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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 loads
further up the mountain. I slid the glass door closed to block out
the ash, as if I were the homeowner, not a thief breaking and
entering.

It was very quiet. I gingerly turned away from the
pulsing orange sky and cautiously descended the mere two steps to
the bare ground. I carefully knelt and peered into the narrow space
between the deck and the dirt. The first thing that greeted me was
the tips of five artfully painted nails. Like the Wicked Witch of
the East, someone dropped a deck on this girl.

I leaned down for a closer look, conscious of all
the bad scary movies I saw as a kid where the hand becomes suddenly
animated 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. I could barely
make out a dark stain that matted her hair. Her eyes were closed,
there were dark patches on her arms. But she was fully clothed. At
this point the only thing I could wish for her is that she was
wearing her best underwear.
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“We love the house!” Lisa Brown
chirped over the phone. “And we found it so quickly! 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 perfect home to perfect home. When they
finally liked Spring Street (except the sidewalk in front was a
little uneven) I had stopped caring.

And lo, they liked this home. This 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 another agent
will snap up Lisa and Tim as one of their own. 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 consider 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 as
the happy couple, trooped from open house to open house, they were,
apparently, excessively loyal to me as their agent. It was the only
trait they consistently displayed. 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.
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 than their explanation
of “It’s close to the bedroom.”)

I hadn’t seen the house. 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. 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. We finally had an offer in and I needed a break.

“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. I can laugh too loudly
once and I’ll add five more lines around 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 2.9, just under 3 million.” 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
four million and I mention that to my buyers every time I talk with
them. Oh sure, the listing price didn’t last, for various reasons,
one of which is that 4 million in last month’s market was
ridiculous, but hey, it makes the buyers feel they got a big
bargain. They could jog down to the post office to pick up
their Tiffany and Gumps catalogs and brag to the neighbors, who were retrieving the
latest Neiman Marcus catalog from their own post office box, we got our house for
under three. And the neighbors will be quite impressed, unless they
bought their house in 1972, then all bets are off. It’s a harmless
game played often enough in post office and grocery lines all
around Marin County. I arranged a gift basket sent to the buyers
from my favorite wine store.

“And what about the next house for Mr.?”

“Norton? His house just closed escrow, you know
that, and I have an assistant 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. And 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 ten hours
viewing the house and debating on 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 private assistant.

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 she really doesn’t, it comes out of 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, are 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.

“Can you believe it?” Patricia flipped her long hair
back over her stooped shoulder and squinted into her computer
screen. The new girl, Heather, seemed riveted to her spot. That 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 flipped her long black hair
over her shoulder. “There was this murder down at the creek, I was
just telling Heather.”

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 left Patricia with just a scowl. “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). Heather batted heavily mascara covered lashes, tugged at her
tight mini skirt 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 handed it carelessly 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 interesting 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 but I have to go and
see 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 only thing I need to do is dash to Safeway because
I only have half a bottle of Pinot Gris left in the refrigerator, I
claim I have client meeting.

But I really did have a client issue.

I nodded to Heather who was looking at Inez with the
adoration of the inexperience that is convinced it is the boss who
decides who makes money in this business and who does not, and left
before Patricia could add any editorial on the scattered body parts
in the creek, or worse, 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 for the
inspection of the Brown’s future home, I did the agent’s walk
through before I drove up to Claim Jump. I’d call my inspector,
Tony and give him my impressions, just to speed the process along.
Neither Christopher was available so I called the owner directly. I
glanced at my MLS print out, the Bixby’s. 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.

The house was around the corner from the same floor
plan I showed my clients, oh, three months ago, but they rejected
it because the neighborhood wasn’t upscale enough. I squinted at
the elevation of this 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 River’s
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? And this late in the
game?

“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 said patiently, pulling 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 have the hardwood floors,
but of course we’re keeping the rugs, they were very 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.

“Well,” 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,
was scheduled to come here 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 category, 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 in 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 about a second or two too long. Family
photos do not help a home sale, too distracting. For instance, I
spent more energy gazing at the wedding portrait than eyeing the
dimensions of the room.

Hall, fine, the smoke detector’s light was on.
Check.

“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 rested on a cement slab and hummed and
vibrated. 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.

Debbie had centered a high four poster bed against a
lavender painted wall. Not just any old bed, this was a monstrous
bed she must have purchased on sale when the Hearst’s were cleaning
out the castle. Each bed post was a heavily carved turret of
grapes, cherubs and swirls. The head board was carved in such high
relief it looked as if a person could get cut if they weren’t
careful. Maybe that’s why a profusion of pink and rose pillows
littered the bedspread, to soften the blow against the headboard. A
circle of dried flowers hung over the headboard. A person could
experience serious performance anxiety in such a bed.

The side tables held ceramic lamps in the shape of a
farmer boy and a farmer girl in white alabaster with fussy pink
lamp shades fringed with – fringe. The lamps fought for space with
the collection of china animals, little kittens and puppies that
cavorted over the remaining surface of the bed stands.

Directly across the bed was a fireplace, one of
those narrow gas fireplaces that you can install 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. I made a note.

If this had been my listing, I would have insisted
this room be re-decorated. Hell, I’d recommend torching it and
starting over.

“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, paint all the walls white. Joan herself
doesn’t have 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 explained. “I like to relax
at night in the hot tub and my husband likes to watch TV.”

“So I see,” I assume to distract himself from the
floral chintz paradise that was his room.

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.” Her peppy cheerleader 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 River’s 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. l 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. That’s all I know, but check
it out and see if it doesn’t play out. Now me, I don’t even have a
TV in my bedroom. And I’m not married. I can’t explain that at
all.

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 and does include a flat screen TV (not as
large as the Bixby’s).

And my favorite chair. It’s green leather. Leather
is easy to clean. The ice cream spills wipe right off.

I also have 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
hundreds of ratty paperback mysteries I buy by the grocery bag full
at a used bookstore in Claim Jump. I always think I’ll return them,
but I never do. The colorful book range across my shelves like
inappropriate relatives, but I love them anyway.

The only thing my current man, Ben said when he
entered my house 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. There is also
a guest room and 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 bad 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 and cover one long window with a valance made of plywood
and cotton batting. I swoon with the thought of a seller who is not
only willing to paint, but to have it done by the next
commercial.

I salivated and ate faster as the agent at the open
house coped with the swarm of ready buyers all of whom complimented
the clean yard and the paint job.

“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 deeply colored paint job.”

I could do that, hire actors to come to my open
houses.

Oh no, there may be a potential issue or we wouldn’t
have a television show. I guessed right, a minute later an
inspector found some radon gas.

Since we don’t have much or any
radon in our area, I ignored that part of the show and tossed the
empty Phish Food carton in the garbage.

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. But my mind was wandering, I
focused on the show again.

We were past the radon issue and there are now
multiple offers flowing in for the house. Some were hard offers –
over asking price. One offer was a smooth, beautiful 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 don’t 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 have 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 Steven 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 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.

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 engaged,” she pointed out,
unnecessarily.

“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 Dixon 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 late 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, the bad
guys were smuggling drugs, we just found them. All the details are
in Death Revokes the Offer, but I can guarantee you this, 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.

“You have one week before I return to take you up on this,” 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 little bit.”

“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 from California, 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 has 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 two to one lane
highway (the second lane was for passing only).

By the time I reached down-town 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 shape edged granite rocks topped with
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.
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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. 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 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 reached 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 the 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 250 homes
would work. Or how they would get there.”

“Not in Claim Jump,” I guessed. I found a carton of almost expired
half and half and poured it into the mug.

“There are no jobs in Claim Jump,” Prue
asserted.

“There never were,” I agreed.

Claim Jump is an adorable, picturesque tourist
attraction. Claim Jump is entertaining for a three-day weekend, but
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.

“So,” Grandma continued. “Since that development was
finished, 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. And it was still so
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 in them tearing 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. 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 little talent and little 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 River’s Bend.
And the beginning of September had not been a good time for me;
it’s difficult 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.” She said
shortly. “If I still had some influence,” she shook her head. “It’s
been a long time since I’ve attended a 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 brothers don’t
bring up their children very often.

“Every morning?” To be honest, I was losing interest
in the situation.

“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, haul myself up
to the third floor and pull down the ladder 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. I didn’t need to see the cars, I
figured it out.

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. You’ll figure out the floor plan as events unfold, but the
short version is 7 and 5, remodeled kitchen, half basement, three
stories, (four with that odd addition, as if the residents here
would ever walk to the top of the house and gaze over the ocean to
see their loved one’s ship steaming into port), dining, living
room, parlor. Banister.

I love to run my hand down the banister, my brothers
liked to ride down the two floors and 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 and now I am a shapely
adult. 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 create once of those big, sentimental
holiday experiences like what 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.

So now our family just meets Christmas afternoon
over at the Club with my mother presiding. Grandma doesn’t attend.
Her excuse is that 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.

Speaking of guests, Raul Ravelle passed me in the
front foyer, 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’s
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. He spent a great deal of time down at the river. And in the
last twenty years, has not yet finished the documentary. 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 out of 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 budge Grandma from 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 hoped.

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.

“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 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, I don’t
have to inherit the friends.

“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 something to fret over during bridge.

“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, and the
sections are evenly divided by a four lane freeway. There is about
seven miles of freeway that connects 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. No, this is a Freeway. I think it has a
name, golden something, but everything is called golden in Claim
Jump.

The east side of the freeway contains all the
original buildings from 1862 and the new old buildings made to look
like something created in the mid-nineteenth century. The two main
streets run parallel to the freeway so once a tourist has exited
into town he or she can ignore the freeway and pretend to be in a
quaint gold rush town.

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 does a person
by her groceries?

I secured a latte 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.

Sean Harris, looking wrinkled and grizzled, 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. 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 it took five elections and three
city managers, for the City 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 categorizes 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.

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 store
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 a rather disreputable
village.

It’s not a tourist spot.

I chose a cart and pushed it into the cool of the
store. The morning was already so warm, the air conditioning was
on. Ah, how marvelous, and I was so warm already that I almost
appreciated it. Almost. 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 anyway.

“Yes?” I said brightly, still not knowing who hailed
me or why.

“Danny, Danny Timmons.”

I couldn’t immediately place him. 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. We call this, the Day at
the River Collection.

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 assessment.

“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.

I knew about the seventies. My mother never stopped
complaining about that part of her life. The chaos, the noise the
artists, she called them, using her fingers for 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.

I remember when I was very small, 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 possessed the body of future sumo wrestling champion, not
the body of a future Sugar Plum Fairy. Peter was more graceful. 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 was still working, even at his age, he must be at least forty,
but looked much older. The outdoors was not the ideal working
environment.

“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 at all, outdoor work
or not. 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 full 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 wield a bottle of bright pink hair dye, 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.”

Once I pulled out onto the street, I could get some
cell phone reception, it was spotty out here, so I had to pay
attention and take advantage of all opportunities for more than
three bars to appear on the phone. I scrolled down for Norton’s
name and left a message. I scrolled down 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.

“Let’s go already,” I gritted my teeth and dialed
Jill Christopher’s cell phone.

“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 for a voice mail but the caller hadn’t
left a message.

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, and
it was hard to do the work. 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.

We, me and the other unfortunate cars on the street,
jostled and bumped our way up the hill.

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
in the guest house. Brick is a more recent (ten years) addition. I
don’t know how the permanency came about, but apparently Grandma
doesn’t mind because the bonus to their residency is 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, become 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 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?

“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 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 3 million but it would take too long.
2.5. 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 100 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, one of those annoying
performance art forms involving mimes.

Grandma set down her misshapen (hand thrown) mug of
coffee. “The water bottles go into this,“ she pointed to a brown
Safeway bag by the kitchen table, “bag.”

“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 in this case 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 I would recycle any and all
things, 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 – 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,
on the last of their tiny bumpy soles), and I climbed back in the
car and drove out to the river.

That’s how we refer to it, out to the river. Like
the term “Back east” or “Out west”.

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 plus 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.
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