. “We’ll be okay.”
 
   “Should we make Prue move?”
 
   “Where would we go?”
 
   I nodded.  He was right, where would we go? His house? Those few extra blocks probably didn’t make that much difference. Once the fire came this far, all these homes would burn in seconds. The termites would stop holding hands and abandoned their posts. It would all fall down.
 
    “It always looks worse on TV,” Pat squeezed my arm.
 
   The electricity still held, although I imagined that would soon – the lights flickered and popped off – go off.  Now the darkness was complete and the light from the fire was even more eerie.
 
   No more CNN for us.  We all turned as one and regarded the black, quiet house. But the outside was alive with chopper and bomber noise. People were shouting at one another as they abandoned more cars and headed down the hill by foot and across town to the creek, a sensible choice.
 
   “We could go to the creek.” I suggested.
 
   “No need,” Pat pointed out something in the yellow horizon.  “See that?  Black smoke. They’re making headway.  We’ll be fine.”
 
   “Come on inside,” Prue encouraged. “We’ll use up the ice before it melts.”
 
   The solution to everything. People used to take a spoonful or two of Miss Lydian’s Pink tonic, now that kind of magical tonic is distributed in it’s more pure form; pink martinis.   
 
   Mike picked up the princess phone, the only thing that worked in the house.  “I’ll tell Peter to come up.” 
 
   Prue handed everyone flashlights and I put mine to good use by scanning the library and pulling out my favorite childhood book. 
 
   Most of us have comfort food on hand, but mine is ice cream and it was currently melting in the freezer, so I searched for the next best thing - a comfort book.
 
   I pulled out Eloise from my grandmother’s bookcase. I have the words on the page memorized. I know every line of the Hillary Knight illustrations. I ran my hand over the pink and white pages. It was the first book I pulled out of the bookshelves when I came to visit, and the last book I read, as a farewell to another excellent summer at Grandma’s.  I could buy a copy for my own collection, But Grandma has the original 1950’s version and the newer version of the book changed some of the text.
 
   “Your mother never did get the joke.” Prue commented, seeing my reading choice.
 
   “No, she wouldn’t.” I closed the book and absently pressed down the torn piece on the front book jacket. So much to do, so little time.  
 
   I looked at my phone, should I call my parents and tell them we’re all right?
 
   “Should I call mom?”
 
   Prue grimaced.  “Your mother doesn’t even watch the news. Maybe we should call your uncles, they may be worried.” She said the later part with satisfaction and it gave me a bit of a start, her voice sounded just like Mom’s.  
 
   Prue picked up the kitchen phone and poked a few buttons but apparently didn’t get a response.
 
   “Do you have your uncle’s numbers?”  She nodded to the phone in my hand.  I used precious battery life to find the numbers.
 
   My uncles and I used to be close. In fact, I have more in common with my uncles than my brothers. One of my brothers is an accountant and one is an electrical engineer. They have real jobs and leave their homes in Rivers Bend exactly at 7:00 AM and arrive back home at 7:00 PM. It’s lovely for them.
 
   My uncles on the other hand, are a bit different.
 
   My uncle Steve negotiates dive spots with cannibals and my uncle John pilots balloons. I scrolled down and found my uncle Steve’s number first.
 
   This is what I’ve learned from my uncle Steve.
 
   “When I’m negotiating with the natives, I bring a big bag of betel nuts. I sit down with the village elders and we pass around the nuts.
     “Do you have to eat them?”
 
   “Oh yes,” he smiled. “Nasty taste.” He glanced over at his sister, prim in her twin set and leaned over to me.  “And give you a nice buzz if you know what I mean.”
     I was ten at the time and had no idea what he meant, but Uncle Steve fascinated me, especially since he was the most handsome man I had ever met. Why couldn’t I have been his child?  But Uncle Steve never reproduced. He came close, with a cashier in a gift shop on top of Arenal in Costa Rica but it didn’t work out.  Maybe she didn’t want to leave the volcano. Uncle Steve is full of stories like that.
 
   “We chat, they want to know everything about the outside world, so I just answer their questions and munch on those nuts and they turn your mouth red and they are yucky and,” Uncle Steve leaned back in his chair.  “When we’re all finished, the chief smiles, shakes my hand and we have a contract.”
 
   “But you don’t mention your purpose.”
    “They know my purpose, but if I even mention business, the deal is off.”
    “That’s why you’re the best,” I said seriously.
 
   “That’s why I’m the best, at least with the cannibals,” he agreed.
 
   I wanted to negotiate with Cannibals when I grew up.  And I do.  I just don’t have to chew on betel nuts to do it. Which is a relief. I replace the beetle nuts with Starbucks lattes, which seem to have the same buzzing effect.  What ever works in your particular culture; that’s what I learned from my Uncle Steve.
 
   My Uncle John married late to another balloon pilot and they traveled around the country.  I thought they were great.  My mom thought they were irresponsible.
 
   I pressed the contact and the phone call miraculously went through.  But I had to leave a message.
 
   Maybe Uncle Steve was chewing Betel nuts in New Guinea as we speak, which means he will not see CNN which means he won’t be worried anyway.
 
   Check off Uncle Steve.
 
   I got through to my Uncle John and handed the phone to Grandma.
 
   “Everything is fine,” she said. “No, all that is fine, the fire isn’t close to here at all. No, don’t worry.”
 
   “He’s so sweet.” Grandma handed me the phone and I clicked it off.
 
   “You should call mom.” I followed up.
 
   She sighed. “Oh all right, you call her.”
    “She’s your daughter.”
    “She’s your mother.”
 
   I scrolled down and pressed my mother’s number.  Ha, it did not go through.
“Can’t get hold of her.” I tucked the phone under my arm.
 
   “Oh well, we tried.” Grandma shrugged. “Looks like the party is outside. Let’s go.”
 
   No one slept until the sun lightened the sky and overwhelmed the sight of fire with its own hot light.
 
   The good news is that fire of this magnitude only last a day because if it lasts longer, no one is left to talk about it.
 
   By five in the morning as the day light started to filter back into the sky and we could hear cars breaking up the traffic jam. The sirens of emergency vehicles tore up the road, louder and faster. We dispersed. Mike, Pat and Peter left the house in a slow funeral march. Brick and Raul shuffled back to the guesthouse quietly arguing over who would shower first. They knew not to ask Prue for showering privileges in the main house.
 
   There was some long story about the last time she granted one of them access to the bathrooms in the main house. I think it involved seventeen towels and a girl, but I’m not entirely clear on all the details.
 
   By breakfast, the electricity came back on, bless PG & E, and I’m not just saying that to get a break on my bill. They often do great work.
 
   Prue and I took our coffee into the parlor and watched the TV. I remained standing. I was so tired I didn’t even want to sit down.
 
   “Hundreds could be dead.” Offered the cheerful summary from CNN.
 
   “Great,” I flipped off the TV and waiting impatiently for eight o’clock so I could call the Christopher’s office. And I needed to confirm with Inez that she could write up the purchase agreement for Norton and Joan.  I forgot to ask whom they were using for their loan. Maybe they didn’t need a loan. I hadn’t thought about that.
 
   My phone rang before I could hit send.
 
   “My house is fine,” Mathew announced. “Have lunch with me today to celebrate my close call.”
 
   I glanced over at Prue, who nodded in agreement with whatever I was up to.  “Sure,” I agreed.
 
   At eight O five I called the escrow officer.
 
   “I have all the signatures I need.  Mr. Bixby was the only one on title. And he has signed, almost everything, I have a call into him to schedule the closing papers.”
 
   “Excellent, one piece of good news.”  
 
   “The Browns just have to get funded.”
 
   “They will.”
 
   But it didn’t feel great. It felt odd. I called the Browns and told them to go with the inspector to check out the house.
 
   “Isn’t there a big fire up there? We saw it on the news.”
 
   “Yes, there’s a big fire up here, but it’s nothing really, happens all the time.” I brushed it off.
 
   I thought of calling Ben, but then I wasn’t sure. I wasn’t sure of anything with him right now. Distance was not helping. I think I missed him.
 
   I fired up my computer to see if Inez had put the forms onto the TR system. Then I could review Norton – And Joan’s – offer and see what they were all up to.
 
   I opened an email from Rosemary first.
 
   “Feel the calmness.” The email read.  “Mediate on one thing a day, take deep breaths and count to ten. Focus on a rose, focus on your breath.”
 
   I was not ready to meditate just then, I wasn’t even willing to practice yoga (notice they always call it practice, does anyone ever become proficient at this thing?). A joke forwarded by Ben, but no personal message.  Rosemary would say I was blocking my own opportunities. Maybe. But they were mine to block.
 
   I took a breath and counted to one.
 
   I should be relieved about the escrow. I should be relieved about Norton’s offer.
 
   Two.
 
   I should be happy we didn’t burn in the inferno.
 
   Three.
 
   I needed a plant or two on which to meditate.
 
   I closed the computer and walked out to the back yard and the greenhouse.
 
   The green house was in good shape, just a thin layer of gray ash covered the roof, no broken glass. I’d hose that off in a minute.
 
   I reached for the door.  The lock was broken.
 
   I turned the lock in my hand. I glanced back at the house. No one was standing around the back door, there was no movement from the guest house.  I opened the green house door and set the locked just inside on the closest shelf. Then shut the door. 
 
   Meditate on plants. I wandered in the dimly lit greenhouse.  The plants seemed all in place, nothing was broken.
 
   I shook off the futile impulse to meditate. The dim close air was beginning to make me feel creepy.  I left, closed the door and hung the broken lock to hold the door closed.
 
   “Lucky Masters just drove by.”  Prue announced as I entered the kitchen.
 
   “The fire probably just cleared more land for his new development.  Look at this, fifty homes went up, that seems like a lot.”  She scrutinized the local paper as if reading closely would garner better information.
      “Maybe that’s just an estimate.”  I offered.  “It was hard for the equipment to get up.”
 
   She nodded and held up her mug for more coffee. I obliged.
 
   “A few years back a couple of houses burned really fast. It was like as soon as the trucks arrived there was nothing left of the houses I don’t remember what the reason was, or if there was even an investigation.”
 
   “I heard something about that at the river.”  I said. But I didn’t have any more information to add to the discussion.
 
   I hadn’t heard from Carrie, should I call?  I stood in the kitchen and tapped my silent phone.  Call, call whom? Call my mother? Call. Maybe I should breathe and count to ten.
 
   I changed my clothes and took my time walking downtown for my lunch date with Matthew.  I nodded to mothers and children standing in their doorways watching the tow trucks pull the cars out of the street.  A couple children bounced with suppressed excitement under their mother’s hands. Three little kids were dashing here and there on their lawns. For them it must have been like a holiday, relief created special day. If you almost lose your house, what difference does it make if we eat cookies for breakfast.  Which means I celebrate life almost every day.
 
    Very few cars were parked on Main Street. Merchants stood in their doorways, peering up the activity on Marsh Avenue.  Some people stared apprehensively at the blue, calm sky.  No one talked much, no one yelled or did a victory dance. Main Street was as quiet as a snow day, only the sun was blindingly bright overhead. 
 
   “You okay?” I head a man talking on his cell phone.
 
   “The house is all right?”  The owner of the bead store talked on her phone from her perch in her shop door. “Ah good, well you can always bunk with us.”
 
   Merchants nodded to me as I passed, but didn’t step out from the protection of their store entrance. No one moved.  It was like a ghost town filled with mannequins. Disney after the disaster.
 
   Mathew had chosen to dine at Fabulous, a new restaurant situated along lower Main Street in what was once a Japanese restaurant. It was probably the fifteenth restaurant to occupy the same historic space.  
 
   “So I hear your grandmother’s house is fine. And Lucky’s new development sites are intact as well – so good news!” Mathew gestured from a window seat  as I entered the empty restaurant. The seating hostess looked partially relieved that there was some business today, and partially put out.  I smiled and vowed to order something easy 
 
   “I’m fine too,” I replied, feeling a little perverse. I had not signed up for excitement on my visit here.  I sank into the tiny café chair, which wasn’t very comfortable.  I was suddenly tired after my walk down the hill. Even wearing sensible shoes didn’t help, in fact the sight of them probably made my mood worse. My legs do not look good in flats.
 
   The windows were open to catch a warm breeze. It was lovely, but it was lost on me.
 
   The waitress girl plunked down sweating glasses of ice tea, rested her weight on one hip and flipped open her order pad. 
 
   I hoped Mathew wasn’t one to request elaborate modification to the menu. Our waitress did not look like she’d tolerate any deviations from the norm.
 
   “Everyone is talking about the fire,” Mathew started. “Hey Clemet.” Mathew leaned out the window to greet a man walking down the street.
 
   “Oh, hey Mathew.”  The man stopped and then looked at me.
 
   “Hi, I’m Clemet Foley.” He thrust his hand through the window and I took it.   
 
   “Hi, Allison Little.” I shook his hand. He was a heavyset man. His shirt and slacks were creased and dirty. He had either been inspecting burned homes, or had slept in his clothes.  He nodded and then continued to address Mathew. “I head the fire was set.”
 
   “How?” Mathew asked.
 
   “Fireworks, cigarette, but possibly on purpose. It turned out most of the homes burned were Lucky’s.”
 
   “A fire isn’t that selective.”  
 
   He glanced at me, the woman who was speaking up, then ignored me.  Oh, that’s why I’m not living in Claim Jump.  I took a big sip of my ice tea and of course it went down the wrong way and I choked and hacked so much I finally had to excuse myself and leave the MEN to talk.
 
   When I returned to the table, Mathew was alone again.
 
   “I don’t know why anyone would start a fire, that’s insane.”  He said.
 
   “Yes, but maybe that’s the point.” I said.
 
   “That he was insane?”
 
   “We have unstable people where I live. You can’t tell me you don’t have developmentally challenged residents here in Claim Jump.”
 
   Mathew shook his head but his expression was thoughtful. “We do.” 
 
   Another good old boy stopped by while we ate. My sandwich was passable, but I didn’t expect much else. Mathew was only picking at his order. 
 
   “Henry,” Mathew stood.
 
   “How’s it going Matthew?” Henry, another man in his mid-sixties greeted Mathew with a friendly pat on the shoulder.
 
   “This is my date, Allison.” Mathew introduced me.
 
   “Hi.” I offered my hand, but Henry just nodded politely.
 
   I ate my sandwich, using my full mouth as an excuse to not engage with the next three people Mathew hailed from the street.  It was as if I was his alibi. Here we are in day light, he seemed to say.  Here I am with this beautiful woman feeling good about life and how it is in the world.
 
   Here he is with me.
 
   I couldn’t finish my sandwich, but thanked him for lunch anyway.
 
    “Have dinner with me tonight.” 
 
    I stared at the empty street. “I really need to spend time with my grandmother. She’s pretty shook up about the fire.”
 
    “Oh right. Of course. How about a drink then? Before dinner?  Say, meet me at the Sun and Moon around five?”
 
   He was very persuasive with his beautiful brown eyes and six pack stomach.
 
   “Okay, one drink.”
 
   He leaned in and kissed me on the lips and I let him.  I heard the sound of a truck a second too late. I looked up and there was Danny.   
 
   Shit.  I smiled to cover my embarrassment and my relief, he was alive.
 
   “Hey, Danny.” Mathew greeted the other man.
 
   “Hey, Mathew.” Danny said neutrally. But he looked daggers at me. Remember all that sexual freedom in the seventies and eighties? Didn’t last.
 
   “Is your grandmother home?”  He asked me, icy polite.
 
   “She is.” Before I could catch my breath and ask about his house, he took off in a burst of exhaust.  Didn’t even offer me a ride. Fine.
 
   “Need a ride home?” Mathew, in contrast, had the decency to offer.
 
   “No, it is my lot in life to walk and inadvertently get some exercise. I’ll be fine, thank you for lunch.”
 
   “See you at five.”
 
   The walk was long and depressing. I walked on the lower side of the street, snaking around the cars still parked  up on the sidewalk. The city had towed some of the cars blocking egress from Marsh Avenue, Melissa Patterson must have called and complained. I walked, one foot in front of the other. What was Mathew up to?  Why parade me downtown and introduce me as his date?  An odd turn of phrase now a days, usually single men are very, very careful with their terms and definitions.  This is my working partner from the office. This is my cousin. This is my sister. This is a friend. Very clear.
 
   Mathew was not clear.
 
   I walked past my favorite white house, there were tracks of red dirt on the pretty green lawn.  I paused and looked at the damage.  But no one came out to greet me or talk about the incident.
 
   I hesitated and pulled out my phone. Since I was already depressed and feeling taken advantage of, I was in the prefect mood to call my mother.
 
   I scrolled down to her number and hid send.
 
   She was home.
 
   Well damn, leaving a message would have been so much easier.
 
   “Hi mom.”
 
   “Allison!  We’ve been trying to call mother, but the phone just rings off the hook what are you two doing up there?”
       “Burning the place down.” I couldn’t help it.
 
   “Very funny missy.  Is your grandmother all right?”
 
   “She’s always all right, you should come up and see for yourself some day.”
 
   “Oh, honey you know how busy I am, but I’m glad she has you.”
 
   Strangely, the conversation was comforting. We reviewed all our tropes: me encouraging her to come and visit, she making excuses. Like a lullaby or favorite story.
 
   “We’re fine, just wanted you to know. That’s why I left the message.”
 
   “Well, say hello and I’ll call over the weekend.” My mother signed off with audible relief.
 
   I clicked off and crested the top of the hill to Grandma’s.  The city had a way to go before the whole road would be cleared. I still didn’t know how many injuries or fatalities had been recorded.
 
   Danny’s truck was parked in the driveway.
 
   I squared my shoulders and walked to the back yard, because I knew they’d be there, sitting on the shaded patio.  
 
   “Hi honey,” Prue greeted me cheerfully.  “Would you like a cosmopolitan? I took a poll at the Safeway, martinis were considered the best solution to last night stress.”
    “Tell me about it.”  Danny said morosely.  He was crumpled into a lawn chair, his bare dirty legs splayed out. 
 
   “How is your house?”  I accepted a drink from my grandmother. “And how is Jimmy’s house?”
      He took a deep breath and gulped down half his martini. “Still there.”
 
   “Did you stay up there?” I asked, not a little horrified at the thought.
 
   “The fire wasn’t around us, but yeah, we had to stay and keep water on the house. Jimmy had some friends working his. I sprayed mine myself.”
 
   “Didn’t council member Schmidt lives up at the very top of Red Dog?”  Prue asked suddenly.
 
   Danny shrugged. “He was before my time. I think we share a driveway, or he put in the drive way and I share it, something like that.”
 
   “He wasn’t at the party.” I said helpfully.
 
   “I take it Johnson Pass wasn’t clear enough for the equipment or people to exit off the mountain the other way?”  Prue asked.
 
   Danny shook his head, “Prue, Johnson Pass has been closed for years. You know that. Can’t get anything but a tank through that stuff.”
 
   “Did the fire burn it out?”
 
   “Don’t know, didn’t check.”
 
   I lapsed into silence, the air was so warm and comforting, it didn’t seem possible we had recently brushed with disaster.  
 
   “Schmidt. He used to be on the board of supervisors, then retired, then was bored, or his wife made his leave the house so she could have lunch with her friends in peace, so he ran for City Council and won.”  Prue said thoughtfully, delivering information that none of us really cared about, but had to listen to anyway.  “I did hear he had a place up the road.”
 
    “When was he on the board of supervisors?”  I wasn’t really paying attention but I did want to be polite, especially since Danny wasn’t going to keep his end up.  At the rate we were slipping, it was going to be an afternoon devoted to napping. Not a bad thing to do.
 
   “Back in the seventies,” Prue offered.
 
   “Wasn’t that when Lucky Masters built his first development?”
 
   “Yes, as a matter of fact.”
 
   “They’re talking about annexing all the new stuff, all the way down to here, into the City.” Danny said with a tone in his voice I did not recognize.
 
   Prue shook her head. “We’ll fight that, we don’t want this annexed.”
 
   “Too expensive for the city,” I concluded, which it is.
 
   Danny left just as Pat, Mike and Peter showed up to keep Grandma company. 
 
   “Didn’t you use to date Danny?”  Prue asked.
 
   “Didn’t date, just hung out together,” I corrected. I did not want Prue to turn Danny into one of my new friends. I was fine on my own.
 
   I did nap, and woke just in time to pull on a dress, the matching shoes and dash outside to wait for Matthew, who had left a message at three on Grandma’s phone telling me he’d pick me up.  No messages on my own phone. I was starting to feel a bit neglected.
 
   I rubbed my arms and stepped out closer to the edge of the road pavement.  Cars were parked at odd angles all along the road every one of them facing downhill.  No one was suppose to go up past our house to Red Dog Road until the fire department had secured it.  Since the local Claim Jump department boasted four paid firefighters along with ten volunteers, it would take a while.
 
   But here was Matthew’s BMW cruising down from Red Dog Road. Apparently he didn’t need to follow the rules.
 
   We went for drinks at the more raucous Ravenous Bar.
 
   “This is loud, do you want to go someplace more quiet?” I asked.
 
   “No, this is kind of fun, but we can move outside.”  
 
   So I was back on display. Well, I wore the same dress I wore to the party the other night, so I hope Matthew planned to introduce me to new people. I’d hate to think what these appearances were doing to my reputation as a Fashion Diva.
 
   I stretched my legs and admired my wedge sandals. They had survived the trip up to Danny’s, all that nasty red dirt and gravel road.  Looking pretty good.  I tugged at my top and leaned on the table to gaze directly at my date, but before I could execute any good maneuver, the friggin’ phone rang.
 
   I smiled apologetically at Matthew, who gestured that I should get it. He continued to drink his Chardonnay.
 
   I was drinking Sauvignon Blanc. I hate Chardonnay.
 
   Anyway, answer the phone.
 
   “I’m on the east side of Rivers Bend.  Patricia said you know it pretty well because your sister-in law lives there.  Where is Floral Way?”  Heather’s voice faded, then unfortunately, came back strong.
 
   I tried to reign in my exasperation. “Take a left on Laurel, then a right on Lancaster, the road sweeps to the right again, but stay on it.” I gestured to stay on the road.
 
   “Okay, I see it now.  Thanks.”
 
   “Anytime.” Why did I say that?
 
   I clicked off and glanced up at Matthew.
 
   “What was that?” He asked.
 
   “Giving directions.” 
 
   “You give enthusiastic directions.”
 
   “Um, thanks?”  We regarded each other. He was certainly lovely. “You were saying?”  I tried to rescue the conversation, which was difficult since it wasn’t very scintillating in the first place.
 
   “I wasn’t saying anything. I just thought we’d sit here and drink our wine.”  He waved to a couple across the street. They smiled, a bit tensely as if they were afraid he’d call them over and force them into conversation. But he let them off the hook.
    “The DeRosas. Do you know them?”    
 
   “No.”
 
   “Ah, well.  They are always…  I mean. They attend city council meetings, want to legalize marijuana.”
 
   “Really? On a state level or just locally?”
 
   He sighed and a clear expression of anguish flickered across his features, one of the first unguarded emotions I’d seen.
 
   “Pot shouldn’t be legalized, it’s a bad drug,” he said.
      “Spoken by a man with a glass of wine in his hand,” I pointed out ruthlessly.
 
   “It kills,” he said simply. His fingers tightened on the stem of his glass. 
 
   “Please, no one dies from an overdose of pot, unless you are so addled that you dive into the river, hit your head and drown.” I was a little flippant but really, it was the truth.
 
   “How did you know?” His voice was strained and his fingers gripping the stem of his glass were white around the nail beds.  I was afraid of the glass stem breaking. But it was a real reaction. One of the first genuine reactions I had seen. And I didn’t know why.
 
   “What do you mean, how did I know?  First of all, we lose about two people a year because of accidents at the river. But I would guess the accidents stem from one too many beers rather than one too many puffs,” I goaded him. I’m not in favor of pot per se, but it’s not the root of all social ills.
 
   He drained his glass and banged it on the table.  I gestured to the waiter for another. 
 
   “My brother was a pot head,” Matthew said tersely. “Spent the summers up here while I was in school.”
 
   “You were the good child,” I concluded. I could relate to that, being the bad child and all. 
 
   “I worked at being the good child.” He pointed out.
 
   I had no idea a child had to work at being the good child.  It reminded me of Carrie’s relationship with Patrick. Working at it. Working the relationship. I’ll work at relationship MARKETING, but must a love relationship be a boat-load of work?
 
   If it is, count me out. I’d like at least one thing in my life to be easy.
 
   The waiter poured Matthew another glass of wine and I ordered another for myself.
 
   “It wasn’t so bad, being the good one.” A smile flashed across his handsome features for just a second. “But you can die. Pot needs to be eradicated, especially from this county.”
 
   I narrowed my eyes, this from a man hanging out with pot smoking locals at the river?  It seemed rather hypocritical.
 
   “But people are going to do what they are going to do.”  As if that was a good enough excuse.
 
   “Maybe, but they also can be stopped.”  He gulped down the second glass and called for a third.
 
   “Maybe.”  I echoed.
 
   He insisted on driving me home and walking me to the kitchen door, as if we were on an old fashion date.  The wine hadn’t really affected him that much and it hadn’t affected me at all. I turned and offered Matthew my hand. It took it and firmly pulled me in for a kiss on the lips. I had no opportunity to respond either favorably or unfavorably.  
 
   I struggled to gain equilibrium.  “Good night,” I managed even though it was still daylight.
 
   “Good evening.”  He saluted and strolled back to his car.
 
   I carefully kept the screen door from slamming behind me as I let myself into the kitchen.
 
   “Ben!”
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   Ben Stone. Rock Solid.  Standing in my grandmother’s kitchen. Ben stood in the center of the kitchen. Big and alive. His broad shoulders seemed to overwhelm the small kitchen. My grandmother hovered in the back ground, rubbing her hands like a happy leprechaun. Even her gray curls looked pleased. Out of all the fantasies I’ve created and replayed about the man, this was decidedly not one of them.
 
   “So, who was that?”  Ben greeted me in a not too friendly manner.
 
   “A friend.” I countered not meeting his eyes.
 
   “A good friend from the looks of it.” He narrowed his blue eyes and glared at me, as if he could penetrate me with X-ray vision.
 
   “Maybe.” What was I saying?  I just spent an hour with someone I completely mistrust, and don’t even think I like much, and here is a man who I do trust and do like and I jerk him around.
 
   “What are you doing here?”  I asked instead.  
 
   “I don’t know.” His gaze softened, he was no longer working hard to x-ray through me. He looked sincerely surprised at his own reaction. His eyes narrowed and once again, I was at a loss for the appropriate romantic language. Hell, I was at a loss for any good words at all.  Oh sure, now the two glasses of Sauvignon Blanc kick in.
 
   Is it fair to say he takes my breath away?  Or is that just another cliché to explain the tightness in my chest and my inability to suck in enough oxygen to keep my eyes from rolling into the back of my head before I efficiently pass out?
 
   Thank God I wore a decent outfit, in fact, the best outfit I brought up with me.
 
   But Ben was not charmed by my appearance, I could tell, a woman knows this kind of thing.
 
   “What are you doing with him?”  Ben repeated.
     “Him?  There is no HIM. He’s a guy I met up here who actually invited me to dinner – in public  - and thinks I’m sexy,”  I retorted.  “It’s not like you were here to squire me around.”
 
   He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “Why is it we devolve into Junior High when we discuss this?”
 
   I waited, I remembered  enough lessons about betel nuts and cannibal negotiations to know when to keep my mouth shut.
 
   “I was wrong,” he confessed suddenly. I almost staggered against the weight of what he said, but it would have looked like a comic pratfall, inappropriate in this instance.
 
   “I thought you’d be surprised, pleased.”  He explained.
 
   “I am pleased.” I said, this time more sincerely.
 
   “Philistines!” Raul bellowed from the front of the house.
 
   Ben looked a bit startled but did not let his expression slip, much.
 
   “They call that food!  Shrimp and cream cheese tortured and stuffed into stale croissants!”
    “He ate lunch at Fabulous and it wasn’t very good,” Prue explained quickly.  “He hasn’t recovered.”
 
   “Maybe the fire affected the shrimp delivery.” I pointed out unkindly.
 
   “Maybe.” Prue moved around Ben, she gave him a quick once-over and grinned at me. She reached into the freezer and pulled out a bag of frozen, and I suspect, re-frozen shrimp. 
 
   “I’m either eating or tossing out everything in the ice box.” She explained to Ben.  “Allison, can you pull out the strainer?”
 
   Grateful for some activity, I ducked my head under the sink and I pulled out the colander and dropped it into the sink with a clang.  I could feel Ben watching me.  What to say?  What excuse could I use?  Was I a bad person? I didn’t even deserve love, yet who, out of the two of us, mentioned love?
 
   “There is not an artist in the bunch!” Raul bellowed and within the second, the man himself appeared. Raul rarely wears shoes.  He slid into the kitchen, and as usual, his socks offered no traction. Arms waving furiously he careened into the center of the room and headed directly towards the wall of sharp kitchen instruments. He slid to a stop just in time. He stared at an egg beater and, oblivious to his near miss of impalement, immediately turned his attention to me.
 
   “Allison, and what are you doing?”  He glanced down at the shrimp in Grandma’s hands.  “Ah, wait.”
 
   I waited while Raul disappeared. We heard a smack as he collided with the hall table with a bellow but he was quickly back clutching his camera.
 
   “Here we are!  Allison, All Is Son. Now this, this is art.”
 
   I glanced down to where Raul had aimed his camera, he was focusing on the colander.  Prue obediently pulled open the package of shrimp and dumped the contents into the circa 1935 aluminum colander.   Raul moved in for a close up, peering at his flip-out screen.
 
   “That’s fabulous Allison, move your hands, run your hands through the shrimp. Love the shrimp. Ah, you have beautiful hands, move the shrimp around a little, yes just so.”
 
   I moved my hands as he directed. At least my manicure would be famous on You Tube, where most of Raul’s art now ends up.
 
   “Rinse now, slowly, wash the shrimp.”
 
   “Enough!”  Ben bellowed.
 
   “Oh for God’s sake Raul, leave Allison alone.”
 
   “Thank you.” The elfish man smiled and bowed to Ben.  “For allowing me to film your lover’s hands.”
 
   Ben just looked at Raul, who looks like what most people image Toulouse Lautrec to look like, small, French, even though I think he’s from Simi Valley, anyway, Raul doesn’t look all that threatening, unless you’re worried about the camera stealing your soul, then he’s a menace.
 
   “She’s,” Ben started, sputtered then shut up.
 
   “This is Allison’s friend.” Grandma leapt into the fire, and emphasized the word in a way that conveyed far more uncomfortable truths that I’d like.  “Now shoo, go find out what Brick is up to and report back.”
 
   “Brick is too gloomy today.” Raul said, suddenly just as gloomily.
 
   “Brick is always gloomy.” Grandma retorted.
 
   “I will up load.  Your hands, Allison, will be famous. I will call this the Handling of the Shrimp.”
 
   “I hope that’s all that will be famous.”  Ben muttered.
 
   I shot him a look, then smiled at Raul.  “See you later Raul.”
 
   “Care for a Cosmo?”  Prue leapt into the awkward silence and lunged for the refrigerator.  
 
   “No thank you.” Ben glared at me, smiled at my grandmother, and glared at me again.
 
   “What were you thinking going out with another man?” He finally sputtered.
 
   “I’m thinking he asked.”
 
   And didn’t mind taking me out in public.
 
   That still nagged, the public part, although I don’t know why it should.  And Matthew’s reaction to pot, how could his brother die of it? Did he graduate to a stronger drug? I should ask Prue.  The irony of learning this information over drinks was not lost on me.
 
   “And what is the conclusion?” Ben pursed the subject.
 
   “I’m not dating him, okay?  He’s just someone I met.”
 
   “She needs more friends.” Grandma confirmed and handed Ben a Cosmo.  He glanced at it, shrugged and took a drink.
 
   “Here, let’s make some dinner, how’s the shrimp coming along Allison?” 
 
   I glanced down at my hands, still embedded in bright pick frozen shrimp.  I pulled out my hands and dried them.
 
   “Fine Grandma.”
 
   “Well you scoot over.  I’ll make us some pasta, that’s a good comfort food. Hand me my drink.”
 
   I gave the kitchen over to my grandmother. She can make pasta, it’s one of her few specialties and I was happy to conceded culinary expertise to her.  Ben had never seen me really work in the kitchen, other than toasting a couple of English muffins. Now was not a strategic time to show off my ineptitude.
 
   “I don’t need more friends.” I assured Ben.
 
   “Are we friends?”  He finished his Cosmo and looked around the kitchen. I knew what he was searching for.
 
   “Here,” I pulled out one of the bottles of Amador County Zinfandels I had picked up at Safeway.  
 
   “I guess we’re friends.”  I poured a healthy amount in a glass for him and an even healthier amount in a glass for me.
 
   “We’ve only been seeing each other for three weeks.”  He explained patiently.  “Hardly enough time to establish a reasonable rhythm of dating expectations.”
 
   “Or even a relationship.” I pointed out.  Carrie had been seeing Patrick roughly the same amount of time and they had already progressed to the stage where they were working on improving each other. What was wrong with us?
 
   “Would you like one?”  He took my arm and moved me gently from the kitchen out to the dining room and parlor.  Raul was nowhere in sight, a good thing.
 
   “Wine?” I asked.
 
   “A relationship.” 
 
   I paused in the hall. Behind me Prue was muttering and pulling more items out of the refrigerator. Before me I could see through the front windows and out to the street. The doors to my right and to my left led to rooms filled with furniture I had memorized.  The man behind me, waiting patiently, was new.
 
   “This is the dining room.”  I turned to my left and led Ben into the most respectable room in the house.
 
   “What is that?”  He pointed to the tiny brown head resting in splendid isolation on the mantle above a brick fireplace.
 
    I had forgotten about that.  “That’s from my Uncle Steve. He claims it’s a real shrunken head. He works with head hunters on a regular basis, so it could be true. But I bet he found it in San Francisco.”
       “It looks real enough, any reason why it’s in the dinning room?”
 
   “It’s my grandmother’s way of rebelling. This used to be a far more eclectically decorated home. But as soon as Pat and Mike – her best friends – got into the antique business, the décor improved.”
 
   “What used to be here?”
 
   “Plywood table covered with a bright table cloth.”  I replied.
 
   “Well, it’s wonderful.” Ben said. His eyes were fixed on the woodwork, the crown molding, the bead board – all original.
 
   “Thank you.” I led him through the downstairs rooms, he sipped his wine and contemplated the rooms as if he were visiting a museum of great importance.
 
   We strolled back into the kitchen.
 
   “There you are, dinner is almost ready.”  Grandma’s face lit up when she saw Ben again.  But Ben was equally enthusiastic and I suspected it wasn’t because of me.
 
   “I know what this is!”  He greeted Prue again.
 
   “Pasta?”  I asked.
 
   “No.” He took the salad bowl from Prue and brought it over to the kitchen table, deftly avoiding the shoebox of aluminum foil and the basket of magazines filled with colorful pictures.
 
   “This is the Claim Jump House.”  Ben announced, as if he had just discovered a gold vein.
 
   “What do you mean this is the Claim Jump House?”  I wasn’t sure I liked the reverence in his tone. 
 
   “I heard about this in school. Kids spoke of it the way kids talk about Burning Man now. This was the place to go in the 70s. But you had to know someone who knew someone. And appreciate the finer things in life,” he concluded.
 
   “Like what kind of finer things?”  I asked suspiciously.
 
   “I produced the best shit in the state,” Prue said with satisfaction and sat down.  “You may serve me.”
 
   Oh god. I dumped the pasta onto a Blue Willow pattern plate and the salad onto a white Corelle plate and pushed them both towards my grandmother.
 
   No wonder my mother was so uptight about pot smoking.
 
   “I thought it was just Uncle Steve and Uncle Mike.”  I protested weakly, but I already heard the answer in her tone. 
 
    “Your uncles were mostly in charge of the growing, drying, all that stuff. We dried in the barn.” 
 
   “Great.”  I sat down and tried to focus on my food.
 
   “So Ben, you’re a Stanford boy?”  Grandma dug into her food as if this all was common knowledge and no big deal.  
 
   I took two more sips of wine. Half the glass emptied.
 
   “Philosophy major.” 
 
   Grandma nodded. “Very practical.  So what do you do?”
 
   “Carpenter, handy man by trade.” He twirled a forkful of pasta and popped it into his mouth.
 
   “Good, we need carpenters more than we do philosophers.” 
 
   “Especially around here.”  Ben glanced around the kitchen, noting, I was sure, the many, many things that needed fixing. I didn’t want to go into it.
 
   “So you knew about this place?”  I ventured. It was a safer subject than the one he brought up earlier. I was happy to pursue this newest distraction: my grandmother.
 
   “Everyone at Stanford knew about this place, it was a legend. When your mom gave me the address, I was pretty sure I recognized it, but, well, wow.”  He turned to Prue, “thank you for inviting me to stay.”
 
   Prue toasted him with her wine.  “My pleasure, any friend of Allison’s…” she trailed off and just grinned at me.
 
   My mother gave him the address. Oh crap.
 
   At Ben’s request, Prue regaled him with the history of the house and her life here with Grandpa. I knew she was avoiding the pot question and I was not going to let her off the hook. But for a few precious moments I wallowed in her version of life in Claim Jump. I was not as gullible as Ben of course, I was very familiar with the dark side or rather, my mother’s interpretation of events.  And I had my own memories.  None of the versions meshed perfectly.  No one’s past was exactly the right version.
 
   But it was the best conversation I had since arriving in Claim Jump.  Now what the hell does that mean?
 
   “Well, I’m exhausted.” Prue finished. “I can’t stay up all night and not have it affect me the next day.”
 
   “All night?”  Ben asked. He glanced at me then Grandma.
 
   “We couldn’t really sleep during the fire last night.” I explained, which made it sound more dire than even the CNN reports.
 
   “Had to send Brick and Raul up to water the roof,” Grandma said cheerfully. “But all that’s fine now.  Allison, thank you for putting the lock back on the greenhouse. I’ll have get a new one tomorrow.” She said brightly.  “Good night you two.”
 
   “We’ll clean up.” I offered to her retreating back.  She waved that offer away.  “Or just pile it in the sink for tomorrow.”
 
   “Good night.” Ben called after her.  
 
   “She didn’t assign me a room.”  Ben commented softly as Prue headed up to her room. Which was located on the second floor. Right below my room. In an old house, that is an unfortunate positioning of rooms, floors creek, sound carries though the heating vents, beds rattle.
 
    “I’m guessing she’s testing the Singleton woman curse.”  I said absently.
 
   “What?” 
 
   “I’ll tell you later.”
 
   We cleaned up without a word between us.  The house settled into the cool evening, creaking and sighing.  I heard Grandma moving around upstairs.
 
   “Why did you drive up here?”  I finally asked.
 
   “Have your computer?”  
 
   I gestured with my head to the end of the kitchen table.  He flipped it on, tapped into CNN and without another word turned the screen to me.
 
   “Disaster in the Sierra Foothills.  Fifteen confirmed dead.  Hundreds missing.”
 
   “The disaster on Red Dog Road is still being sorted out.” The camera lingered lovingly on the burned out trucks and SUVs, a doll’s head on the road, that kind of thing.
             “I’m here because I also remembered how close Marsh Avenue is to Red Dog Road.”  
 
   He looked around the kitchen and I knew what he was thinking. “This would go up in minutes.”
    “No kidding. But we hosed down the roof.”
 
   “Oh yes, that’s helpful against a raging forest fire,” he said sarcastically.
 
   “It was all we had.”
 
   “Why didn’t you follow the news?” he demanded.  “And get out?”
 
   “There was no getting out.”  I stripped off my dish washing gloves – the best way to preserve a manicure – and tossed them under the sink. 
 
   “And if you watched more of CNN, as we did, you’d know that too. Our only choice was to stand and fight.”
 
   “That’s pretty pioneer of you.”
 
   “The women in my family are not pioneers, we do lunch.”  I retorted. “And you still haven’t answered my question.”
 
   “And you haven’t answered mine.”  He countered.  He closed the screen on my laptop and moved towards me. I didn’t dodge or move away from him, I just waited. There were more romantic spots than the kitchen, under unflattering florescent lights, but he was here.  I was here.
 
   He pushed me against the sink and covered my mouth with his.  Now here was a kiss, passion, anger, desire, all those hot words. I raised my arms and pressed against him. Matthew kisses were antiseptic. Ben was dirty and messy.  And marvelous.  I had missed him.  I was more than glad he was here, even if he was angry with me.
 
   Where could we go? Not in the house, too much noise.
 
   “Come on, I know a place.”
 
   “Not your car I hope.” He whispered in my ear.
 
   “I’m too old for that.”  I whispered back.  I pulled Ben outside and dragged him to the barn. There was a small residence door that was completely out of place against the red siding, not something anyone worried about.  I tested the door; it opened.
 
   “Come on, we can, used the apartment above the barn. My ballet instructor use to live here.”
 
   “You took ballet?”
 
   I stopped on the narrow steps that lead to the top floor studio. “Hey, you don’t have to sound so surprised.”
 
   He lifted his hands in supplication. “Sorry. I’m just here to make sure you’re alive.”
 
   “I’m alive.” I started back up the stairs and he followed. 
 
   “Yes you are.”
 
   But the apartment was not such a brilliant idea. 
 
   I didn’t dare flip on the lights; I didn’t want Prue to see what I was up to. I expected to feel the hot closed air created by weeks of hot summer afternoons. The heavy heat was actually part of my plan. There was something sexy about a hot still atmosphere. But instead we were greeted by cool outdoor air.  Windows were open, chairs moved around. I moved through the living space to the tiny kitchen that faced the back yard and flipped on the light under the cabinet.
 
   “Someone lives here.”  Ben said.
 
   I looked around dismayed.  “Yes, someone does.”
 
   “That makes sense, it’s an apartment isn’t it?”
 
   “Yes, but Prue hadn’t said anything about someone here.  Brick and Raul are in the guesthouse, and no one but me is staying in the main house,. I mean right now. And I haven’t seen anyone go in and out of the apartment. I don’t understand.”
 
   Clothes were jumbled on the bed. The nightstand was covered with empty boxes of over the counter medicines for allergy and cold.  I blinked in the light as I tried to adjust. Someone, who? Doesn’t matter who, the discovery was killing my mood.
 
   “Come on, let’s get out of here.”  I turned off the kitchen light and Ben and I clamored down and out back into the dark yard.
 
   “Well, what now, my dear?”
 
   The dark was good for us.  Ben pulled me to him and I admit, I was happy to merge our assets. I kissed him. He kissed me.  We melted together and despite my exhaustion I had enough energy to insist that we at least use the chaise lounge as the ground was damp.
 
   “Right here on the patio?  Does your grandmother have motion detecting lights?”  He whispered into my hair.
 
   “No, I wanted to get her some, but she said the deer would set them off.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   We didn’t spend the night outside, in fact, once that last burst of energy enveloped me, I wasn’t very good for much of anything let alone a spontaneous camping experience. Ben helped me back into the house. We quietly made our way to my bedroom where Ben had a chance to experience my old crappy mattress first hand.
 
   It never felt so good, and I hadn’t slept so well in days.
 
   I woke up alone, but I could hear my grandmother’s voice and Ben’s answering rumble. It was reassuring. I lounged for a bit, then glanced at the clock.
 
   Ten o’clock!
 
   I rolled out of bed and made my way downstairs to the coffee.
 
   “So what do you want to do today little Miss Sunshine?”  Ben toasted me with his coffee. He held the red mug. 
 
   An ambulance, the siren silent, sped up the street.
 
   “How many have gone up?” I asked, accidentally sipping the coffee before pouring milk in. I made a face, Ben laughed.
       “It’s the same one, they’re picking up the bodies,” Prue said.
 
   I shivered.  “This isn’t a good place.”  I poured in the half and half.
 
   “See,” Prue continued her conversation with Ben. “I know that the city attorney is behind this, why ask about the money now?  Why worry about what I’m growing on county property?  There’s something else going on, but no one will listen to an eighty-year-old woman, no one takes the elderly seriously.”
 
   I thought back to two men who ended a sixty year grudge for sixty years in a wave of violence.
 
   “Sometimes we take you seriously.” I assured her.
 
   “You know, this attorney has been around for a while, but never seems to do anything.  Grandpa would say that he couldn’t find his ass with a ten man working party.”
 
   “Did he do corporate work?”  Ben asked.
 
   “Have you met him?”  Grandma asked.  
 
   I shook my head. I knew she meant the attorney not my grandfather.  I had met some charming and not so charming people in my few days here but I had not come face to face with this infamous attorney.
 
   The ambulance made another trip down the street followed by two tow trucks dragging burnt vehicle carcasses behind them.  
 
   “Look, let’s get out of here.”  I suggested.  “Grandma, do you want to come to the river with us? I’ll take you to the North Fork.”
 
   “Maybe that would be a good idea.” She admitted. “All this traffic is getting on my nerves.”
 
   It was agreed.  We took Ben’s truck since it would sustain less damage on the narrow roads than my car.  We took a completely different route that is not even worth describing because it takes a good forty-five minutes to get there. The North Fork features a flat parking area, and an easy beach where the river widens and curves that is perfect for small children and grandmothers.  Fortunately the weekdays are pretty quiet, the only people under the trees are locals. Unfortunately two of the locals were Danny and Jimmy.
 
   “Don’t you people ever work?”  I demanded.
 
   “Can’t do anything up at Red Dog until they clear out the fire and the hot spots.”  Danny replied.  Jimmy nodded agreement.
 
   “How’s your house?”  I asked, and who would know to douse it or even search for the bodies?
 
   He shrugged, eyeing Ben suspiciously.  And I thought his expression was clouded when he looked at Matthew. Deliver me from the jealous male. 
 
   Ben settled the ice chest, chair, towels and my grandmother and then sauntered over to us.
 
   “House is fine.” Danny said slowly.
 
   “Oh, I’m sorry. Danny, this is Ben Stone.”
 
   “Hi,” Ben held out his hand with enough authority that Danny didn’t have any choice but to take it.
 
   “I’m here on vacation,” Ben explained.  “Allison and I worked together in the Bay Area.  What do you do?”
 
   “Construction.”  Jimmy said shortly.  “What do you do?”
    “I’m an inspector – we’re in the same business.”  Ben said pleasantly.
 
   I tried not to glance at him. Inspector? He’s a handyman, a good one, but nothing as highly placed as a building inspector. If he were, we might have a future together.  My whole body involuntarily twitched at the thought, but I suppressed the sensation.
 
   Prue waved cheerfully from her beach chair.  “Danny Timmons!  Come and say hello to an old woman.”
 
   “Once she’s down, she doesn’t get up until we leave,” I explained to Danny.
 
   “Oh sure Mrs. Singleton.”  Danny nodded to us, spoke briefly with Grandma and then moved upstream without a backward glance.
 
   “So, how long since you two slept together?”  Ben said oh-so-casually.
 
   “Long time ago.” I replied oh-so-easily.
 
   I was a bit embarrassed, but only because Danny had looked so much better when we were an item. And now, well that’s just how shallow I can be. I studied my nails noting they needed a fill.
 
   “What’s up river?”  Ben asked.
 
   “More water.”
 
   We wadded up stream, past Danny and Jimmy and up to a lonely spot, a small beach, newly carved out during last winter’s storms. It was the perfect beach because it was surrounded by blackberries and poison oak. The tangled vines offered seclusion and privacy. No one would come across us by land. And we were safe from anyone coming from the water. Unless Danny or Jimmy waded upstream after us.
 
   But they gave me a break and didn’t follow us.  And the sex was perfect again, albeit a little sandy.  It occurred to me that sex could be great even if a girl isn’t high or drunk. Really, that can happen.
 
   I rinsed off and slipped on my clothes, but didn’t feel like returning to the main beach.  Why had Danny visited Prue?  Did he do this on a regular basis? It didn’t seem like a regular visit.  And who was living over the barn?  And did Prue even know about it?  I could just ask, but for some reason I hadn’t had the courage to bring it up.  And Matthew’s behavior was bothering me as well.  
 
   And my clients are thrilled with the accepted offer – Tony was inspecting, I checked my watch - today. That should make me happy. 
 
   “Why do you have such ambivalence towards your mother?”  Ben asked aimlessly, at least his question didn’t sound confrontational.
 
   “I don’t know, probably because I’m a member of Generation X, we’re not happy with anyone, least of all our Boomer parents.”
 
   Ben nodded.  “I live on the fault line.”
 
   “Fault line?” 
 
   “Sure you know, the Boomers represented this huge demographic shift, and even though I’m considered a boomer by birth, I’m too young to consider the Summer of Love the defining moment in my life, although I remember it.”
 
   “How old were you?”
 
   “Nine.”
 
   “So all that noise the Boomers make, does it signify nothing?”
 
   “I don’t know. I didn’t take many English classes.”  
 
   I squinted against the sun. I believe that if your sunglasses were dark enough, you should be able to look directly into the sun. So far, I have not found the perfect pair of direct into the sun gazing glasses.
 
   “For someone to pretends to know nothing, you are surprisingly bright,” he commented.
 
   “You just love me for my amazing figure.”
 
   “You do have an amazing figure, but that’s not why I love you.”   
 
   I sat up and pulled off my sunglasses for dramatic effect.
 
   “What?”
 
   “You heard me. Otherwise why would I drive all the way up here to rescue you?”  He paused, I knew it was coming but I was so shocked I let him say it again.
 
   “You are not rescuing me,” I insisted.
 
   “Not this minute,” he conceded. “But I’m here, and,” he paused and scanned the sky in much the same way I was earlier. But I don’t think he was trying to look into the sun. “There’s something off.”
 
   “Like you’re Daniel Boone or something?”  I know, it was the second time I used that particular reference, but he was the only outdoors kind of hero I knew anything about.
 
   He glanced back at me.  I shrugged, “re-runs.”
 
   “I didn’t watch Daniel Boone either.”
 
   “What did you watch?”  This was easier than addressing his surprising and shocking admission.  I needed to call Carrie, this was momentous and I needed to ask her what the hell I should say.
 
   Because the truth was, Ben was so fabulous, I was tempted to blurt out something similar.   
 
   “You’re changing the subject.”   
 
   “I know.  But I don’t know what to say,” I admitted truthfully.
 
   “That is a first.”  He leaned back, elbows braced in the sand.
 
   The river roared in my ears, I had no where to go and no place to hide. No one to call, my phone was in the car.  I was on my own.
 
   “The last time I loved someone, I was horribly wrong. I’m not very confident of my judgment.”
 
   “Fair enough.  Me too.”
 
   “You too what?”
 
   “It went horribly wrong for me once.”
 
   “Are you going to tell me about it?”
 
   He shook his head. “I don’t want to spend any more time or energy on her. But thanks for the offer.”
 
   “So, is that an answer?”
 
   He gazed and the water. The river current dashed over hundreds of small smooth stones, the water glittered in the sun and tempted me to come out and play.
 
   “Tell me about your grandparents, that was a good relationship I gather?”
 
   “Charles, my grandfather, attended Stanford with Pat. He and Prue got pregnant with my mother and she dropped out, Prue, not my mother.  Prue was just a freshman and in those days, you did not solider on.  So my grandmother schooled herself, which is why she’s such a fierce protector of the library I suppose, she always made sure I had enough books in my life.”
 
   “And you loved that,” he concluded.
 
   “I love reading,” I said.  
 
   He nodded and dismissed my statement.  Clearly he did not really understand what getting involved with a voracious reader means: the lonely nights with the partner up holding the tiny book light with one hand and a huge hard back biography in the other because those tiny book lights are silly if you read fast enough; lonely Saturday afternoons when your loved one adds to your trouble and loneness by claiming, “just a minute, I’m almost done with the book.”  The term almost done applies to any number of pages just past the middle of the book.  The lover of a bibliophile is also doomed to distracted answers from the breakfast table while the partner in question devours everything in the paper – we read the inside of the front page.  We read everything. We read cereal boxes.
 
   I didn’t enlighten him further. “Anyway, she schooled herself. And she paid for my college education when my mother announced that she didn’t see the point of educating a girl.”
 
   “That seems a little retro.”
       “It is.” I agreed. “But you see my mother got pregnant when she was eighteen too, so I think she resented me for avoiding the Singleton woman curse.”
 
   “The Singleton woman curse? That’s the second time you mentioned that.”
 
   “We all get pregnant at eighteen.”  I closed my eyes and leaned back to take in more sunshine.
 
   “And you?” He asked.  That was what Carrie was saying, the older you are, the more baggage you cart into the relationship.  At least mine was a matched set.  
 
   “I avoided the curse. No children. No pregnancies.”
 
   “Well good for you.” He said encouragingly.
 
   “Yeah, well. Anyway, Pat discovered this town and brought up Grandpa and Prue. Grandpa, who did have a business degree, also had a little bit of cash, so he started buying up buildings and land around here.”
 
   “What was up here in the fifties?”
 
   “The Depression. Grandma and Grandpa moved here the day the last mine shut down.”
 
   “What ever happened to the mines?”
    “Filled with water, it cost more to pump the mines clear than the gold is worth.” 
 
   “You know, meeting your grandmother is like meeting the myth.”
 
   “Yes, what was that all about?”
 
   “Everyone knows about your grandparents and their house.  The pot, sure, but it was always more than that. The best and the brightest were invited to Claim Jump, and if you were really lucky you could tag along and experience the Singleton home. I just never put you and the house in Claim Jump together.”
 
   “Few do.  That’s my mother’s doing, she doesn’t allow us to mention it. She leveraged  her pregnancy into marriage and never looked back.”
 
   “Yet, you’re here.”
 
   “Haven’t been in a long time. My mistake.”  I sat up and took in the river, the sunlight, felt the soft breeze that kept the temperature at a perfect 85 degrees.  “I do love it up here.”
 
   He gazed at me for longer than was comfortable. “I don’t blame you.”
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   Grandma and I lounged on the cool patio while Ben showered.  
 
   “You know.” She closed her eyes and rested her head on the back of her chair.  “We had a great run of people in the seventies, that’s when your grandpa and I were the most active in the community. It was so fun back then. People were interested in helping each other succeed, they wanted to create something of value.   Now it’s  not about improving anything at all. It’s about holding your position.  Staying on the council. Or making money. Pander to whomever bitches the loudest.”
 
   “The ADA of government.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Your grandson is ADA.” I explained,  “I heard all about it during Thanksgiving dinner.”  I paused long enough for her to apologize for not attending that dinner, again. But she didn’t take the bait.
 
   She nodded.  “I read about ADA, kids can’t pay attention to any one thing for very long.  Makes it hard to stick to goals doesn’t it?”
 
   “Yes it does. Why don’t you come down for Thanksgiving this year and hear all about it in person?”   
 
   “Thanks, no, I’ll just learn about it third hand and about seven years later,” Grandma replied.
 
   “So who’s on the council now?”  I asked, moving away from family, since, for Prue, politics is a safer conversation.
 
   “Don’t really know. I sort of checked out after your grandfather died. You know, those council meetings are deadly, especially during the public comment part. People focus on such meaningless things!”
 
   “I know.  But don’t you want to say something about this new development of Lucky’s?”
 
   “Won’t do any good. The planning commission has approved it, and I assume reviewed it thoroughly. And from what Mike tells me, the council just approved the planning commission report and there was no public comment at all.”
 
   “Closed session?”
 
   “No, they can’t do that. But there was a special meeting that wasn’t posted until the last minute, something like that.  Anyway, it probably doesn’t matter.”  She slowly rubbed her hand across her forehead and sipped her martini.
 
   “It does matter.” I insisted stubbornly. Her body language alarmed me. She wasn’t supposed to be old, that wasn’t allowed because the next step was incomprehensible.  “We can fight this. Come on Prue, you’re the queen of Claim Jump, remember?”
               She smiled at that sobriquet.  She probably hadn’t heard it in a long time, I hadn’t said it out loud in a long time.  Mom used it discursively, the Queen of Claim Jump. Pat and Mike leapt on the name and for a few years staged a beauty and talent pageant with the same name. That project didn’t last, but the memory of it does. Every once in a while some group creates a Fourth of July float highlighting the  Queen of Claim Jump, funny, but no one knows the origins of the name.  I do. Grandma would always be queen, in a good way, to me.
 
   “Honey, I’m too old to get involved. Did you know the voters here actually voted against increasing the funds for the fire department? The opponents claimed that that since the county people didn’t want to be part of the city, they could  make do without the extra help. They said that.”
 
   “But we had help the other night.”
 
   “We always managed to cobble together something. But it never seems to be on purpose.” 
 
   My phone buzzed for the very first time that afternoon.  How nice.  I got up and moved away from Grandma, just to be polite.
 
   “Okay,” Carrie launched into her current dilemma.  “So I’ve joined the gym and Patrick hired a personal trainer for me. His name is James.”
 
   “James. Why do you have a personal trainer?”  Carrie was one of those lucky – and young – women who always looked marvelous with little to no effort. I could not for the life of me imagine why Patrick thought she needed a personal trainer, let along a gym membership. There are just so many other ways to spend one’s time.
 
   “Yes,” Carrie said earnestly. “I want to get healthier, more flexible, you know, that kind of thing.”
 
   “You want to take the next guy who knocks you over the head and kick his ass. “ I pointed out. Frankly, I did too.
 
   “Maybe,” she brushed off my reference. “Patrick hired this personal trainer and he thought it would be fun for both of us to workout together.”
 
   I may be crappy at relationships, but devoting unending afternoons with a loved one, sweating, commenting on how many weights you should lift, your technique, and why you should be working harder, sounded like a disaster.  I imagine that after one too many suggestions, the woman musters up enough energy to throw the weight in question at the helpful partner in question and the work out session finishes up in the emergency room. Or someone loses in eye.
 
   “So how’s it going?”
 
   “James and everyone else is very helpful with my technique,” she immediately admitted.
 
   Thought so.
 
    “I wasn’t feeling very good about myself. I can’t lift all that much. Patrick is encouraging of course, but the rest of the people at the gym kept looking at me and rolling their eyes.”  She paused.  “So I bought a new outfit. Did you know you can buy push up sports bras?  I got them on sale at Victoria Secret.”  
 
   “No more eye rolling?” I surmised.
 
   “Not even from the trainer.” She gloated.
 
   Sometimes I forget that Carrie can take care of herself.  I thought about my own news. The Ben Stone admission was something to share with a best friend, but I didn’t. The words just wouldn’t come out. I just congratulated her on her success and that was that.
 
   The air was hot, even in the shade. I returned to Grandma and the relative cool of the patio.
 
   “I had coffee with Tiffany last night.” I didn’t really know where I was going with that lead, but it beat discussing Ben.  
 
   “Tiffany. Named after a lamp.”  Grandma kept her eyes closed, she seemed smaller, as if she was deflating into her chair. 
 
   “Did you ever meet Gretchen and Gary?”  She continued.  “They use to stay with me in the seventies and eighties.  Gretchen was a painter and stained glass designer, quite gifted. She did that piece with the mother and child.”
 
   I mentally searched the rooms in the house. “The one in the blue bedroom?”
 
   “Yes.” 
 
   That piece always stuck me as a little strange.  Although I had recently encountered art that was violent and odd, the stain glass piece was a mild, sort of filmy romantic oddity. The subject was a mother bathing her little girl. When I first encountered the picture I thought, yeah, that’s nice, as if my mother ever bathed me by hand.  Then later, when I knew a little more, it resembled  a Berthe Morisot painting.  But I never liked it.  It just looked a little, what? Icky. The mother in the glass seemed to smother the child, her arms were too long and wrapped around the child’s body like a Red Tail Boa. The glass is still there in the blue bedroom because the blues in the painting match the bedspread. That’s where I get my concept about art – it does not matter what the subject is, as long as the painting matches the furniture.
 
   “Anyway,” Grandma continued, “Gretchen was an artist and Gary was a gifted gardener, he also helped the boys around the greenhouse and in the garden. They stayed with me, what, a year or two, on and off. They were suppose to be in school but I don’t think either one ever graduated. Gary did drive to the City with Gretchen’s art and always come back with money. Sometimes they paid rent with cash.”
 
   She wasn’t pausing for my insightful editorial comments, so I let her talk.  
 
   “They left here in the early eighties, you know we were still doing the hippie thing in the eighties.”
 
   “I know.” At least I knew a little, Mom knew a lot. Don’t ever say groovy to my mother, not even ironically.
 
   “So they moved up to the Ridge.  But they came to visit us every month or so.”
 
   “Why the Ridge?”
 
   Grandma shrugged, but I could tell – she knew why, because she rolled her eyes a bit.  Grandma had some lovely times in this house, but I was always worried, as I got older, of her getting ripped off by her former less than affluent guests, or even her former affluent guests.
 
   “So they moved to the Ridge in the 80s and continued with their art?” I prodded her along, was there a point to this story?  I listened for the shower, but the pipes were quiet. Ben would be joining us soon.
 
   “Oh yes, for a while Gretchen had somewhat of a reputation. I even gave them back one of their glass pieces so they could sell it in San Francisco. They made enough from that sale to live for a couple of years.”  
 
   I closed my eyes. “Grandma.”
 
   “Now don’t you go sounding like your mother.” Grandma waved a finger at me. But she only says that because it bugs the hell out of me.
 
   “I don’t mind helping people, it’s what I do. It’s the right thing to do. You know that.”
     I did know that, I learned it from her.  My mother’s reaction on the other hand was to be far more protective and play her emotions and friendship much closer to the vest. My mother does not think it’s just swell to pick up people at the bus stop and bring them home for dinner.
 
   You entertained at the Club. Everyone knows that.
 
   “So grandma, what is the point of this conversation?”
 
   “Tiffany is their daughter.”
 
   “Ah, that explains the blighted childhood.”  
 
   “I wouldn’t have called it all that blighted,” Grandma frowned. “But most people don’t think their childhoods measure up to the fantasy.”
 
   “Like Eloise.”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “I love Eloise, you mean the Eloise who is six and lives at the Plaza?”  Ben sauntered across the patio.
 
   I leaned my head back and watched Ben approach. “I cannot believe you even have a passing interest in Eloise.” I said.  He looked wonderful, all tidy and squeaky clean.
 
   “Bought it for my niece. I consider it a training manual for all young girls.” He smiled and offered me a glass of wine and handed another to Prue.
 
   “Your brother must hate you.”  Prue said with satisfaction.
 
   “Yup.”
 
   My phone buzzed.  Well, damn.
 
   I did not recognize the number on my screen. Oh, the excitement of the unknown. I learned to recognize what’s her name, Heather, cell phone number, so I was prepared. But this was a different number. Had she borrowed some one else’s phone so I’d take the call?
 
   I responded cautiously.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Ms. Little?”
 
   Ms. Little? Crap, it was serious. 
 
   “Yes,” I confirmed. If they were police or IRS, it was pointless to lie: they would get me one way or another. My name was up on some computer screen already, asking my name was just a courtesy on his part.
 
   “This is inspector Graves, do you have a minute?”
 
   A minute.  I took a breath and walked away from the chaise.  Ben took a drink of my wine and began to chat with Prue. She perked up and sat forward, as if Ben had magnetic qualities.
 
   He did.
 
   “Do you remember Mrs. Debbie Bixby?”  The officer asked.
   “Yes, I have clients buying her house.”  And she displayed abhorrent taste in decorating.  But I don’t think that was of interest to Inspector Graves. I had the inspection scheduled for tomorrow.  It should be all fine.
 
   “Why?” I finally asked out loud.
 
   “No one has seen her in a couple of days and her husband just filed a missing person report, although we can’t get hold of him now either.  When you saw her, do you remember anything  - unusual?”
    “Besides the decorating?” I blurted out.
 
   “Besides that Ms. Little.” He intoned.  No sense of humor.
 
   “No, I came to the house, ran through the walk-through and left.  How are her floors?”
 
   “Floors?” 
 
   “She had just refinished them. They should be perfect and pristine.”
 
   He paused for longer than was necessary for such an inane comment.
 
   “Perfect floors?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Thank you, we’ll be in touch.” 
 
   “Aren’t you going to ask me to stay in town?”
                   “Ms. Little we already know you’re not in town.” he pointed out patiently.
 
     I clicked off.  Before Mr. Bixby disappeared, he had signed the escrow papers. I was good. The Browns, depending on the inspector’s findings, should be good. I hope they don’t find any cracks in the driveway. They are obsessed with perfection. I was worried about that pause when I mentioned the floors.  Should Tony double check tomorrow during the inspection?
 
   “So,” Ben asked when I returned.  “What do you want to do?”
 
   The phone inside rang.
 
   “Oh for heaven’s sake.” I said out loud. I dashed into the kitchen to answer it, because most likely, it was for me.  
 
   “Meet me downtown.”  It was Danny.  Again. 
 
   “I have a date tonight.” I kept my voice low.  It was one thing to have a date with Matthew; that was before Ben arrived. But to run off and meet Danny? After Ben admitted to love?  
 
   “I have something to tell you.”  his tone was a low as mine but more urgent.
 
   “Why me Danny? What can I do?”  Was this the same urgent thing he had to tell me that lured to me that horrible party?
 
   “You’re not from here, but you understand the players. Just in case something, happens…”  he trailed off.
 
   “Oh for God’s sake. Okay, I’ll meet you for fifteen minutes on my way to a more romantic dinner. And I’m bringing Ben.”  It was brutal, but I had to say it.
 
   “Okay,” he acquiesced pretty quickly.  “Fifteen minutes, meet me a Ravenous.”
 
   I explained my dilemma to Ben. Not well, or elegantly, but Prue came to my rescue.  “It’s okay Ben, if Danny does know something, there are not many people in town he can trust.”
 
   Ben eyed me suspiciously. I smiled and tried to look far more innocent that I was, and more informed. I had no idea what Danny was talking about. But really, I hoped he would explain. Then I could be finished with Danny and Matthew and even Claim Jump.
 
   Ben and I walked downtown. I met up with Danny at Ravenous. Ben and Danny greeted each other with much the same affection as two dogs interact over a tasty bone. It wasn’t fair, Ben was towering and confident, Danny’s body looked like it was shrinking, but the pot belly  stubbornly remained.
 
     Ben didn’t pursue the conflict. After a couple of volleys concerning building supplies and how many two by fours they could carry in one load, Ben nodded to me and trailed off to the ornately caved bar.  It came to Claim Jump by boat, around the horn. Most of the bars in town have the “came around the Horn by boat” providence. Who knew if it was true? It made for a good story. 
 
   “Okay, what is so important?”  I hadn’t even ordered a drink. I just wanted to get this over with.
 
   He slid over the paper to me.
 
   The headline read Fire Destroys Seventeen Homes, Lucky Masters Promises to Help Rebuild.
 
   “It’s all about Lucky.” I glanced at the reminder of the article.
 
   “It’s always about Lucky.” Danny growled. He took a drag of his beer.
 
   “You’ve been edgy since the fire.” I flipped the paper open, more burned out, gruesome photos. I glanced at the date. July 6, 2001.
 
   “Wait, this was years ago, that first fire.”  
 
   Danny nodded. “Only a few homes that time, but they went up in flames much faster than anyone thought.  Like this time.”
 
   “Fifty homes this time.” I waited.
 
   Any silence was difficult for him. He glanced over my shoulder at Ben. I twisted around, but Ben wasn’t looking at us. God, he was a good man.
 
    “Cheap insulation, really cheap insulation. It works great as protection against snow and frost, keeps the homes pretty warm.  But in a fire?”
 
   “They burst into flames.” I finished for him. I knew about foam insulation of course, but no one uses that kind of insulation out here, for obvious reasons. I wouldn’t be surprised if there was a California law against it.
 
   “That’s what was put in all the homes.”
 
   “All the Lucky Masters homes?”  I searched my mind, was that specific substance illegal?
 
   “ Some houses explode, some smolder which is just as bad as the fumes can knock a person out.”
 
   “You know about a lot about it.”
 
    He sighed.  “Me,  Lucky, the foreman, maybe a couple other people.  He used part local and part out of town workers. But no one really knew they were doing anything wrong.  Just saving money.”  Danny stared into his beer glass. “And time.”  
 
   “You can’t really recall a house.” I pointed out.
 
   “But you can stop it from happening to the next house.”
 
   “Those new homes will be closer to town.” And closer to homes that were flammable for their own, more organic reasons, old timber, deferred maintenance, creative electrical wiring. Another fire wouldn’t just be a disaster, it would be a conflagration like the Oakland Hills.    
 
   “All Lucky’s homes?”
 
   “Not mine, not Jimmy’s. I convinced Jimmy to put in fiberglass insulation.”
     I smiled, that would make the insulation the only thing that was “code” in the whole structure.
 
   “And why are you telling me this?”
 
   He drained his glass. “I don’t know. I guess I think you care. And if something happens to me.”
 
   “Nothing is going to happen to you.” I interrupted. God, I forgot he could be so melodramatic and why wasn’t he burdening his wife with this information? Oh, they divorced.
 
   He nodded. “Sure, just the same. Now you know.” 
 
   He rose, glanced at Ben again and slammed the screen door on his way out. I didn’t move from my seat.  Ben finally came and joined me.
 
   “So,” Ben said. “It looks like you need another drink.”
 
   I nodded absently.     
 
   “Learn anything?”
 
   “Those homes that burned?”  The bar tender served me my Penfold Cabernet and winked at Ben.
 
   Yeah, I pick up men at bars every night of the week.   
 
   “The insulation in all the homes up above Grandma’s is that foam insulation. The kind that just blows between the walls. It’s easy to install and very cheap.  And very flammable.”  
 
   “Fire storm waiting to happen?”
 
   I nodded. “And it almost did. But I don’t know what to do with the information. Who would care? It’s over at this point.”
     “If you could prove it, the owners could sue for damages,” he suggested.
 
   “I hate promoting law suits.”  Then something occurred to me. “You aren’t secretly an attorney or lawyer are you?”
 
   “Hell no.”   
 
   We paused for a minute, drank our wine, admired the bar, listened to the story about how it was shipped around the Cape in 1850, and negotiated the dinner plans.
 
   “So is Danny an old boyfriend?”
 
   “Do you remember much about the seventies?”  I responded.
 
   “Yes, mostly.”
 
   “Well the seventies lasted into 1986 up here.”
 
   
  
 

“Ah, so not really a boyfriend boy friend,” he concluded thoughtfully.
 
   “What do they call it now a-days?” 
 
   “Something truncated for ease of texting I’m sure, but they use to call it friend with benefits.”
 
   “That’s about right.”
      “Is he still privileged?”
 
   “Interesting question.  No.” I answered quickly. Unlike Carrie, I was not in the mood to string things along, keep him guessing. He was too astute and focused for me to successfully pull off that kind of act.
 
   “Hey,” he said softly.
 
   “Hey what?”  I responded, I admit, cautiously.
 
   “I said I loved you, and you have not yet given me a response.” 
 
   I had a missing girl, a fire, a possible scapegoat, a disgruntled ex-lover and my grandmother was in some kind of trouble.
 
   “This isn’t really a good time.” It sounded lame even to me.
 
   “Oh, not a good time?  So a man dishes his heart up on a platter and you stab it with a spork?  Fine.”
 
   “A fork,” I corrected.  “Or to make it a more traditional image, a knife.”
 
   “No, a spork, one of those plastic spooks with tiny spikes on the end – not a clean hit, oh no, but a messy grinding hit that jerks the heart around and tears it bleeding and shredded from the plate. A spork.”
 
   I was stunned, really stunned and did not have a single word to say, in fact nothing came to me at all, my brain was out of practice. 
 
   “I don’t know what to say.” I wanted to put this off, if possible, for the next hundred years. I swore, after the debacle with a man who remains forever unnamed, that I would not, ever, hand my own heart over and, well, have the damn thing sporked.
 
   “Okay,” he rose and towered over me for a minute.  “I’ll just give you more space, that’s a seventies thing to do as well isn’t it?”
 
   “I… “
 
   But he left before I could formulate any more coherent words.  And what were my words?   
 
   I drained my glass and smacked it on the table.
 
   “You should have been nicer to him.” The bar tender advised.
 
   “Oh shut up.” 
 
   I had to walk home again by myself.  This was becoming monotonous and wrong.  And it was my fault.
 
   My grandmother didn’t help much either.  She was relaxing on the back patio enjoying the fading light when I arrived home, hot, sweaty and thinking that maybe these warm nights weren’t all so great after all. Maybe a little cooling fog would help.
 
   I plopped down and put my head in my hands.
 
   “Where’s Ben?”  Grandma asked.
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “Oh Allison, what did you say to the man?  Do you take night classes in driving men away?”
 
   “No, I just, he just.” I burst into tears, something I should have done earlier, except it’s emotional blackmail of the worst kind and not fair, especially when the other guy is wielding a spork metaphor.
 
   Grandma stiffly rose and walked over to put her arms around me. “Oh honey, that’s okay, he’ll come back.”
      “No, no, he won’t. I blew it.”  I snuffled.
 
   “Now honey.”  Grandma wedged herself into the seat and pulled me close.  Even though Grandma is skinny, she still has a comforting smell and soft heart.  I buried my head into her bony chest.
 
   “He seems like a lovely boy, just what are you afraid of?”  She patted my back encouragingly.
 
   “I’m afraid of becoming my mother.”  I sniffed.
 
   “Oh honey… “
 
   “And my sisters-in-law.”
 
   “Well.” Prue started.
 
   “And those women in the grocery store with those screaming sticky children all jammed in the cart and eating all the Ben & Jerry’s Phish Food before I can get to it myself.” 
 
   Prue wisely reminded silent, I was on a roll.
 
   “And those women who wear those hideous corduroy jumpers teamed with pink long sleeve tee shirts and tan sensible shoes.  Especially the sensible shoes.”  I wailed and started crying harder.
 
   “Honey, honey.” She pulled me closer, not for additional comfort, I think she was trying to smother me so I’d stop talking.
 
   “I agree.”
 
   “What?”  My voice was muffled against her chest.
 
   “We’ve had this talk before. Lord’s sake girl, how many times do we have to review this before you get it?  Love does not mean sensible shoes. Whatever gave you that idea?”
 
   “Carrie is changing for Patrick, she’s working with a personal trainer.”
    “I thought she was seeing the milk guy.”
 
   “Never mind.”
 
   “Look, this Ben is a nice man, and he likes you.”
 
   “He doesn’t make enough money.”  I sniffed.
 
   “Since when does that matter?” Prue demanded. “Your grandfather and I had nothing, well, apparently we had Pat, but other than a collection of friends and this place, when we started, we had nothing.”
 
   “You had my mother.”
 
   “She wasn’t necessarily an asset. See, you are all ready ahead of the game. Allison.”  She pushed me back so she could look at me. I was sporting a red skin, red eyed, blubbery face only a grandmother could love (my mother would have made some kind of comment like, a woman should not apply mascara in the morning if she is going to cry in the afternoon. A saying that could be embroidered on a pillow and sold downtown). 
 
   “Allison, you need to let yourself go at some point, and this time, it may as well be with a good decent man, regardless how little money he has. Money didn’t help much last time did it?”
 
   I shook my head.
 
   “Right, now you may want to find Ben, apologize and agree to at least risk his love.”
 
   “That sounds like a song.”
 
   “Everything eventually does.”
 
   It was dark by the time I pulled myself together. Ben hadn’t returned to the house, but  his truck was still in the driveway.  So I called Carrie.
    “I don’t’ know!”  I wailed to Carrie. “Why would I let him leave me in the middle of an argument?”
 
   “He said he loved you.” Carrie pointed out.
 
   “But how can you love someone after only three, maybe four weeks?”  I protested, completely immersed in my own pain.
 
   Silence greeted me from the other side of the phone.
 
    “Maybe it’s okay for some people.” She said coolly.
       “Oh crap, look I’m sorry! What you and Patrick have is special, you know, different. Ben and I are just normal people and I know nothing about him.”
 
   “You know more than most women. Some women, even today, marry men their parents chose, and it works out fine. What are you holding out for Allison?”
 
   She paused to let me think about that. But I had no answer.  Really, I didn’t.  So I waited her out, hoping that she would provide the critical information.
 
   “You deserve to be happy.” Carrie said quietly.  “Maybe you need to think about that.”
 
   I did think about it.  Maybe I needed to relax, meditate, do that damn breathing thing Rosemary was telling me to do.  I breathed in and said a random number, five.  I headed for the greenhouse.
 
   The green house was stifling hot, and dark.  I flipped on the lights.  I hadn’t gotten around to cleaning off the ash that coated the glass panels. The lights threw the plants into high contrast against the dark black glass.
 
   Breath in.  I wandered up and down the two tables –the little scraggly plants in their little half liter planter containers looked less and less like tomatoes  the more I stared at them.
 
   Not a single red tomato hung from any plant.
 
   Sometimes you see things because people tell you what to see. I do it all the time—look, I explain to potential buyers—at the back yard space possibilities unencumbered by the previous owner’s vision (empty, weed filled lot).  Look at the great room as possibilities for family fun (unfurnished living room needing paint), that kind of thing.
 
   I was sure this was not what Rosemary had in mind. I was not meditating at all. I was peering, touching smelling.
 
   Oh boy.
 
   Who knew about this? I sort of knew about this, but denial is a contact sport in my family.
 
   Suddenly I saw Tiffany’s ravaged face. She knew. Her parents were here in the seventies. She knew. And she told someone. Matthew? But why should he care? And even if he did, there was very little to be done here. Grandma’s house was not within the City limits and the sheriff really didn’t care.  City limits.
 
   I stopped breathing. So, all the rumors, all the innuendoes were right. I hate that.  I like the honest and the good to be right. It’s part of the reason I read so much fiction; I crave neat, happy endings.  
 
   I walked back to the house, Grandma was already inside  fixing something for dinner, but I didn’t have an appetite. Now I really knew something was wrong with me.  I never turn down food.
 
   I retrieved the Blue Willow plates and set two on the kitchen table. They looked lonely.
 
   Where was Ben?  I’m an idiot.
 
   There was a knock at the door and Grandma answered.
 
   “Mike, how are you?’
 
   A young police officer stepped into the kitchen. He seemed nice enough, at least he had some laugh lines around his eyes. He wore his uniform with confidence bred from years dressed in pressed shirts and unconcealed weapons.
 
   “Can I get you a … “ Grandma began.
 
   “Ice tea?”  I intervened.  I don’t know if it’s a misdemeanor to offer an officer of the law a drink while he’s on duty, but it couldn’t be a good idea.  
 
   “No, I’m fine.  I just want to look around Mrs. Singleton.”
 
   Grandma eyed him for a minute, crossed her arms over her chest and said quite clearly. “No.”
 
   He was not expecting that.  “Mrs. Singleton, we are just following up on a couple of complaints and I need to check it out. I’m just doing my job.”
 
   Prue shook her head. “Nope. I’m in the county, you’re City.”
    The young police officer took off his hat and rubbed his head, he was starting to lose his hair.  “True, but that will change when this gets annexed, so why not let me in?”
 
   “Do you have a warrant?”
 
   “You’ve been watching too much TV.”
 
   “Well then, when this house becomes officially in the City Limits, then you can come back.” Prue said with exaggerated dignity.
 
   “You know we will. Things have to change. Captain said so. ” 
       “I know things will change, but annexing the city will not be one of them,” Grandma insisted.
 
   He sighed.  “I could call the sheriff.”
 
   “That you could.” Grandma agreed.
 
   I steeled myself to not look in the direction of the back yard. Did Tom Marten send him? What did Tom know?  
 
   Officer Foreman (that’s what I read on his name tag) rolled his eyes. “You know the sheriff is busy with fire victims.”
 
   “Then we’re at an impasse aren’t we?”  Grandma agreed pleasantly.
 
   How could she be so confident?  I studied her. Easy stance, her crossed legs—in all their bare wrinkled glory – were not tense or stiff.  She wore an elegant, tied-dyed Summer of Love Past tee shirt. (Of the few items that are in abundance in Claim Jump: tee shirts).  She was solid and not easily pushed around. Even for an old person.
 
   “Just doing my job.”  He mumbled.
 
   “Who sent you?” I asked.
 
   He shook his head. “Just City business.”
 
   “Come back when it’s County business.”  Grandma ushered him out and closed the door softly but firmly. 
     “Ice tea?”  She poured me a glass and returned to the stove. I don’t know what she was doing exactly, but she was hovering around the burners as if she was doing something important. 
 
   “Okay Grandma. The broken lock on the greenhouse. The subterfuge. Not allowing a perfectly nice boy to take a look around. What gives?”
 
   Prue stopped fussing at the stove and turned to me.
 
   “Okay, okay. The lock was to keep people out but it didn’t work. I don’t know who broke the lock and I don’t know who tipped off the police, but they can’t do a damn thing about it.”
 
   “Because you’re on county property.”
 
   God, my grandmother was working the system.
 
   “Why do you take the risk?” I had to ask.
 
   She shrugged. “Mostly because I can. It doesn’t hurt anyone and sometimes my friends need a little, you know, smoke.”
       “Need?” I sounded like my mother. I took a sip of ice tea to clear my mouth and sensibilities of such a terrible fate. “And my uncles used to support themselves on the sales I suppose?”   
 
   “Yes,” she admitted reluctantly.  “But not so much anymore.”
 
   “Is that why uncle Steve goes up to the Ridge every year?”
 
   “He has friends there.” Grandma protested, “Don’t worry about your uncle.”
 
   “I never have.” I shot back.  “And what about the sheriff and the DA? Aren’t they interested in what you’re doing?”
 
   Grandma sighed took a few steps to the back door of the kitchen and then stopped. 
 
   “Grandma?” I prompted.
 
   Grandma shook her head.  “A few years ago the DA’s wife was dying of cancer.”
 
   I looked at her. She nodded slightly.
 
   “It was easy for me, and a small price to pay for him. Actually there is no price when it comes to someone you love.”
 
   Great, another saying for a pillow. I was racking up platitudes but not much helpful information. I did not have an answer. I just didn’t want my Grandma to go to jail.
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   It was a bad night.  The air was hot and lifeless.  No breeze disturbed the curtains, so I wasn’t worried about fire, but still the atmosphere felt too calm and too heavy. And where was Ben? Did he hitch a ride out of town?  And leave his truck?
 
   I tortured myself all night with what ifs. I suppose I deserved it.
 
   I was grateful for the morning, even though I greeted the new day looking like death warmed over.  
 
   “You look terrible.” Grandma confirmed.  “I’d say something about your boyfriend, but I see it’s unnecessary.”
 
   “He’s not my boyfriend.” I growled, heading for the coffee.
 
   “Yes he is,” Grandma contradicted me.
 
   “Listen to this.” She quickly changed the subject, because she didn’t get this old without some survival skills.  “The paper reports that they think poor Shawn Jacobson set the fire, the authorities are looking for him.”
 
   “Who’s Shawn Jacobson?”  I chose the misshapen brown mug.  It suited my mood.
 
   “He’s one of our special guys. You know, we used to call them retarded about a thousand years ago.”
 
   “Before my time.”  I sat with her at the table. My computer rested at the other end. I felt no compulsion to open it.
 
    “He’s not so bad.” Prue mused.  “Used to pick up trash along Main Street. He went through a phase where he started little camp fires in the parking lot over Kentucky, behind the Safeway.”
     “That would make him a good suspect.” 
 
   Grandma focused on the paper. “I don’t think it’s him, but it’s the best the police can do.”
 
   “Which isn’t very good.”
 
   My phone was within reach. I automatically picked it up. Three missed calls. I checked the numbers – none from Ben.
 
   But one call from Tony, my inspector. Good, he did the work. Now, as long as he didn’t find something terrible, or in the Brown’s case, imperfect, we will finally have closure. I was very ready to be finished with the Browns.  Even when they were not actively bothering me, I couldn’t get them out of my head.
 
   It was too early to call back Tony, and he’d call again if there were imperfections in the house, I could count in it. 
 
   I fondled the phone and sipped my coffee.  Okay, I’ll get her out of bed.
 
   Carrie actually answered, even knowing it was me.
 
   “Does Patrick just walk away when you’ve had a fight?”  I got up, and moved to the front parlor.
 
   “No, that’s cowardly. He stays and I stay. Why? What’s going on?”
 
   “Ben just disappeared.”
 
   “Like that woman for the house you have in escrow.”  
 
   “I hadn’t thought about it as the same thing at all.” What was it about both those incidents?  Would Ben just walk away, and why can’t they find Debbie Bixby? Even thought she didn’t need to sign, and even though I didn’t really care, It would probably be a good thing to find her. 
 
   “Here’s what I do know.” I filled her in.
 
   “So you were like Boudicca.” Carrie concluded after I described my grandmother’s situation.
 
   “What?”  I listened to the phone more closely, this was the first time she wasn’t coming in very clearly.
 
   “You know, Boudicca, she led an army of British natives against the Romans. Very powerful.”
 
   “Powerful.”  I repeated. I closed my eyes briefly and tried to visualize Carrie in that sexy red dress she wore when she first commandeered Patrick’s attention. I tried to see her commanding a band of desperate natives fighting against the Romans. 
 
   “I’m not much for the part,” Carrie said.
 
   “No, you’re right, the role of bad-ass warrior queen looks better on me.”
 
   “She lost you know.”
 
   “I thought that might have been the case.”
 
   I returned to the kitchen and set the phone down.
 
   “Grandma, do you think Tiffany ratted you out?  She seemed pretty chummy with Mathew, maybe there’s a connection.”
 
   Grandma rubbed her forehead. Her tee shirt advertised a past Twelfth Night celebration. They think of everything up here.
 
   “No, she wouldn’t.”
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   Grandma gazed out the kitchen window for a second, gathering her thoughts. “The Singleton women weren’t the only ones cursed.”  
 
   “What?”
 
   “Get me more coffee please.”  She handed over her mug.  I filled her cup and mine and sat down across from her.
 
   Prue took another sip of her drink and leaned back. “Tiffany is my granddaughter. Steve’s child.”  Prue just blurted it out. I was grateful. Like quickly ripping off the Sponge Bob Band-Aid.
 
   I swallowed.  “Are you sure?”
 
   “As sure as we were in those days.”   
 
   “Have a DNA test.”  I said it like it mattered. It didn’t.
 
   Grandma shook her head.  “No need, I could see it, although Tiffany looks more like a Ridge child than anything else.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”  Wow, a long lost cousin.  How odd, did I see any family resemblance?  Did it matter now? 
 
   “Why did Uncle Steve give her up?”
 
   “He had his life, she had her marriage.  He couldn’t very well drag a child into the jungle. The baby was better off with her parents.  So Gretchen and Gary just took her on as their own.  Gary was wonderful about it.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “And Tiffany was happy enough.”
 
   “And Uncle Steve just walked away.” I could feel my blood pressure rise at the very thought. I had always idolized Uncle Steve; he was the cool interesting uncle. How could he just walk away from his child like that? I don’t care what the times were, there were standards of decency that were universal.
 
   I took another sip of my drink and almost choked.   
 
   “Oh, he didn’t honey.” Grandma explained between my coughing. 
 
   “He visited often – the caring friend role.  He never told Tiffany, so she wouldn’t be conflicted between her Dad and Steve.  Steve worked as hard as he could to make sure they were comfortable.  He even paid for her schooling, sent her to college – but she only managed to make it through a semester, then she dropped out and came home.”
 
   “She does seem a little lost.” Perhaps because her parents were never really found, always searching for something, always the artists as if that title licensed a person to act in a perpetually adolescent manner.  And in a way, so was my Uncle Steve, the adventurer. He never “settled down” an attitude with its own consequences. Although he indulged in adolescent behavior, he never indulged in the behavior of adult hood, not the way my mother practiced it. I had always admired that about him.
 
   I do it myself when I think about it. No kids, not even a cat. I had a career and an enviable collection of shoes.
 
   Was that enough?  Oh, we’re not talking about me.
 
   And Tiffany?  She was lost in the extreme.  She was lost in a can’t-drive-downtown-to-buy-groceries- without-a-map kind of lost.  But I didn’t say that to Grandma. This was after all, another grandchild. My cousin.
 
   “There are so many pieces of your generation who are lost,” Grandma pointed out.
 
   Where was Ben?  It we got “involved” would that be the end of the adventure?  Would that mean my imaginary trips, the ones I keep meaning to take and my idealized life of luxury that doesn’t really look like luxury but I can spin it any way I want, and my freedom which boils down to one lonely night following another, would be at an end? I wasn’t sure. And I am always sure.
 
   “Oh Allison.”  Raul burst through the kitchen door.  He gripped what was left of his hair, two tufts in each clenched fist.
 
   “Allison I did a terrible thing!  I would never hurt you, but they offered so much!  Is that coffee fresh?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Help yourself.” Grandma and I said simultaneously.
 
   He busied himself with the coffee and the mugs. “Those photos of you and the pretty, pretty boy.”
 
   “Mathew, yes.”  There aren’t that many pretty, pretty boys in Claim Jump, it was an easy guess.
 
   “I was paid so much, and of course I can offer a few dollars, after expenses of course, to your generous grandmother.  For some of the back rent.”
 
   “Since 1976.” Grandma muttered, but not unkindly.
 
   “But it was so much.” Raul repeated.
 
   “What? I don’t understand.” My mind had just been involved in a completely different world, one in which I have to explain to Ben that I don’t cook, I do eat more ice cream than I should and I don’t exercise.  Carrie’s efforts aside, I didn’t think a personal trainer would bring us closer together. I would more inclined to beat the personal trainer senseless with five-pound dumbbells, as soon as I could lift them. I wondered if Ben would visit me in Jail. 
 
   I worked hard to come back to the present and concentrate on the agitated man before me.
 
   Raul paced around the kitchen, eyeing the kitchen utensils on the wall and giving them a wide berth.  He alternatively grabbed what was left of his hair and then dragged his hands down his face. 
 
   “I sold the footage of you and that boy to the former supervisor and he deleted it all! It is the most I’ve made for nothing!”  Raul explained, sort of. He took a sip of coffee.
 
   I still didn’t understand, but I was beginning to. “And who paid you to put up the pictures of the Pretty Pretty boy on the Internet in the first place?” I asked.
      “I usually don’t ask.” Raul admitted. “I often am paid for keeping things off my sites, like the traffic photos down Marsh Avenue. Those turned out to be very lucrative once Lucky Masters saw them.  But this!  The boy wanted the photos posted, so I did, and the photos went viral!  Not even my best work! So many sites! Even the Sacramento Bee. I usually charge extra for that. But then the money to remove all the photos!  That was too much to resist. But there could be some I missed.  Oh Allison, you may be famous on You Tube.”
 
   “Like I need that.”  I said dryly.  I never did discover exactly where Raul hailed from. I could even chalk up his come and go accent and strange syntax to a bout of bad drugs in the seventies. None-the-less, it was a little difficult to follow the course of his randomly accessed brain, and this isn’t even one of the stranger conversations we’ve held.  
 
   Maybe one has to be high to really understand Raul. Because trying to understand him on a mug and a half of coffee wasn’t going well.  
 
   “But why do I care if there are pictures of me having dinner with a man? Did you make me look fat?”
 
   Raul gave me a condescending look.  “Of course not.”
 
   “Then what do I care?”  What if Ben saw them?  What if that is why Ben is up here?  Oh crap, that would look incriminating enough, me with two men, or more if the film is cropped just right. 
 
   “Not any man.” Raul emphasized.  “Mathew Fantle. I have also pictures of him with Supervisor Schmidt at many parades – the leather ones are particularly good.  I have made much money not posting their photo together.  And now Schmidt paid me more to take the ones with you off and I had to find the old photos and put them back on.”
 
   “Who hired you to take photos of Mathew with a woman in the first place?” It was beginning to dawn on me, just a little.  
 
   Prue groaned.
      “No, no, you are not just any woman.”  Raul pointed out.  “You are the granddaughter of Prue, eating with the City Attorney.  Very bad for you. Very helpful for the developers.  Those are the photos Matthew wanted on. But Schmidt wanted them off.”  Raul absently rubbed his hands together.  This clearly was a profitable dilemma.
 
   “And very helpful for his accusation that I stole city money.” Prue put in.  “Now the attorney can use those photos to claim there was no bias, that you approved of him.”
 
   “Me?” I squeaked. “Approve?  Oh my God, Mathew is the City Attorney?” It was so horrible and I was so horrible that I didn’t move, didn’t touch anything or anyone. That slime ball. You know the phase, suddenly brilliantly awake?  That was me, all the stupor that had built up over the night, not allowing me to rest, exited my body in a rush.  Mathew was the City Attorney, the part time, not from here, City Attorney.   
 
   “He never ever said. Oh Grandma, I’m so sorry.”
 
   Prue waved away my apology.  “Don’t worry about it honey. It could happen to anyone.”
 
   At least I hadn’t slept with him, although that seems unlikely in any case.
 
   I jumped up from my chair and raced to the coffee and filled my cup.  What do I do?  I looked around the kitchen, as if random bins of strange recycling projects would inspire me.  My phone buzzed and jumped on the wood table.  I snatched it up.
 
   It was Joan.  Okay, I could talk with Joan. I can hold it together.
 
   “Hi Joan.” I walked back to the front of the house for privacy. Raul could apologize to Grandma without me. I still didn’t know what kind of trouble I was in.  Where was Ben?
 
   “So we presented the offer, thank you for letting us use Inez. She’s lovely by the way. And they accepted!  We’re in business!”
 
   “I thought you were in a condo.”
 
   “Very funny and your timing is way off,” Joan paused.  “What’s the matter?”
 
   “How can you tell there’s something the matter?”   Traffic outside was light today, not many people left up on the hill.  Was the fire really out?  I thought I read something about a fire is never really out. But was that in a novel or a newspaper?   
 
   “I’m an old friend, it’s my job.” She pointed out.
 
   I shook my head and decided to take a pass on blurting out my troubles to another long suffering friend. My situation with Ben was becoming a committee discussion topic.  And I didn’t want to escalate the situation with endless discussion.  And this thing with Matthew was beyond the pale and I had no solution. I did not even have enough of an idea of what I needed to do to ask the question about what I should do.  Katherine would say I was giving my problems too much energy. And I suppose, with the energy I needed to give to other things, she was right.
 
   And she wasn’t even here to enjoy watching me take her advice.
 
   “What do you like about Norton?”  I asked instead. I found Norton to be self-righteous, pompous and a pain in the ass, which is why I forced Joan on him in the first place. And look what happened.
 
   “He understands me.” Joan said without much thought.  “He gets my jokes, he understands my references. I like that we’re the same age, we have popular culture in common. I’ve been dating younger men for too long. I forgot how nice it is to share common history.”
 
   Ben and I had a few things in common, maybe more than we knew.  For example, he  understood my jokes and my cartoon references even though he claimed he never watched television.
 
   If someone claims they never watch television, do not believe them. Everyone watches television.
 
   “So tell me about the fire.” Joan switched subjects.
 
   “It’s under control.”  I assure her and myself.
 
   “Sounds like that’s the only thing that is under control.” Joan commented.
 
   “Oh, you’re so smart.”  
 
   “I am now. I’m taking a risk. You should too.”
 
   We said goodbye. I stared at my blank phone. Taking a risk. Someone needed to take a risk and make a bold move.  And that someone was me.
 
   “Okay, I’ll go get the evidence.”
 
   “What?” Grandma called from the kitchen.
 
   I walked into the room. “I’ll get the evidence, I’ll drive up to Matthew’s and get whatever it is that he bought from Raul or whatever we need to get things off the Internet. Something, I’ll get something.”
 
   “You don’t even know where he lives.” Prue protested.
 
   “I took it all off the Internet.” Raul protested.
 
   “He must have copies. Everyone keeps copies. And while I’m at it, I’ll see if he’s keeping past minutes on the General Plan ‘safe’.”
 
   “That would help.” Grandma agreed reluctantly. “But you can’t go up the hill.”   
 
   “No, the fire is out. There are only a few hot spots, Danny told me.” I lied. “He’s probably already back at work putting together Lucky Master’s dream project as we speak. I won’t be long – especially if Matthew is home.” I delivered my speech with my usual confidence and the tone I use when reassuring clients. It always works on my clients.  I could tell my grandmother was not as easily convinced.   
 
   I was reasonably sure the illegal homes of both Jimmy and Mathew were well below the hot spot line. They survived the first fires so traveling back up there t wouldn’t be risky at all.
 
   “He either has them on disc or in his hard drive. Either way, I’ll get it.”
 
   “What good will that do?”  Prue asked.
 
   “If you have problems with the City, or the City Attorney, these will help, especially if you need a Supervisor on your side, or anyone else we find in photos or documents.” As if my grandmother needed a refresher course in blackmail. She did not. But someone had to gather evidence, documents, CDs, files. I was their woman.
 
   Prue considered that for a moment.  Her face relaxed, her grip loosened on her mug.  “I hadn’t thought of that.”
 
   “This from a woman who grows pot in her greenhouse.”
 
   “Allison! “ Raul protested immediately. “Your grandmother would never…”  
 
   Prue held up a hand.  “Forget it Raul, she already knows.”
 
   “Oh,” he deflated and backed away. Just a bit.
 
   “Do you have copies?” I asked him.
 
   “Of course, I just take down what’s on the Internet. I don’t erase my own files.”
 
   “That’s what I thought.” I looked at my grandmother as if to say, see? Everyone keeps copies. “Make a set for Grandma,” I instructed him.  “Just in case.”
 
   “I’ll go up with you.” Prue said. “This is my fault.”
 
   “No, it is too dangerous for you, ” Raul said. “You stay here, I’ll protect you.”
 
   “But it is dangerous for Allison.” My grandmother’s eyes actually began to tear.  “Allison, if anything happened to you… ”
 
   I didn’t give her a chance to finish.
 
   “Nothing will happen to me.  Nothing ever happens to me.”  I said it more bravado than I felt.  Especially since that was an old situation for me. Nothing used to happen to me, now I seemed to attract trouble like one of Rosemary’s special, super, costly magnets she wears to balance her field of energy and on occasion, wipe out the hard drive on her lap top.  Was there a reflector magnet?  Can I give myself a negative charge and repel trouble instead of attract it?  
 
   Was there a class I could take?
 
   Better, a spa?
 
   I was not feeling relaxed. Damn, I’ll have to take a vacation from my vacation.
 
   “Wait for Ben, he’ll come back, I’m sure,” Prue insisted.
 
   “I can’t. There is no waiting, time is,” I was going to say, time is of the essence, but they wouldn’t understand the reference. “Everything,” I amended. “I’ll be fine, but we need to get the stuff from the Mathew.”  And bury the bastard.  
 
   I allowed my anger to propel me forward and squashed my common sense. Common sense will tell you not to drive towards a potentially dangerous situation, but I’m becoming expert at ignoring common sense. Really, you have to work at it, like exercising a muscle, never mind that’s a bad metaphor for me to use, what do I know about exercise? But traveling up that hill was the only direction I could take.   
 
   I bound up my hair in a ponytail, changed into shorts and a tee and headed for my car.
 
   I jammed out of the driveway as fast as I could. I didn’t want to worry this to death. I didn’t want to discuss it like a calm, adult person. I wanted to act.  
 
   Shouldn’t there have been some mysterious feeling that washed over me telling me that the man I loved was in danger? And if I didn’t sense this, does that mean I wasn’t really in love? At the very least, shouldn’t I have sensed that something was terribly wrong?  Shouldn’t I have incorporated the classic, if I had only known …?
 
   But I didn’t, I’m not that sensitive. I barreled up the hill. Faster is better was my mantra.
 
   There were no cars ahead of me to impede my speed. I rounded up the hill where Marsh Avenue turns into Red Dog Road.  A Jeep traveling the opposite direction screamed by at 60 miles per hour. I gunned my own engine and tore up, up the hill.  Two trucks and a very old Camero careened past me, all traveling sixty or seventy miles per hour.  Thirty is the fastest a person should drive on this road.
 
   Unless.
 
   I leaned my head out the window and sniffed the air, then froze. I didn’t entirely freeze, I did keep driving, but my mind froze for just a second. It had started again, a hot spot had flared and the fire was up, and, in the vernacular, running.
 
   More cars passed me whizzing down hill. I swerved to avoid one who was passing on the right, solidly on my side of the road.  He swerved at the last minute and flipped me off. 
 
   “Excuse ME for driving on my side of the road!” I yelled. But he was already gone, honking his horn and swerving to avoid other drivers just starting to pull into the left lane and drive faster, and faster down the hill.
 
   I tried to look up, but the sky was wedged between the line of pine trees on either side of the road. There was not much in the way of vistas for me to view the fire’s origin or progress.
 
   I carried on, buoyed by purpose and frantic insanity.
 
   As I traveled up the mountain, the scenery did not improve. I passed through part of the scorched line of fire. On one side were abandoned homes, still intact. On the other side, lay smoking ruins. The road and  cars blocking the road had worked like a fire break and protected the left side of the road.  The earth around the collapsed homes was charred black. The smell of smoke wafted towards me as I careened further up the mountain.   
 
   The phone rang.
 
   “Did you find him?”
 
   “No.”  I tucked the phone between my shoulder and ear. I could barely hear Carrie but it would have to do.  I should really buy a better head set. Or at the very least, use the one I already own.
 
   “You can call him.” She suggested.
 
   “I can.  But it may not reach him. The reception is spotty here.”
 
   “I got through to you.”  Carrie pointed out.
 
   “I know.”  With only one hand on the wheel, I had to work hard to keep the car under control. The car bumped on the stripped road and jerked into the on-coming traffic every time I hit a pothole. More and more cars raced down. I swerved out of their way too many times to count.
 
   “Look, I’m kind of in the middle of something.” 
 
   “Oh, now you’re too important to talk?”  Carrie shot back. Her voice echoed.  “Here I am in a crisis over the steering committee of the Forgotten Felines, Melinda insists we put on a big fundraising event because she thinks you-know-who will underwrite it because he’s sleeping with you-know-who.”
 
   “That would be you.” I pointed out.  “Where are you anyway?”
 
   “I’m in the ladies room.”
    “You called me from the toilet stall?”    
 
   Another car zipped by, followed by Danny’s red truck, followed by Jimmy’s truck. Neither man noticed me. Each man gripped his steering wheel, grimly focused on the road ahead, and careened down the mountain so fast I thought Danny’s truck would flip on the turn. But with a screech of tires and cursing I could hear, he made it. Jimmy looked a Roman pursued by Boudicca herself. 
 
   Through the open window I could smell the pine pitch and hear seeds popping open. 
 
   “Well this was an emergency and I had to call you!”  She hissed.
 
   I could hear the echo of her voice in the background.
 
   “Well, what do you need from me?” I asked.
 
   I swerved around another abandoned car, this one only a burned shell. The fire had jumped the road up here. Matthew had said it was close.  And I assumed the scorched landscape would act as a fire break, if it came to that. I didn’t think it would come to that.
 
   “Should I go ahead with the event and talk Patrick into it?”  She asked more quietly.
 
   “That depends.”
 
   But I didn’t spend that much time contemplating the abandoned cars and homes. I found the turn off for Matthew’s house, it was just past the mailbox marking Jimmy’s house.  Wrinkled balloons trailed on the ground.  
 
   “On what?”  She demanded.
 
   I dropped the phone on my lap to use both hands to make the next turn. The tires hit the deep ridge between the road and the dirt drive.  The wheel jerked in my hand. Hot air started to blow through the window.  
 
   I picked up the phone, she was still breathing, waiting for my answer.
 
   I headed towards what I assumed was Matthew’s house. The Manzanita bushes smacked against the car, damn, but I couldn’t be persnickety about the paint job when I had to focus on my goal.  The bushes were still green, the fire hadn’t hit here, just on the other side of the road.  I really didn’t have time to consider what that meant. I only have a rudimentary knowledge of fire, only what I know from the one time Uncle Steve took me camping and admonished me to never again fling a flaming marshmallow into the dense, dry foliage of August.
 
   “On what is more important, Patrick or the cats?”  I finally gasped out.  
 
   The phone connection waved, I heard two words disconnected by silence. Then my phone went completely dead.
 
   Finally.
 
   Now I could blame bad reception. I pulled up to the house. The driveway was empty, the house was exactly as Matthew had described it – belonging to a friend, their hide away. Yes, the house was settled firmly on a foundation of cement, but the rest didn’t seem to be constructed according to any code I recognized.  The roof was covered in wood shingles. The paint on the siding was peeling and cracked in artistic waves on the rough wood. 
 
   I only briefly considered that Matthew would be at his house, but smart people had already left the mountain. Would Matthew come back and find me?  Probably not, he struck me as a guy interested more in saving himself than saving anything else.    
 
   The hills were hot under the rising late summer sun, a feeling that I recognized in my bones and summarily dismissed. I was focused on retrieving any information that could be linked to Grandma: stealing it back and getting the hell out.
 
   A gravel and dirt drive hooked around the house.  No cars. No garage. I parked in the driveway and cautiously picked through the dust and pine needles to the back of the house figuring if Mathew picked up any habits from the locals, leaving his back slider door open would be one of them.
 
   I stepped up to the deck when something caught my eye. Blue. Bright, silver sparkly blue. Not a color combination found in nature.
 
   I glanced around, nothing, no sign of anyone or anything else. I carefully knelt next to the steps (boards balanced on concrete blocks) and peered into the narrow space between the deck and the dirt conscious of all the bad scary movies I saw as a kid where the mysterious hand suddenly lurches up and grabs the poor sap who leaned over for a closer look.
 
   I squinted trying to adjust to the contrast between the hot sun outside and the gloom under the deck. Lines of light striped the red dirt and an inert body. I could make out a dark stain that matted her hair. Her eyes were closed. There were dark patches on her arms, not tattoos but bruises. She was fully clothed. 
 
   Shit, Prue was not going to be happy about this news.  Neither was my uncle Steve. The hand was attached to Tiffany. My first impulse was to reach out and touch her, comfort her. But that was not a good idea. Poor thing.
 
   I crouched there for another minute, debating. I could call the police from inside the house, but could they get up here?  And would it do her any good? I was already a considered a suspicious person in terms of the Spring Street house and the missing Debbie Bixby. I did not relish the idea of being wanted for questioning in two counties, that was just too many obligations. And how to explain what I was doing up here?  Tom Marten and I may go back, but not that far back.
 
   I heard the borate bombers overhead as I let myself into the unlocked sliding door.  The ash drifted over me.  This was possibly not a great idea.
 
   The ash dimmed the light inside the house. I glanced around the kitchen and noticed the tomatoes growing on the windowsill – tomatoes?  I moved closer, having already made that mistake once.  Not tomatoes, of course, but four healthy pot plants, and in the same cut down recycled plastic liter bottles that grandma liked to use. I paused and listened, now it was eerily silent, which meant a host of terrible things: eye of the storm, menacing presence, background music in a minor key. But it was silent outside and inside. And I wasn’t willing to wait it out like a heroine in a bad B flick.  
 
   I gathered up the pot plants and pulled them out of the containers. I dashed back outside in less time than it takes to describe and threw the pot plants over the side of the deck away from Tiffany’s body.  I threw the plastic liter bottles off the other side of the deck, now all three sides were tainted with evil – bad Feng Shui. Katherine would not be pleased. But I was not listing the house, so I didn’t care.  
 
   I picked up the phone, meaning to call the police.  But it was dead.
 
   So much for good intentions. I reverted back to my original plan.  I had no idea if the man had fifteen flash drives on his person at all times and this was futile on my part, or if he had burned a disc and labeled it blackmail, just to help me out. I correctly assumed the office was in at the back of the house.  I slowed on the way for just a second to register the ambiance of the place.  Despite the un-auspicious front elevation, the interior was decorated. Martha Stewart decorated. The curtain fabric complimented the two chintz covered easy chairs.  A riot of tiny antique tables were scattered around the room. I headed down a narrow hall filled with black framed photos by Mapplethorpe. I glanced into the first room, bedroom, painted dark red, Mission furniture, bedspread a tasteful red and purple Indian print.  Next, the bathroom decorated with huge photos of half naked cowboys. Oh baby.
 
   The den was decorated in black and white with colorful art prints and mercury glass candle sticks. Those candle sticks were probably the best collection I’ve seen outside of Pat and Mike’s dining room. 
 
   I was a bit overwhelmed by my own misconceptions, but I stayed focused.  A big old CPU hummed under a glass desk. Easy to see, thank you Matthew. I know, there were probably drawers filled with actual files but I didn’t have time to search for those. Those would be back up, the real, first things would be on the computer.  I pulled out the cables and detached the CPU. The computer was an old Dell, not light, but manageable.   
 
   I pulled off a half dozen sticky notes from the computer screen – a likely source for access codes, that’s where I keep mine. I had just opened a drawer, to check for a couple CDs when I heard the  sound of a car door, a familiar car door, slam. An engine – my engine - started up.  Shit.
 
   I grabbed the black CPU, shoved the sticky notes into my pocket and dashed back down the hall knocking against two Mapplethorpes on my way.   
 
   I carefully poked my head out the front door, but I didn’t see anything. Cautious now, I cradled the CPU like one of my solid, two year old nephews and tip toed out to the sagging porch.  
 
   My car was nowhere to be seen. It took me a second or two to register that it was not where I left it. Like when you exit Safeway and one hundred people have parked while you were inside to just get milk and finally emerged with a cart full of last minute necessities, and now you can’t find your car.
 
    “It’s just around the corner.”  Mathew emerged from around the back of the house, “I didn’t want you to leave without offering you something to drink, it’s so hot.” His hair was smooth. He was dressed in a pale green polo shirt and long shorts.  What to wear during a forest fire.
 
   “No thanks, I’ll just be on my way.”  I balanced the CPU more firmly on my hip.
 
   “With my computer.”  He noted calmly. “I can call the police, that’s breaking and entering.”
 
   “Yes it is.” By all means, go inside and call.
 
   He didn’t move. And neither did I.
 
   I watched him for what seemed like minutes but I knew my brain was on hyper speed so it was really seconds. He had a look in his eyes that I had only seen once before, it was the same look that over came my mother when she was ranting about how terrible Claim Jump is.  I know you can hate a place. And I know you can fall in love with a place: it’s why we buy houses, it’s why people re-build after a fire, flood or earthquake.  You can’t imagine living anywhere else.  Oh, that and post proposition 13 tax increases on a new purchase will wipe you out, it’s cheaper to re-build.
 
   But this was the reverse. He wanted to do harm, not help.  And I still didn’t have a clue why.
 
   “Your grandmother is growing pot.” He said.
 
   “In a locked greenhouse.” I countered.
 
   “Didn’t matter.”
 
   “Breaking and entering.” I pointed out.
 
   “It was seizure.”
 
   “You should know, you’re an attorney.” I spit it out like an expletive.
 
   “Without a warrant?”
 
   “I don’t need a warrant.”
 
   “Yes you do.”
 
   “She killed my brother.” He took a step towards me.  I held my ground, or at least my piece of the front porch. The boards sagged under my weight, there was probably some dry rot issues. 
 
   “Not my grandmother, it was probably my Uncle Steve. He was in charge of sales.” Even as I said it, I knew it was true. Grandma was a woman on a mission, ending pain and suffering, the Mother Teresa of cannabis. But Uncle Steve was in it for the money, because to him, it was just a commodity, something he had that someone else wanted, like betel nuts. Simple. 
 
   “Give me the computer.” Matthew said as an answer, but it wasn’t really an answer, it was diversion.
 
   “CPU.” I corrected.
 
   “I don’t care what the fuck you call it, give it to me now.” he snarled.
 
   He was not enduringly attractive when he was angry.
 
   “No.” I held it closer. The fact that he even wanted it was a good sign. The wind whipped stands of hair in my eyes but I couldn’t risk releasing my hold onto the CPU to clear my face.
 
   “Now, Allison.” Mathew changed tactics and became lawyerly, which made me like him even less.  “Look, this has nothing to do with you, just give me my computer and I won’t press charges.”
 
   “Press charges?” I wasn’t behaving in my usual fabulous, controlled, sophisticated manner. I was reduced to repeating everything he said.  Muscle memory implanted from growing up with two bullying brothers.   
 
   The wind picked up and began howling over the tops of the trees it carried a sickly sweet smell that was very familiar. I stepped back from Matthew. I did not know if he could take me in a fair fight.  I out weighed him, but he worked out.  But I did know he could very easily knock me over, especially since I was over balanced with the computer in my arms. 
 
   I was on my own and it was my own fault.
 
   I stepped back again.  He stepped forward, still in the attorney, still righteous. I was not going to let him knock me down, or knock me senseless. I was up vacationing in Claim Jump in the first place to recover from being knocked senseless and I was not in the mood to repeat the pattern. They say that admitting you have an addiction is the first step.
 
   He took another step forward. I took another step back, clutching the unit, which was bulky and not easily cuddled, to my soft chest. I was wearing flats, just when I needed sharp heels. With those, I could have stabbed him. I also could have gotten a heel stuck in the rotted deck, so it was just as well.
 
   He paused in his approach and sniffed the air.  “Is that?”
 
   Breathe deeply, I mentally commanded him.  Me, I was not going to breathe, or count to ten. The fire had hit one of the pot fields scatted around the mountain and was roaring through it like, well, dry grass. Most of the pot would be above us. Not a problem because fire runs up the mountain.
 
   Unless the wind shifts.
 
   Holy Shit.
 
   He was still trying to discern the smell. Obviously he did not grow up with the same fortuitously degenerate uncles that I grew up with. His brother must have indulged after Mathew moved out of the family house, that much I knew.  I had a moment in time, so to speak, and only a moment in which to act. So I did the one thing I could, I yelled as loudly as I could and threw the CPU directly at Matthew. The impact surprised him just enough and he fell backwards. I didn’t wait to see if the unit was damaged. I wasn’t going to retrieve it anyway.  I needed to slow him down and speed up my own plan B, which was to get out no matter what the cost. 
 
   I turned, jumped off the porch (there was no railing, of course) and ran for my car. I rounded the corner – he hadn’t moved it far and almost ran into Tiffany. I forgot my resolution to not breath. I sucked in a huge amount of air and smoke and had to stop.
 
   Tiffany was alive.  Well that was good wasn’t it?  But her expression was one I imagined lit up Boudicca before she slaughtered every Roman in her path. Tiffany made a much better ancient Briton than either Carrie or me.  She was livid. Her face was a mass of purple, her skin mottled from anger and exertion.  The dark patch on her head was bright red with blood.   She did however, look much better than the last time I saw her, since the last time I saw her  I thought she was dead. 
 
   She did not even see me. She pushed me aside and headed towards Mathew, who had just divested himself of the computer.  I paused, thinking.  No, thinking is bad. I ran to the car, the car!  The beautiful car!
 
   “You bastard!”  I heard her shriek and a muffled thud as she apparently launched her skinny body at the offending Mathew who, I surmised, was the fellow who had left her for dead under his own deck.  Cocky of him. 
 
   The wind picked up stronger and hotter.
 
   I put my hand on the car door. Tiffany was family. I let go of the door handle and turned to the house. Around the corner I could hear the couple still struggling.
 
   “I loved you!”  She yelled over and over, her voice carried off by the hot wind. “I loved you and you left me!  No one leaves me!”
 
   I didn’t hear what Mathew said.
 
   “Tiffany!” I yelled. I took a step towards the sounds of the couple, but the hot wind whipped around the corner of the house and pushed me back.  I could see the glow coming through the trees.
 
   “Tiffany!”  I yelled one more time, but now both Tiffany and Mathew were yelling at each other.  
 
   “I can’t love you, can’t you get that into your stupid head!  You are too stupid to live!”
 
   A gentleman to the end.  I stepped forward, then back. A tree branch popped and fell close by. That was it. I jumped into the car. 
 
   There!  Relief swept over me, as if the car was home and in it, I was safe. I was not safe, but I had my car.  The keys were on the seat. Mathew hadn’t bothered to take them with him. A gesture of arrogance that I was happy to take advantage of. 
 
   The wind whipped down my back. I heard nothing by my own breathing. Shallow, not to deep, didn’t want to get high from the pot smoke.
 
   I turned the motor, praying to whatever god was currently on duty. The engine kicked in.   I smacked off the brake and roared down the drive. The beeper from the lack of seat belt angrily chastised me with every bounce. Shut up. I instructed with gritted teeth. I pushed the car more than I should and took the corner with a screech my uncles would be proud of. I didn’t even care.
 
   The phone buzzed. It was probably Carrie.  I jammed the accelerator and like the idiot I am, I picked it up without looking at the incoming number.
 
   “I’m sorry, I’ll have to call you back!”
 
   “Oh, Allison.  Patricia says you use to live in Novato, can you tell me where the county club is?”
 
   The abandoned cars were on my side of the road now, and the cars took up most of the road, I swerved back and forth around them, expecting to come grill to grill with a fire engine at every turn.
 
   “Get a GPS.”  I clicked off.
 
   I pressed the accelerator and hoped I was the last woman out, I didn’t want to get jammed in traffic with a forest fire ranging down behind me.  I glanced in the rear view mirror, smoke billowed out ahead of the flames.  I pressed on, the road was clear, the speedometer hovered around sixty.  Seventy.
 
   There was something on the road.  I slammed the brakes and skidded sideways but righted the car. The apparition waved at me and bounded toward the car.
 
   Ben jerked open the passenger door and jumped in.
 
   “Drive.” he yelled.
 
   I blinked, was it the smoke?  The pot?
 
   “What are you doing here?”
 
   He breathed in and gestured for me to drive. We rounded another corner, no traffic.
 
   “Your friends,” Ben said catching his breath.  “Are clever, but not too bright.”
 
   “That would be yes.” I responded without thinking. “Which friends?”
 
   “Jimmy and,” he paused.
 
   “Danny?  They got off the mountain.” I glanced at the clock on the dash. “Fifteen minutes ago.”
 
   I glanced at it again, only fifteen minutes?  It seemed like hours.
 
   Ben dragged his hand across his forehead. It shook and he dropped it back down on his lap.  
 
   “They knocked me out downtown. Took my phone and locked me some back room.”
 
   “That explains why you didn’t call.” I glanced in the rear view mirror but saw nothing, as if a person could out drive a forest fire. Even if that person was traveling too fast down hill.  Ben said nothing about my speed and even less about the charred vehicles and scorched ground we passed by.
 
   “You removed the door didn’t you?”  I said.
 
   “Well, you told me they hadn’t built to code.  It wasn’t too difficult, but with no phone service, I could only run.”
 
   “I’m glad you ran, the wind shifted about ten minutes ago, you would have been caught.” I started to cough. “But you’re fine now.”
 
   “Thanks to you.”  He said softly.
 
   Oh crap. I did not want to admit it wasn’t all about him. But I also didn’t want to slide into a relationship that while strong in the sex department, needed work, permitted or not, in the communications department.
 
   “I didn’t really.” I swerved around a broken down van spilling mattresses and a narrow table out the back doors. 
 
   “I didn’t really come and look for you. I was really up there to get Mathew’s PC.”
 
   “You risked your life for a computer?”
 
   “No,” I shot back. “I risked my life in case there was something in the computer that would harm my grandmother. And there was, he stole plants from her.”
 
   “Blackmail?”  
 
   “Maybe. I hope it doesn’t matter.”
 
   I spun around the abandoned cars weaving in and out on Red Dog road.  Faster, I whispered to myself. Faster.  I reached the base of the hill, the road turned into Marsh Avenue. More planes roared overhead.  The first of the fire engines passed us at seventy miles per hour. Which wasn’t fast enough. My grandmother’s house loomed ahead. I took the turn too quickly and crashed into my grandmothers fence as I spun into her driveway.
 
   I didn’t care.
 
   Neither did Grandma.  “Allison, Allison!”  She shot out of the front door and ran straight for me. Pat, Mike, Raul and Brick trailed behind her.  A couple followed behind them keeping their distance. I didn’t recognize them, but Grandma was always up for a party, even if it was a disaster party.
 
   “The fire.” I said.
 
   Ben slid out and helped me out of the car.  “Come on.” As if his life hadn’t been more at risk than mine.
    “Did you get the computer?”  Raul chanted.
 
   “I did. But I had to give it up.” I admitted, may as well get the worst admission over with.
 
   “That’s okay honey.” Grandma pulled me to her and hugged me. “You’re here. Nothing else matters to me.”  
 
   I sagged against her, all my adrenaline leaking from my limbs. “The fire.”  I repeated as if that was the only coherent word I knew.
 
   “They’re bombing the area, there’s no way to reach anything otherwise.”  Pat reported.
 
   “There aren’t many homes in the area.” Mike said, “we saw it on CNN.”
 
   “Yes,” I said tiredly.  “There are.” I looked up as the strange couple approached. I didn’t recognize them at all.
 
   “And who are these people?”  I asked.
 
   “Tiffany’s parents.”
 
   Shit.
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   I struggled to stand. Tiffany’s parents wavered like figures seen through old fashion glass. I couldn’t focus much more than that.  I had seen their daughter dead, then alive, then surely dead again. I took a breath and stepped forward, what did Rosemary say to do?  Breath, count to one.
 
   One.
 
   Both Pat and Mike to supported and helped him into the house. I followed them into the parlor where they gently sat Ben onto the only comfortable chair in the room, a modern piece, circa 1956.
 
   “You don’t look very good,” Pat peered into Ben’s face. Ben tried to bat the other man away, but didn’t even raise his hand very high. 
 
   “I’m, fine.”  He closed his eyes.
       “No.”  Mike leaned in and slapped Ben’s face. “No, stay awake. What did you take?”
 
   Ben shook his head. “I didn’t take anything. I’m just a little groggy from the smoke. I’m fine.” He insisted.
 
   “You’ve been listening to Prue, everything is fine unless a person is bleeding profusely and it’s on her antique rug.  Other than that, everything is fine.”  Pat scolded.
 
   “They must have slipped him something.”  Mike agreed.
 
   Ben blinked and took a laborious breath.  “Fine,” he repeated.
 
   “Come on. We’ll walk.”  Pat and Mike hauled poor Ben back up and started to walk him to the back of the house.
 
   “I don’t understand, he was fine when I picked him up.”  I watched his back with considerable misgiving.
      “That was probably all adrenaline, he’s finally feeling the effects of whatever he took. But I’m sure he’ll be fine.”  Raul beamed at me.
 
   Adrenaline would make a great girl’s name.   
 
   “All-is-son. Have you met Tiffany’s parents?”  Raul danced away from me and dodged behind the couple who appeared again in the front room. Now they become clearer. I may remember them from when I was a little girl, or maybe not. There were so many artists from that time, they all ran together, one big modern art blur.    
 
   The woman was as thin as Tiffany, that much they had in common. I did see Tiffany’s eyes in her, big blue and bewildered.  Gary, the husband was a big man, burly as a blacksmith with a black beard that climbed randomly over his round cheeks.
 
   I looked at them and they looked at me.
 
   “Did you see her?”  The mother said anxiously.
 
   I nodded.  I couldn’t say I knew anything for sure. I had turned back to help, but couldn’t do anything  in the end, and I was too tired to contemplate if that made me innocent or an accomplice to the murderous act.
 
   Mathew had clearly left Tiffany for dead, at least the first time. 
 
   “I don’t know if she’s okay,” I finally said honestly. “But she wasn’t paying much attention to the new fire.”
 
   The woman sucked in her breath and turned to bury her head into her husband’s chest.  He held her steady, as he must have done repeatedly over the years. Tiffany didn’t strike me as an easy child.
 
   Unlike perfect me.
 
   “Allison, we need some aspirin or something for the nice man.”  Mike and Pat trudged back with Ben.  He looked a little better, there was some color in his cheeks. But he still looked, well, bad, like someone had slipped him the wrong drugs, punched him repeatedly and locked him in a  badly constructed house. I chewed my lower lip and just stared at him.
 
   “Allison?”  Pat asked gently, “the aspirin.”
 
   The mother (Gretchen, that was her name, I finally remembered) sniffed and drew in a long breath.
 
   “Okay.”  I turned away from the couple and walked slowly upstairs. 
 
   I tossed about a few things in my room to find my own cache of meds, but my little bottle of Aleve was empty.
    “Grandma,” I called down the center of the banister to the first floor, “Can I get some medicine from your cabinet?”
 
   “Go ahead, I’ll be right up.”
 
   Helping me was certainly better that than comforting parents who may never be comforted.
 
   Grandma climbed up to the second floor as slowly as I had. We were both too tired to function and yet we had not choice.
 
   “It’s in the bathroom cabinet.”  Prue called from the hallway. I walked down to the second floor, we met on the landing and walked through her room to the tiny bathroom with a pedestal sink and toilet tucked into a closet. Grandpa wanted his privacy even if his knees hit the door. I flung open the cabinet door and did a double take.  Each bottle, the Aleve included, was topped with mauled and misshapen lid precariously balanced on the tops of each container.  Indents, jab marks and stretched lids greeted me like victims of a recent nuclear meltdown.
 
   “Uh, Grandma?”  I gingerly removed the small Aleve bottle. I held it around the label.
 
   Prue came around the corner and saw what I was doing.
 
   “Oh, yes, sorry about that, I should have warned you. Can you get that open?”
 
   “It’s already open.” I knocked off the lid with my thumb and dropped three blue pills into my hand and tossed the pills into my mouth and swallowed.
 
   “Good,” Prue said with satisfaction. “I hate childproof caps; can’t get them open.”
 
   I gazed at the collection. There were surprisingly few prescription bottles in the collection, just calcium pills, pain relievers, Metamucil, that kind of thing.
 
   “You used a knife.”  I concluded. Well, at least this mystery wasn’t too difficult to solve.
 
   “Sometimes I use the big butcher knife.”  She agreed.
 
   Sometimes your future confronts you at odd moments.  I could just see myself in thirty years prying open my own childproof-capped bottles using one of Uncle Steve’s ornamental machetes. He has two.
 
   I picked up a yellow package of Tylenol sinus. It was just like the packages in the apartment.
 
   “Grandma.”  I said, still holding the package. “Who is staying in the apartment?”
 
   “No one.” Grandma said too quickly.  She adverted her eyes.
 
   I held my ground. “Who is staying there?”  
 
   “No one anymore.”
 
   I waited her out, particularly because I already knew the answer, but it was better for the other person to state the obvious.
 
   Grandma gazed out the window to the driveway. It was empty.  
 
   “Tiffany.” She said finally. “She’s been staying there on and off for years. I couldn’t very well turn her down, not when she knew.”
 
   I turned the package over and over in my hand.  There was something I read on the internet about policing the allergy medicine Sudafed.
 
   “Was she on speed too?”  I asked.
 
   Grandma nodded. “It’s so hard to get off that terrible stuff, not like pot, that’s just like having a drink. But the speed …” She dragged her hand through her curls and rubbed her face. Grandma does not wear make up so there was no residual damage from her gesture.
 
   “I’m sorry.” I put my hand on her arm and she reached over and pulled me into a hug.
“I still have you.”
 
   “You’ll always have me.” I assured her.
 
   I brought down another handful of blue Aleve pills for Ben. I didn’t want to upset him with the sight of the mauled bottle top.
 
   He was sitting at the kitchen table, his head in his hands. I stopped in the kitchen door. For a second I thought my grandfather was home. That was his chair, his favorite place to sit because he could see outside and check the weather as he ate. And the posture was the same. Grandpa read his big hard cover books with his hand on his forehead, shading his eyes.
 
   I blinked.  And couldn’t move forward.
 
   “Allison I’ll take it.” Pat put out his hand for the pills, then peered a little closer at me. I wasn’t even paying attention. 
 
   He looked at me and then glanced back at where Ben was seated. He straightened his shoulders and sucked in a deep breath.
 
   “I’ll get a glass of water.”
 
   “Okay.” My voice sounded faint in my ears.
 
   He brought the glass to Ben and said something softly in Ben’s ear.  Ben sat up straight and the illusion was shattered. It was just Ben.
 
   I heard the drone of the Borate Bombers.
 
   “Some fires are never out, just temporarily suppressed.” Prue drew up behind me and patted my shoulder.
 
   I involuntarily glanced over at Ben. He looked tired and not a little ravaged. Maybe just drugging him wasn’t all that Jimmy and Danny had done. Wait until I get my hands on those two, I vowed. But I would never get the chance.
 
   Fire engines whined again up the street.   
 
   “How are you now?”  I asked Ben.
 
   “Fine.” He grunted.
 
   I moved to the kitchen table and sat down at a ninety-degree angle to him. Sometimes it’s easier for men to talk if you – the woman – are not sitting directly across from them, peering into their eyes and demanding that they not only verbalize how they feel, but sort the feelings into categories. And do it right now.
 
   “Fine is what we all have embroidered on pillows. How are you really?”
 
   “I have a horrible head ache. You almost got killed.  I got myself kidnapped when all I wanted to do was save you, and I screwed up everything.”  He wrapped his fingers around his features like a death mask imprint. He has beautiful hands with those long tapered fingers  that always touched me in exactly the right spot.
 
   “No.” I assured him. “You did not screw anything up.  You almost died too.”  The thought clutched at my heart and made it swell so it pressed so hard against my chest that my ribs hurt too. Well who knew?  
 
   I took a sip of Ben’s water.
 
   He shifted his fingers and shaded his eyes again.  Just like grandpa. I almost couldn’t stand it.
 
   “Well, one good thing about sitting in the bar with Danny and Jimmy is that right before they knocked me out, they told me about your fiancé.”
 
   “Ex fiancé,” I corrected.
 
   “Exactly. It seems we have something in common.”
 
   “Like we’ve both been sporked.”
 
   “Something like that.” He raised his head and looked at me with those deep blue eyes. I love those eyes.
 
   “Maybe we need to fall back to a more tradition relationship. Starting with dinner at my house.”  He suggested.
 
   “Are you sure you can trust me?”
 
   “Not at all,” he said cheerfully. “But considering the excitement you’ve brought to my life in a distressingly short amount of time, I’m willing to risk the pain and suffering.”
 
   “So being with me is all about pain and suffering?”
 
   “Well so far, yes.”
 
   “Tiffany’s parents are staying in the barn.”  Prue announced.  “I don’t want them driving today.”
 
   We nodded, not really paying attention.  Lunch time came and went, but for Ben and me, the time was suspended. I didn’t have the courage or fortitude to even pick up my phone. I felt numb, but considerably happier now Ben was back.  But I was overwhelmed with the thought of poor Tiffany. I could feel her parent’s pain radiate from them.  I felt responsible, even thought I knew I wasn’t. 
 
   We watched CNN on the TV in the parlor, Ben didn’t fit on any of Prue’s tiny antique chairs but he manfully made an effort to balance on the pink tufted boudoir chair. He slowly sipped at a glass of water but refused food.
 
   CNN reported that the Sierra foothill fire had flared up again – homes destroyed, people missing, but no specifics.  Before the commercial break and the inevitable switch to celebrity news, my phone rang from the kitchen. 
 
   “I’ll get you more water.”  
 
   Ben obediently handed me his glass and I quickly headed for the kitchen.
 
   It was Tony, the ignored home inspector. 
 
   “You know, for a tense, type A person you sure don’t pick up much.” He said accusingly. “It’s been a circus down here and you’re not even answering your phone.”
 
   “I’m sorry, I‘ve been busy.”
 
   “Well so have I.” He retorted.
 
   Just by his tone, I knew I was in trouble. Or he was in trouble, or the deal fell through … shit.
 
   I sat down at the kitchen table and gave Tony my full attention.   
 
   “I’m sorry Tony, I’ll pay you double, what did you find?”  
 
   “Debbie Bixby.” He said succinctly.
 
   “I’m sorry?”  I was worried about dry rot, unfinished pest I work, I don’t think I was expecting this. No one expects something like this.
 
   “She was in the hot tub.”  Tony said.
 
   “Yes,” I said stupidly. “She goes in every night. She told me.”
 
   “Well four nights ago, she didn’t get out.”
 
   I closed my eyes. Ben padded into the kitchen, took his glass from me and filled it from the tap.
 
   Oh, who cares if I make more money than him? He was wonderful.  I should tell him that, as soon as I get off the phone.
 
   “The police think the perpetrator loaded the tub up with chlorine on the morning of her death. The fumes knocked her out, at least enough for her not to struggle too much when she was sealed up under the vacuum sealed hot tub cover.”
 
   I rubbed my head. The Aleve hadn’t kicked in to relieve the misadventure of the last two hours, it didn’t stand a chance against this new onslaught of bad news. “How did the Brown’s take it?”
 
   “They are upset. You’re going to have to talk to them.”
 
   “How’s the rest of the house?”
 
   “Other than the dead woman?  Oh just fine, Allison.”
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   “I’ll take you up on doubling my fee.”
 
   “Done.” The entire time the house was in escrow, no one thought to look in the hot tub. The hot tub came with the house, and everyone knows what a hot tub looks like, it’s big, it’s awkward and if you are not going in, the cover stays shut, sometimes for days on end.
 
   I immediately called the Browns. They were not happy and seriously thinking about pulling out, which, of course they had every right to do. Instead, I talked them into staying with the house. I offered to pay to haul the offending hot tub away. 
 
   They said they’d think about it.
 
   I paced from room to room on the main floor, allowing every glimpse of the green house to mock me for being such an idiot and not seeing what was growing in there sooner.
 
   The Brown’s called back and demanded a new hot tub, paid for by the seller.
 
   No problem, I promised.
 
   I left a message with the Christophers.
 
   I was finally hungry.  Ben had wandered back into the living room to watch more news, but there wasn’t much else to report.  It was two o’clock already.  I created a couple of elaborate sandwiches, found the cookies and chips I had bought, so long ago, and a bottle of wine – cork puller and glasses as well.  I loaded it all up in an elegant Safeway bag. With handles.
 
   “Want to get out of here?”  I asked Ben.
 
   “Sure, I’m all yours,” he rose, steadied himself, and slowly followed me to my car.  
 
   Grandma smiled happily. “Take care of him.”  
 
   “I will.” I promised, looking askance at Ben.
 
   He climbed into the passenger seat of my car and closed his eyes.
 
   “What did they do to you?”  I drove through town. 
 
   “You don’t want to know. Fortunately they aren’t terribly precise, your friends. They were worried about inspections and getting busted for their illegal homes. Danny?  He was terrified that I was here to investigate the insulation of all the Lucky Masters homes and that Danny would be blamed. I didn’t have much to say after admitting I wasn’t really an inspector.  But it doesn’t take a license to know that nothing in that house was to code.” 
 
   Down town was quiet again, very quiet. Once, Rosemary flew to Hawaii to see Kilauea erupt. The idea of tourists flocking to an out of control fire seemed odd, but that’s what Rosemary did, flock to danger. And some of us have danger thrust upon us. Not many people wanted to be caught in a conflagration. Unlike the teaming streets of Hilo, downtown Claim Jump was dead silent. Like Ash Wednesday in New Orleans.
 
   I parked at the river parking lot and began to unload our supplies – Ben tried to help but I waved him away. It was my fault he was injured so I would do the heavy lifting.
 
   I had just arranged the bags and towels when I was hailed – not by name, but by “Hey, it’s the lady from the grocery store!”
 
   I turned and there was my pink-haired grocery clerk.
 
   “Hello.” I greeted her.
 
   She nodded, not returning my smile. “You haven’t heard?”
 
   “Heard what?”
 
   There was so much to hear, I didn’t know if I could take any more information, but this cute little thing was going to tell me the news whether I needed to hear it or not. I could tell.
 
   “You know those two guys you were talking with at the store?”  She asked.
 
   “Danny and Jimmy?”  They qualified in the regular guy category more than Peter.
 
   She sighed and looked up to the sky, blinking rapidly.
 
   I felt my own heart contract. Shit between Tiffany, Ben and now Danny, my heart was getting far too much exercise.
 
   “What?”  I prodded her.
 
   Another friend, blessedly clear of extraneous decorations rushed up and put her arms around the girl.
 
   “Come on Katie, we’re here to forget everything.”
 
   “No.” Katie pulled away from her well-meaning friend. “No, I want to tell her.”
 
   “Oh wow, you haven’t heard?” She was about the same age as Katie, twelve. Why are these teenagers so young?  
 
   “Everyone is talking about it!”  She informed me, her eyes huge in her face.
 
   “What!”  I was running out of patience, and I hadn’t left the house with much of a store of patience in the first place.
 
   “Danny Timmons and Jimmy came downtown before the second fire started up. You know the one yesterday?”
 
   Ben joined me and set down the paper bag. We both nodded. Despite the heat in the parking lot, he put his arm around me. I was grateful for the warmth of his skin.
 
   “Someone saw them and asked about that girl.  You know the one?”
 
   “She comes here a lot, we see her, I’m sorry, how rude, my name is Sarah and you probably guessed this is Katie.”  Sarah extended her hand.  
 
   “Her parents are artists and live up on the Ridge.”  Katie said, as if that explained a great deal, and it did, actually.
 
   “She does too much speed.” Sarah snorted.
 
   “Quiet.”  Katie looked at gave us a sidelong glance, as if they needed to keep unsavory realities like drug use away from the innocent grown-ups.
 
   “Anyway, someone told Jimmy and Danny that they saw her going back up to Red Dog Road.”
  “And someone else figured she may be heading back towards the fire.”
 
   “That’s crazy.” Ben said.
 
   I glanced up at him. Not, apparently, if you are a jilted lover.
 
   “They rushed back.” Sarah said simply.
 
   “Yeah, but no one’s seen them since.  I heard they think they’ll find people pretty soon.  Did you see the paper?”
 
   “No.” I said faintly.
 
   She rustled through her own Safeway bag and pulled out a copy of  the paper.  “Local Men Lose their Lives to Save Girl.”  Ran the headline.
 
   I snatched the paper from the girl’s hand, and skimmed the article, at least all that was on top of the fold.
 
   Jimmy and Danny drove back up. I missed them because I was already at Mathew’s. Whether or not they reached Tiffany is a moot point.  The paper portrayed them as heroes.  Lucky Masters was quoted as saying they were fine workers, salt of the earth. Both men left a rather long list of ex-wives and children behind.   
 
   I sniffed and handed the paper back to Sarah’s friend.
 
   “Keep it.” She offered.  “We read the headlines already, we’re done.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   The girls said good-bye. I led Ben down the path to my favorite place. Now it seemed more appropriate than ever. This time I was not whacked with poison oak because Ben is far more courteous than the sniveling girls a few days ago. One of whom was most certainly dead.
 
   I sniffed again as we moved down the dusty trail.
 
   It was all the same – the trail, the sunlight, the heat from the rocks.  But yet, wait for it, all different. Of course I’d come with something lame like that, but I was upset.
 
   I may have wished to drop into a hole in the floor when I first saw Danny at the grocery store, and he may not have been the love of my life, in fact, he certainly was not the love of my life. But he didn’t deserve to die.
 
   I followed Ben’s broad back as we walked along the dusty trail. 
 
   “Turn here.” I instructed.  
 
   “Does anyone pan for gold here?”
 
   “All the time, there’s still gold in the mountain, it’s just too much effort to get it out.”  
 
   He nodded and helped me down the trail.  There was no one at the little beach. We had it to ourselves.
 
   “Did you love him?” Ben asked.
 
   “No, but he was part of my history.”
 
   Ben nodded and let me to mourn my own way. But not for long, which is probably good.  He distracted me with those hands, that fabulously alive body.  We stripped off our clothes and plunged into each other with an intensity that resembled desperation.  
 
   They say that death makes the living want to affirm more life, more and more life.
 
   The heat on my skin, the roaring of the water in my ears, did, in fact, create the perfect moment. This was why I made love here when I was a teenager. And the sex was even better as an adult, along with  fewer ramifications as long as that nice police officer didn’t catch us.
 
   No, this was county property, it would be the sheriff and he was too busy today to bother patrolling the river.  
 
   “What would you do if you had a daughter by someone but she was married to another man, at the time?”
 
   “Is this one of those, if I died and you remarried, then she died who would you want to be with in heaven kind of questions?”  He asked warily.
 
   “If you are cautious about questions like that, then you’ve been married before,” I said flippantly.
 
   “You’re right, I have.”
 
   “Bad?”
 
   “Oh about as bad as anything. But you weren’t asking about that, were you?”
 
   “No, I’m just curious.”
 
   “I’d take care of the child in whatever way the mother wanted.  It’s the right thing to do.”
 
   “Would you want to share custody?”
 
   He gazed past me at the rushing water, the bright sun made his eyes squint. “Sometimes that’s not the best thing for the child.”
 
   “Maybe not, I just wonder how Tiffany would have turned out if my uncle had more influence.”
 
   “Is he a good man?”
 
   “I don’t know about that, but he is one hell of a negotiator.”
 
   I snapped open the paper. Since I don’t smoke after sex, I often read.
 
   Man Missing.  The article was tucked in on the other side of the front page.  I would have missed it, if I were reading the paper my usual way – a few headlines, the comics.  But there were no other words lying around, so I read the whole paper.
 
   My eyes traveled down the page.  Matthew Fantle was missing, last seen downtown.  The article linked the incident to his brother who drown at the river in 2002.    
 
    “So this the Mathew.  The one who was kissing you,”
 
   “Gay.” I said in disgust.
 
   “You aren’t very good at detecting gay men are you?”  Ben was mildly amused. (Oh, sure, now that he knows Matthew was gay, and Danny was – well – out of the picture, he had reason to be amused. I was not. Amused.)
 
   “How was I to know?”  I protested.  “Turns out he had some grudge against my grandmother, he blamed her for his brother’s death.  And he was living in an ex-supervisor’s house that is as illegal as Jimmy’s.  And Raul said Matthew paid Raul to take pictures of us and post the on the Internet, and then the supervisor paid more money to have the pictures removed.”
 
   “Is that why you were up there?”
 
   “I had to get the computer or discs or whatever he had so he couldn’t do whatever he was planning to do.  I don’t know.”  I was frustrated by the Matthew situation. I didn’t understand what the subterfuge was all about, I didn’t understand why a gay man had to act straight and why that was so tragic. I understood nothing.
 
   “Schmidt?”  Ben asked.
 
   “Yes.” 
 
   “He’s running for Supervisor down in the City, my mother knows him. He is one of the few moneyed gay candidates. Pictures of his lover with a woman will not help his campaign at all. It makes him look insincere at best, clueless at worst. And didn’t your grandmother say something about money?”
 
   “Yes, there was a phase here in Claim Jump when no one trusted anyone else.  So Prue helped take care of the business license fees from the merchants. Apparently she cashed the checks, and held onto the bills. Schmidt was on the council then.  By the time my grandfather died, she lost interest in the City and turned the money back over to the council.  That’s the end of her story.”
 
   “But not Schmidt’s I bet he didn’t turn the cash back to the City. It’s probably parked in an off-shore account, that’s another problem.”
 
   “Maybe it was something Matthew knows. It wasn’t much. Just $100,000.”
 
   “That’s enough to get voters excited,” Ben pointed out.  “How can we find that money?”
 
   I shifted a bit, and reached for my shorts. I fished out the collection of yellow sticky notes.  “Would these help?”
 
   Ben grinned.  “I have friends who are very good at hunting things down. The codes will be invaluable.  How did you know to take them?”
 
   “I keep all my passwords on sticky notes around my computer, how else am I suppose to remember them?”  
 
   We took our time getting back. It was almost dark as I drove into Prue’s driveway.
 
   “Nice hit to on the fence.” Ben observed.
 
   “You can fix it later.” I assured him.
 
   I dragged the towels from the back of the car.  And headed to the kitchen door, Ben trailing behind.  “Hey Grandma.” 
 
   “In the parlor.” Grandma called back.
 
   Dirty and happy, we shuffled through the hallway to the front room.
 
   Pat, Mike and Peter greeted us from their tiny seats. Prue stood as we entered, as did a strange man.  As if Peter, dressed in black shorts and a sequined Elton John tee shirt wasn’t strange enough.
 
   Our stranger was older than me, taller than me, and would be quite good looking once he spends two weeks at a spa to relax his tense features and dark demeanor. He was dressed well, khaki slacks and light blue shirt.
 
   “This is George Schmidt.” Grandma introduced us.
 
   I hadn’t even washed my hands, but I shook anyway. George’s handshake was a bit limp, but I didn’t react by crushing it.  He winced when Ben took his hand.
 
   “Are you here about your house?”  I asked him.
 
   He sighed and sank back down in his chair, as if the polite exchange had taken all his energy and now he was exhausted. 
 
   “It’s gone.”  He leaned back; the parlor chair creaked.  He regarded his hands as if they were not longer attached to his body.  “This time the fire caught it. It’s all gone.”
 
   “And everything in it?”  Grandma asked.
 
   George looked at her, and she calmly gazed back at him.
 
   “Both the girl and Matthew are dead.” He said heavily.
 
   Grandma waited.  George shifted. Well, well, maybe I wasn’t the only one who absorbed Uncle Steve’s lessons on negotiating with cannibals.
 
   “The PCU is gone.  The contents of my safe,” he trailed off.
 
   “Is probably gone.” It’s one of the biggest ironies of the fireproof safe. The safe usually survives the fire just fine, but the contents inside become so hot, they burn to ash inside the safe. 
 
   “The money wasn’t in there was it?” Prue asked.
 
   “The money is gone, Matthew had just moved it to a new account.  I don’t know where.” George paused. “There were pictures of Mathew and,” he nodded in my direction, “you, posted on the Internet.  I suppose the codes were in the PC.”
 
   Grandma glanced at me.  I kept my face completely impassive. Which she correctly took as a no.
 
   “No.” She said to George, “the codes weren’t in the CPU, they may even be intact.  Somewhere.” She was purposefully vague.   
 
   George nodded.  “What can I help you with?”
 
   At the end, Grandma had carte blanche to grow her medicine for friends and family plus George promised to help her run for City Council, no strings attached. Which means she would not be  obligated to anyone, not even Lucky Masters. A coup.  Damn, that woman was good. I hope to grow up and be just like her.
 
   I heard my phone buzz in the kitchen.  I snapped it up and answered without checking the number.  
 
   “Heather just quit.” Inez informed me with no preamble.  “She said getting around the county was too difficult.”
 
   “Really?” I tried to suppress the happy lilt from my tone.
 
   “Did you have anything to do with it?”  Inez asked suspiciously.
 
   “Me? I wasn’t even in town. Plus I gave the girl countless pieces of information, all at inconvenient times, for me.  Maybe we should make it an office policy to hand out a GPS to all new agents.”
 
   Inez paused.  “That’s not a bad idea.”
 
   My phone clicked. There was someone on the other line.
 
   “Gotta go. Thanks for the update.”
 
   “Did Bixby mention where he was heading after the house sold?”  It was Jill Christopher. I thought she should pray about it, but I didn’t say that out loud.  I’m a better woman than that.
 
   “I have not spoken with him at all.”  
 
   “You don’t know where he is?” She asked.
 
   “Mourning his wife who was accidentally locked in the hot tub?”  I said.
 
    “We don’t know that for sure.  We’ll just have to pray for her.”
 
   “You do that, I take it we have enough signatures for my clients to get their house?”  
 
   “Our escrow officer is taking care of those details.”  Jill replied sanctimoniously.  “But don’t worry, the deal closed.”
 
   “Plus a new hot tub?”
 
   She sighed. “Plus a new hot tub. Your clients can pick it out.”
 
   “Good.” Mathew had wired $100,000 to an off-shore account, it stands to reason that Bixby could have done the same. There wasn’t a doubt in my mind that he drowned his wife. But he was not anywhere to be found. I suppose it wasn’t my problem anymore.
 
   “Your check will be at your office tomorrow.” Jill was formal and professional.
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   I was about to set down the phone. I heard Prue bidding George Schmidt goodbye in the front hall.  
 
   My phone buzzed again. It was Carrie.
 
   “I chose Patrick.” She announced.
 
   “You chose him over the cats.”  I summarized.
 
   A heavy sigh blasted over her phone to my ears.  “Yes, yes I did. And I quit the Forgotten Felines.”
 
   “You can still work at the Homeless Prevention League or shelter or something.” I said encouragingly.  Oh sure, I’m great with other people’s compromises, just not my own.
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Are you sorry?”
 
   I waited.  Was she sorry?  The cat rescue persona was a big part of her, to give it up, just for a man, was a big deal.  At least I thought so.
 
   “I love him, and this was too much of a conflict – it was in the way.” She said it with the finality of a woman in love.  With the finality of death.  I wish I could be more positive.
 
   “Well, love.”  I didn’t have a real answer for her.
 
   “When are you coming home?” She asked.
 
   Grandma marched into the kitchen with her entourage trailing behind like a parade.   Peter headed for the refrigerator and retrieved the Cosmo mix.  Pat pulled down the vodka and glasses.  Ben sank into a chair and rubbed his face. 
 
   “Don’t do that, you may be covered with poison oak.” I whispered.
 
   “Not on my hands.” He whispered back.
 
   “Soon.” I said to Carrie.  “I think I’ve had enough relaxation.”
 
   “There needs to be a recall.” Prue said clearly as I clicked off my phone.
Peter handed her the pink drink.
 
   “And I intend to replace at least one of those bastards myself.”  Grandma announced. She toasted with her glass.
 
   “Here. Here.”  Pat and Mike and Peter toasted as well.
 
   “Grandpa would be proud.” 
 
   “You keep that boy.”  Grandma said, nodding towards Ben.  “Or I’ll make you move here full time and help me.”
 
   With a threat like that, I had little choice. 
 
   I exhaled on long slow breath and counted, 10.
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