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1 Promotion

 


 


“… the sons of God saw the daughters
of men that they were fair…” Genesis 6:2

 


“The Blackwell project is yours,” Rick said
with a grin when he entered her cubicle and tipped the long
cardboard tube of blueprints toward JD. JD could hardly contain her
smile as she stood and accepted the tube.

“Thank you!” she gushed and leaped at Rick,
giving him a fierce hug. “I knew you could do it. Did he resist
much?” She stepped back, stumbling a little in her hot pink and
black, zebra-striped heels. Rick laughed at her exuberance. JD
pushed her long, coppery hair behind her ear with one hand as the
other clutched the tube to her chest as if it was a hard-fought-for
prize.

“Your grandfather was reluctant, but I told
him you needed to get out there and put that college degree to good
use. He can’t keep you holed up in the drafting department forever
if he expects you to take the reins one day.” Rick straightened his
running jacket and ran a hand over his graying crew cut. JD smiled
broadly. “I wanted this so bad. Thanks for talking to him.” She
hugged him again, then blurted, “So, when do I start?”

“This Friday. We’ve got a two o’clock
pre-construction meeting with Mr. Blackwell, and then you’re the
boss for the next nine months.” Rick smiled again. “You sure you’re
ready for this?”

“Yes!” she said, bouncing on her toes.

“Go thank your grandfather,” Rick said, “and
you need to set his mind at ease. You and I both know you are more
than ready for this promotion, but he needs assurance from you.”
JD’s noticed the underlying concern in Rick’s voice.

“Of course.” she shrugged a shoulder, but
kept the wide grin on her face.

Halfway to her grandfather’s office, JD felt
the first wave of anxiety sweep over her. Relax, she told herself.
I can do this. I practically grew up on construction sites for
goodness sake. But for all her positive self-talk, when she rapped
her knuckles on the frosted glass door and peeked into the office
beyond, doubt started forming a hard knot in her gut. JD coughed
before stepping inside and closing the door behind her. Gramps had
a phone tucked against his shoulder as he shuffled through a stack
of brown files, making grunts of agreement to whoever was on the
other end.

JD waited patiently by the door before Gramps
waved her in. She strode to one of the high-back chairs in front of
his heavy, mahogany desk, which was littered with a pair of three
ring binders, a hard hat, surveyor’s tape, a laptop, broken pipe
fittings, and a sliding stack of contracts in a tray marked “To Be
Reviewed”. A potted bonsai tree perched on the corner of the desk
looking starved for water and attention. It was a birthday gift
from her two months ago.

“No, no, no,” Gramps said firmly into the
phone, tossing a file onto the credenza behind him, which was
already loaded with rolled blueprints, more binders, and stacks of
files. “If the building inspector says put in ten more, do it. I
don’t care what the actual codes read. I don’t want this delayed
any further. And you make sure Harry sends you the right ones!
Good.” Gramps pushed the off button and tossed the cordless handset
onto the desk in front of him, sighing heavily. JD knew that before
the day was out, Gramps would lose the phone in the mess at least
once. She began straightening his desk. Gramps ran his hands
through his thick shock of white hair before he leveled a hard look
at JD as she tidied the sloping hill of papers and files.

“Rick tell ya?” Gramps asked.

JD nodded. “Yes, and thanks.”

“Sit down,” Gramps ordered. JD retreated from
his desk and sat back down in the chair, watching helplessly as the
pile of papers slid across his desk to rest against the pipe
fittings.

She lifted her eyes to meet Gramps’ critical
stare. “Julia, listen,” he said abruptly. JD braced herself for the
lecture. Gramps always began his lectures with her birth name and a
command to listen. JD felt her shoulders start to slump. She
checked herself and straightened her back, lifting her chin
slightly and gazed back at him.

“Mr. Blackwell is a friend of mine. This
project is important to him because it’s for his wife. A gift.”
Gramps cleared his throat then looked down at the desk as if deep
in thought. JD waited a few moments, then realized he had lost his
train of thought. This was happening more and more often. Gramps
cleared his throat again. “You’re impulsive. This will be a good
experience for you. Teach you to rein in that impulsive nature of
yours. Do a good job. Make me proud.”

JD leaned forward. “I will. I can do this,
Gramps!” she said meeting his eyes and wishing her expression could
convince him that she felt quite competent in handling the job.
Just have faith in me, she thought, please. I’m not a child
anymore. He studied her closely, and then nodded, satisfied.

“Go home, get packed. You fly out tomorrow
morning.” Gramps waved her off. JD grinned, then leapt up and
rushed around the desk, hugged his neck, and kissed his cheek.
“Thanks Gramps.”

“Oh, go on,” he growled, disentangling
himself from her arms. “Get!” he shooed her away.

JD nearly skipped to the office door, and
before she stepped out, she said over her shoulder, “I think I’ll
drive.” She winked at him and shut the door before he could
protest.

Gramps loved her — she didn’t doubt that. She
could forgive his gruffness as she understood that he didn’t have
much experience in the parenting department. He and Grandma had
divorced when their only child, a daughter, was still a baby, and
he never remarried, at least, not in the traditional sense. Gramps
devoted himself to his construction business, and that became his
passion, until, seventeen years later, a daughter he hardly knew
showed up on his doorstep seeking refuge from a life on the
streets. A month later, the quiet, withdrawn teenager delivered a
baby girl, and a month after that, his daughter disappeared,
abandoning the brown-eyed baby girl that had stolen his heart.

Twenty one years later, that grandbaby girl —
with her 1957 Ford Thunderbird packed and ready to go — checked her
map for the best route to Torrey, Utah.

 


2 Torrey

 


 


Friday afternoon, JD pulled into the gravel
parking lot of a massive, two-story, red sandstone block building.
Her stereo blared the latest Top Ten as she got out of her car and
stretched, feeling as crumpled as the wad of newspaper bouncing
across the street in the hot, dry wind of the tiny desert tourist
town in Central Utah. It was only the end of June and it already
felt like the middle of summer back in Los Angeles.

Looking around at her surroundings, she
noticed she was alone. She was in the middle of the town on a hot
summer afternoon and she didn’t see another soul. She hadn’t
believed Rick when he had told her there were only about two
hundred permanent residents in Torrey, but looking around, she saw
that he must be right. A few houses and business were scattered
about, but it was as dead as a cemetery.

She turned her attention to the building in
front of her — the sole focus of her life for the last four months
— drafting the conversion plans herself. Before she could admire
its architectural qualities, a large, black SUV with silver trim
pulled in next to her. The passenger side door popped opened and
Rick sprang out with a leather folio in his left hand. He wore a
blue jogging suit with white stripes down the legs. He was also
wearing his training shoes, which meant he intended to run today,
if he hadn’t already. There were black tick marks along the sides
of his shoes. JD knew that each mark represented ten miles he had
ran, and there were at least a hundred marks on both shoes.

She smiled a greeting to Rick as the
driver-side door opened and a huge bear of a man in tight jeans
stepped forward. A huge, silver belt buckle winked at her in the
sunlight as it supported the girth of his gigantic stomach. She
leaned back a little as he approached her.

“JD, this is Mr. Blackwell,” Rick said by way
of introduction. JD peered up at Mr. Blackwell’s face. His dark
stare emanated towards her beneath his wide-brimmed, white cowboy
hat. He wore lightly-tinted sunglasses. A neatly-trimmed, white
moustache capped a mouth that was pulled down slightly at the
corners.

She extended her hand and said, “Hello, Mr.
Blackwell. It’s nice to meet you.”

Mr. Blackwell slowly extended his hand and
engulfed hers completely. He didn’t squeeze her hand; he just
simply held it for a second before withdrawing it.

“Nice to meet you,” his voice resonated from
the cavern of his broad chest. “What does JD stand for?”

His expression told JD that he hadn’t known
from previous conversations he’d had with Rick and Gramps that the
project manager was a woman. It didn’t surprise her much. Most
clients thought her initials on the blueprints belonged to a man,
but she hated it when people asked her what the initials stood for.
It was like asking her to open her blouse and expose her sex for
their inspection. If she wanted people to know what JD stood for,
she wouldn’t go by JD in the first place.

“The project is in good hands, Robert,” Rick
jumped in. “JD was the one who drew up the plans you approved. She
knows the place inside and out.”

Mr. Blackwell glanced at Rick. “I remember.
Nice job.” Then he turned away and started across the parking lot
for the front door of the schoolhouse which faced the wide, green
field to the south instead of the street on the north.

JD shot Rick an exasperated look. “Nice job?”
she mouthed. She did the work and he compliments Rick? Rick held
out his hands apologetically before sprinting after Mr. Blackwell.
JD sat back in her car, kicked off her tennis shoes and tugged on a
pair of yellow construction work boots she had improved with hot
pink and black leopard print. When she strode across the parking
lot to join them at the door, Mr. Blackwell’s moustache twitched on
the left side of his face as he noticed her feet, say nothing.

Rick glanced from JD to Mr. Blackwell and
then back at her before saying quickly, “JD, you brought the
blueprints, didn’t you? Why don’t you bring them in while we go
over the final walk-through before demolition?”

“Sure,” JD replied. She turned on her heels
and returned to her car. She could hear them conversing about the
structural integrity of the building and she knew that Rick wanted
the blueprints so he could show Mr. Blackwell the engineering plans
that would hopefully put his mind at ease. A third floor and a
basement were to be added to the old building, which required
careful engineering. Mr. Blackwell still worried about, and had a
hard time accepting, that it could be done. In fact, it needed to
be done.

When she reached her car, she lifted the door
handle and discovered it was locked. Her keys still dangled from
the ignition. She stared in horror as she tried the handle again
and again. Glancing over at the two men, JD saw that they were
waiting for her. She winced, trying to look normal, but all she
could do was stare at the keys inside the car. She quickly bent
forward to see if the passenger side was unlocked and heaved a sigh
of relief. Hurrying to the other side of the car, she opened the
passenger side door, snatched her keys from the ignition, and
picked up the black tube that held the blueprints.

When she had rejoined them, Mr. Blackwell
turned and pulled the front door open. It was very dark inside
except for thin shafts of light that leaked through the gaps
between the edges of the boards over the windows. Mr. Blackwell
stepped aside so Rick could lead the way inside, followed by
JD.

Mr. Blackwell left the door open and strode
across the weatherworn threshold into a wide, high-ceilinged room
that ran the width of the building, and nearly the length. Though
it was gloomy inside, it wasn’t so dark that they couldn’t see what
the room held. The first thing JD noticed was the graffiti that
covered every square inch of the interior walls. Fifty years worth
of graffiti. Wayne loves Diane. Mike was here. USA! Class of 1973.
It was like a museum dedicated to the art of graffiti.

Bird droppings covered the floor and was
smeared on the walls from the hundreds of nests tucked in the
overhead rafters.

“Are those bullet holes?” JD asked noting
pock marks in the sandstone block walls.

“Yup,” Mr. Blackwell said. Rick and JD
exchanged apprehensive glances and then followed Mr. Blackwell as
he strode across the degraded floor. His heavy cowboy boots echoed
in the empty room as he made his way to a makeshift staircase
leading to the second floor. It had been constructed a while ago:
two long, twelve-inch wide boards with slats nailed across them.
The boards were pushed up against the wall and lead through a hole
in the upper floor. Mr. Blackwell gave the rickety old stairs a
wary glance, and shook his head. The original stairs had been
located outside, but were recently removed for safety concerns.

They toured the first floor of the building
only. There were two smaller rooms on the east side of the building
that would be totally demolished in order to excavate a basement to
house the furnace and water heaters. Mr. Blackwell restated his
concern about the engineering for the excavation process. Rick
assured him he had used California’s seismic codes to design the
basement. To placate Mr. Blackwell’s unease, Rick asked JD for the
blueprints. She handed him the long, black tube. Rick pulled out
the set, unrolled the paper, and laid them on a cleaner patch of
floor.

These were perhaps the finest set of
blueprints she had ever drafted. She wanted to frame them they were
so beautiful. From the detailed elevation views and cut-aways
showing how each wall was to be constructed, to the placement of
each dimensional call-out and the neat lettering that explained in
detail which type of nails and screws to use, to the type of gypsum
board to put on the interior stairs. JD was very thorough and
precise. Rick’s intense scrutiny of the plans revealed nothing
wrong with her drawings. They were flawless.

Mr. Blackwell and Rick squatted to look over
the plans as she peered over Rick’s shoulder. She practically had
the plans memorized. She could walk through the building as it was
with her eyes closed and tell exactly where everything was and
would be nine months from now.

As Rick explained the engineering aspect of
the basement design and answered all of Mr. Blackwell’s concerns,
her attention wandered.

Completed in 1916, the building had served as
the small town’s local schoolhouse, dance hall, church, and general
meeting facility. During the 1960s, it had been condemned and
boarded up. Three years ago, it was scheduled to be knocked down as
it posed a safety risk. But Mr. Robert Blackwell stepped in, right
at the nick of time, and bought it. He contacted Gramps, his old
college buddy, to help him with the conversion plans. They had gone
back and forth for four months to get the design, and engineering,
and every other little detail just right before Mr. Blackwell gave
his approval. Then Rick spent two more months going through the
approval process with the building officials of Wayne County before
they, too, permitted it.

The schoolhouse was massive, and quite solid,
with two-foot-thick walls which allowed for cooler temperatures in
the summer, but retained heat in the winter. The original builders
had intended this building to last a long time, and it was going to
be a beautiful bed and breakfast once JD was finished with it.

Mr. Blackwell stood, interrupting JD’s
daydreaming, and said, “Well, it should be fine. I will be back in
a couple of weeks to check on things.” He glanced at his
wristwatch. “I’ve got a meeting in an hour. Can I drop you off
somewhere, Rick?”

“That’s alright. I’ll ride with JD. I want to
show her around a bit,” Rick replied as he shook Mr. Blackwell’s
hand. Before JD had a chance to offer her hand, Mr. Blackwell
turned abruptly away. His cowboy boots thudded across the floor
towards the door. He stepped over the threshold and disappeared
from view. A few moments later his truck roared to life and he left
the parking lot as abruptly as he had left the building.

JD glanced at Rick but said nothing. The look
on her face was enough to convey to him how upset she was. “I guess
I should have told him,” Rick said softly as he rolled the plans
and stuffed them into the black tube. She drew in a deep breath as
the first sting of tears touched the back of her throat, then her
vision blurred. Maybe she was just tired, or a bit too sensitive
today, but it hurt to be judged incompetent just because she was a
woman. JD couldn’t let Rick see her cry. That would just prove she
couldn’t handle a simple little thing like rejection. She turned
hastily and was out the door before Rick was finished rolling up
the blue prints.

Once outside, she looked up into the searing
blue sky to blink back the tears and let the hot breeze dry her
eyes out. She felt she had succeeded in covering her momentary
lapse of control by the time Rick joined her outside.

“Hungry?” he asked. She wasn’t. She had just
consumed an entire bag of fig bars during the last hour-and-half
leg of her trip.

“Sure,” she said anyway.

 


3 Alone

 


 


“You’ll have plenty of time to explore the
Park,” Rick said over dinner, referring to the National Park that
lay just outside of Torrey. “There are thousands of trails all
through this area.” Rick took a bite of food, and then, as he was
chewing, held up a finger to indicate he had more to say on the
subject. “Rumor has it that Butch Cassidy hid a load of gold
somewhere in the Park,” he added conspiratorially.

“Butch Cassidy?” JD was only vaguely familiar
with the name, and associated it with the Wild West days Gramps
liked to read about in his western paperbacks. Rick nodded.

“This used to be the famous outlaws old
stomping grounds. Butch changed his name to William Phelps. There
is a story about him that during the great depression, lots of
folks around the area were hurting and losing their farms to the
banks. There was a family with ten kids that were about to lose
their farm. They were good people and the mayor of Torrey hated to
see his citizens lose all their hard work. So, he sent a wire to a
Mr. Phelps who lived in Washington at the time, asking for
help.

“Mr. Phelps instructed him to tell the family
to call the bank and set up a meeting at the farm. They were to
tell the bank that they had the money to pay off the rest of the
mortgage owed on the farm and to bring the title to sign over to
them. Mr. Phelps wanted to know the exact day and hour of the
meeting. So, it was arranged, and the bankers came out and met with
the family. Another man, unknown to either the family or the
bankers, arrived with a large bag of gold coins and paid the
bankers. The bankers then signed the title of the property over to
the family and left with their gold. The bankers didn’t get too far
before they were stopped by masked robbers who relieved them of the
bag of gold and sent the bankers on their way. This happened a few
times around the county with different bankers, and no one was ever
the wiser.” Rick chuckled, clearly amused.

“Pay them off and then steal back the gold?”
JD chuckled, too. “Wouldn’t be able to get away with that
nowadays.”

“Maybe not,” he agreed.

After a bit, Rick reached out and touched the
back of JD’s hand. “I want to apologize about Mr. Blackwell’s
behavior this afternoon. I should have at least told him you were a
woman. I guess I thought he was more open-minded about women in
construction.”

JD shrugged. “Cat’s out of the bag now.
What’s he going to do about it? Fire us?”

“Well, let’s just make sure we don’t give him
a reason to,” he said quietly, then looked around for the waiter.
Rick’s comment turned JD’s stomach sour, for she heard in his
remark that he was worried that she might fail him, fail Gramps,
and worst of all, fail herself.

After dinner, JD drove Rick to his hotel at
the edge of town. He was heading to St. George in the morning for a
practice run for the marathon in October, and then back to
California. They bade each other goodbye. Before Rick stepped out
of her car, he said, “You’ll do great, JD. Everything will be
fine.”

“Thanks again, Rick, for — you know — talking
Gramps into letting me do this,” she said.

“Hey, you’re ready for it. He would have
given it to you. He just needed a little push. Take care. I’ll see
you in a few months.” Rick smiled and waved as she pulled away.

JD returned to downtown Torrey where Rick had
secured lodging for her in a tiny apartment above the General
Store. It sat right on the edge of Highway 24 that shot straight
through to the Park. Large cottonwoods lined both sides of the
entire length of Torrey’s mile-long stretch of Highway 24.

Two suitcases and a backpack was all she had
brought with her. She climbed the rickety wooden stairs to the
apartment and fumbled with the key and the door lock. The door
swung open on creaky hinges. She was met with a strong odor of
cleaning chemicals and fruity room freshener.

Stepping inside, she took a quick inventory
of her temporary home for the next nine months. The apartment
consisted of a small living room with a matching orange and blue
chair and sofa, a small coffee table, and a TV propped up on a
shelf in the corner. A kitchenette was tucked into a corner behind
the bathroom and was stocked with cooking pots, pans, and dishes —
everything she’d need, except food. A tiny table butted up against
the wall next to the kitchen door. Just off the living room were
two bedrooms. JD selected the bedroom on the left to sleep in and
set her luggage on the bed to unpack later. The entire apartment
was hardly bigger than the college dorm room she had shared with
her best friend, Missy, who was still her roommate in Los
Angeles.

Returning to the living room, she clicked on
the TV out of habit and began looking for the air conditioner
control. She found it hiding behind the curtains bracketing the
window that overlooked the parking lot. She turned it all the way
down to 68 degrees Fahrenheit, a preference that had caused Missy
some angst.

Surprisingly, JD felt a pang of homesickness
while thinking of home and Missy, and she realized that for the
first time in her life, she was alone in a strange town without
friends or family nearby. The thought both terrified and excited
her.

JD pushed aside the deep blue curtains and
gazed out over the gravel parking lot below where a few rental
cabins stood opposite the General Store. Beyond that, she spied the
steeple of a church. A tiny, pink house stood behind the church.
There were three churches along the main road in Torrey, which
amused her. She had never seen so many churches in one place
before, especially for a town as small as Torrey. Perhaps they
attract a large number of religious tourists, she mused.

Personally, she didn’t see the use for
religion. If there was a God, then he’d know she had a good heart
and good intentions towards others. Why did she have to go to
church to prove that?

At any rate, she was glad that the apartment
was within walking distance of the schoolhouse. She could walk to
work if she wanted to. But until her new office trailer was
delivered, she’d work from the apartment.

Rick had told her that Torrey came alive
between the months of April and October and that it was practically
a ghost town during winter. Mr. Blackwell wanted the Bed and
Breakfast opened in time for tourist season the first of April.

There was a lot of work to do. JD wouldn’t
have an assistant for this project, as it was considered a small
job, but there was still a lot of paperwork to do. It was a good
thing she had Missy back at the office to assist with that. In
addition to being her friend and roommate, Missy was also the
facilitator for the project managers at her grandfather’s
construction company, making sure their paperwork was in order and
documented everything they sent her, including background check
forms, certificates of insurance, correspondence with the
contractors, and on and on.

Although today was Friday, JD intended to get
as much work done over the weekend as possible so come Monday, she
could e-mail a preliminary report for Rick’s review, which reminded
her that she hadn’t checked her e-mail since leaving Los
Angeles.

She dug into her zebra striped purse to get
her cell phone. It wasn’t there. Panic struck because she was not
one to lose things. She always knew where everything was. “A place
for everything, and everything in its place.” Gramps drilled that
into her since she was a child. But her cell phone wasn’t in its
place.

Perhaps this was a symptom of how much
anxiety she had about this whole project. She retraced her steps in
her head and then panicked again when she couldn’t remember where
she was the last time she used her phone. She had important contact
information in it that she hadn’t yet stored on her laptop, nor
copied down into her planner. JD tore through her luggage, heedless
of where she flung her clothes and belongings. Nothing. She sat on
the edge of the bed, placed a hand over her churning stomach, and
felt dizzy.

Breathe, she told herself. In, out. Don’t
stress. She practiced some meditation Rick had taught her once,
something he did before each race. JD half-closed her eyes and
counted her breaths to ten — slowly. Then it came to her. She had
left it in the car on the dashboard when she had called Rick’s cell
earlier that day and left a message to let him know she had crossed
into Utah. She nearly laughed with relief.

Darkness had settled softly over Torrey when
she stepped outside onto the landing of the staircase. The wind had
died down, and except for the occasional passing car, it was quiet.
Used to the lights and noises of L. A., it was unsettling how the
quiet seemed so loud here. Even so, she still checked the shadows
for lurking dangers. Missy called her paranoid, but JD was just
being careful. Carelessness landed people in the hospital, or made
them dead. She wasn’t going to let herself become a victim, even if
this was a small town. She was alone, a woman, and a perfect
target.

The streetlights gave enough light for her to
see her way to the car which she had parked under the stairs that
lead up to her apartment door. JD observed her surroundings
carefully, dashed down the stairs and opened her car quickly. She
snatched the cell phone off the dashboard, locked the car again,
and hurried back inside before locking and bolting the apartment
door. Her heart hammered against her ribs as she imagined all sorts
of dangers that could have been lurking out there, like snakes and
coyotes. I am not paranoid, she reassured herself. I’m just being
careful.

She took a deep breath and sat down on the
sofa in the front room. She needed to hear a friendly voice. JD
flipped open her cell phone and dialed home only to realize the
signal was non-existent out here. That would explain why Rick
didn’t answer his phone this afternoon when she had called. JD
closed the phone and tucked it back into her purse. Useless.

Digging her laptop out of her backpack, she
looked around for an ethernet jack. She thought she could at least
check if Missy was online and wanted to chat. She looked around in
the obvious places for a connection. There was no ethernet jack. JD
tried her wireless adapter. Nothing. She closed the laptop and
sighed, hanging her head as she realized she was totally cut off
from her life in L. A.

Then, she spotted an old-fashioned,
cream-colored wall phone next to the kitchen entry. She picked it
up and heard a dial tone. At least Torrey has come this far in
technology, she thought sarcastically. She checked her cell phone
directory for Missy’s number then dialed it. The old-fashioned
phone had a round wheel with holes in it that revealed numbers. She
stuck her fingers in the numbered holes and turned the plastic
wheel around till it stopped. She made a mistake and couldn’t
figure out how to undo the number she had dialed. Hanging up the
receiver, she tried once more. Carefully turning the plastic wheel
until all numbers had been turned in, the line rang.

The voice mail greeting chimed. “Hi, this is
Missy. You know what to do. Bye!” JD flipped open her cell phone to
see what time it was. It was only 8:00 pm in California and it was
Friday. Missy would be out with her boyfriend, Skyler Somebody or
other, and wouldn’t care to be interrupted. JD sighed.

“Missy, call me. My cell phone doesn’t work.
Call me back on this number, whatever it is.” She hung up and went
to the window overlooking the street below. There was absolutely no
traffic — not a soul to be seen. What do people do here on the
weekends? She wondered. Unable to think of anything to do in such a
small town where she knew no one, she retreated to the bathroom and
took a long, hot shower.

Afterwards, dressed in her knee-length,
black-and-white penguin nightshirt (a gift from Missy), she plopped
down on the cheap sofa and idly flipped through the TV stations
hunting for something to hold her interest until bedtime. Old
movies, news, talk shows … nothing particularly interesting.
Finally, she clicked it off, brushed her teeth, and went to her
room.

JD grabbed her laptop, cell phone, and the
Yellow Pages from the nightstand before climbing into bed. Flipping
through the phone book, she made a list of local contractors to
invite to the bid meeting the following Wednesday.

A plumber, an electrician, a carpenter, a
roofer, a mason, and myriad other contractor’s phone numbers and
addresses were entered into her contacts spreadsheet. She didn’t
know how long she worked on her list, but when the letters on the
screen started to blur, JD decided she was tired enough to go to
sleep at last. She dropped the phone book on the floor next to her
bed and laid her laptop on the nightstand. The alarm on her cell
phone was set to go off at 6:00 am. JD bunched up the pillow,
pulled the thin blanket over her head, and fell quickly asleep.

 


 


4 Three Feet

 


 


At 8:15 am on a windy Wednesday morning, a
small, red pickup truck pulled into the schoolhouse parking lot.
The magnet sign on the side of the truck read, “Tyrell Heating and
Cooling”. A few moments later, several more trucks arrived. Tires
crunched the gravel as contractors eased their vehicles into
various spots in the parking lot — totally randomly. Leaning
against her car door, JD made a note in her planner to have parking
signs installed.

The contractors gathered in front of the
schoolhouse, mingling, smoking, or drinking coffee from
white-lidded cups. They didn’t seem to notice her, or chose to
ignore her as she waited, counting the trucks as they arrived. She
had called sixteen various contractors, and so far, only twelve had
come.

JD gave them a few minutes more to mill
about. How many times had she attended meetings like this with
Gramps? Now, it was just her. She was the boss, and even though it
brought a feeling of satisfaction, she couldn’t help but feel a tad
nervous. Her hands shook — just a little.

“Here we go,” she said to herself quietly,
and grabbed the bid packages from the passenger seat.

All heads turned in her direction as she
approached. Some smiled, some looked serious, others a bit
confused, but no one said anything.

“Good morning, gentlemen,” she said brightly
as she stepped past them and stood on the step in front of the door
to the schoolhouse. “Thank you for coming,” she began, and
proceeded to give them a summary of the project and expectations.
Then she handed each person a bid packet.

“Are there any questions?” she asked. There
was a moment of silence before one skinny guy wearing a dirty ball
cap and sporting a scraggly brown goatee peered up at her with an
unlit cigarette hanging from his mouth. “Whose the man in charge?”
he asked. Someone grunted.

“I am, JD Halstead.” She tapped herself on
the chest. “Any other questions?” She smiled politely. She got a
lot of stares and some mumbling, but before anyone said anything
else, a big, white pickup truck tore into the parking lot, whipping
up a cloud of dust.

Everyone turned to look at who the late-comer
was. The roar of the truck’s engine died and the driver stepped out
of the truck, adjusting a dusty, tan cowboy hat over thick black
hair. He strode over to the group with a swagger, wearing a tight,
black t-shirt that emphasized his arms and chest, and cargo pants
over heavy black work boots. He was obviously used to hard work. JD
felt a strange thrill run through her, but she quickly shook it
off.

“Sorry I’m late,” he said. “Had a run-in with
the Deputy. Seems I drive too fast for this sleepy little town.” He
kept his gaze on her as some of the contractors chuckled, but most
ignored him and acted impatiently. There was no logo or other
signifying mark on his truck to let her know which company he came
from, but she tossed him a packet anyway.

“Well, come on then. Let me show you all
around,” she told the group. She lead them inside and showed them
the important things, like where the grand staircase to the second
floor would be located, the main floor bath, and where the kitchen
would be situated when the two back rooms were demolished. At the
mention of demolition, she caught the newcomer’s eye and he grinned
at her. She felt a ticklish warmth blossom in her chest and spread
to the rest of her body. She looked away quickly, momentarily at a
loss for words, until someone asked where the mechanical units were
going to be situated.

Taking her cue, she led the HVAC contractor
who had asked the question to where the basement was to be dug and
the HVAC system installed later. JD tried not to overwhelm the
contractors with too much detailed information, as all of it was
outlined in the bid packages anyway. She could see some were
already bored and ready to leave. The man with the cowboy hat was
watching her intensely, like he was absorbing every word she
said.

Every time she looked over at him, he flashed
a dimpled grin at her. She felt her cheeks flush, and she worried
that the others would notice. She wished he would stop smiling at
her. It was very distracting, but at the same time, she found
herself wanting to be closer to him, hoping he’d ask some question
that would require a detailed answer. She cringed as the thought
came to her and avoided looking at him altogether for the rest of
the meeting.

They completed the walk-through of the first
floor in about ten minutes. Then JD headed for the makeshift
staircase to lead the group upstairs. The stairs were very creaky
and a bit wobbly. She pressed herself against the wall as she made
her way up. She could feel the wood slats shift as the contractors
filed in behind her.

This was the first time she had actually seen
for herself what was on the second floor. It was just a wide open
space with a simple raised platform at one end. The contractors
spread out and explored the place on their own, making their own
lists and calculations in preparation for their proposals. Some
went over to a window for better light to review the plans or flip
through their contracts, which included various forms to fill out,
including background checks. Mr. Blackwell expected it, and for his
peace of mind, Gramps insisted.

They returned to the first floor and the
contractors started leaving one by one as their particular
interests had been addressed. The plumber and HVAC contractors were
the last to leave, aside from the cowboy, who wandered around
looking closely at the trim, the windows and the floor, before he
poked his head in one of the two rooms at the back of the building,
and then the one next to it. Then he did it again and again.

JD approached him. “What are you doing?” she
asked. He raised his eyebrows and shrugged as he slowly retrieved
the plans from his bid packet.

“Just checking something,” he drawled, and
gave her a half-grin. His beautiful blue eyes flashed at her. She
forgot to inhale. He turned and stepped into the closest room, out
of her line of sight. She could hear him walk the length of the
room and then back again. He emerged, winked at her and went into
the room next door, and walked its length. Curious, she leaned
around the door frame to watch him.

“Something wrong?” she asked.

“Your measurements don’t add up,” he said as
he indicated the room with the papers in his hand. JD blinked
dumbly at him and then frowned at the insinuation that there was a
mistake with the plans. She took that very personally.

“Really?” she said trying to sound civil, but
having a hard time keeping the bite out of her tone. Though he was
handsome in a rugged way that appealed to her in ways she had never
imagined, she was not pleased that he dare suggest she had made a
mistake. She had slaved over those plans for four months, poring
over each and every detail. There was no way she could have made a
mistake. No way.

The cowboy only shrugged again and tried a
friendly smile on her. “Look, see here.” He leaned in close to her,
the hint of his aftershave wafting over her — a light scent of
sagebrush and pine. JD tried to focus her attention on the plans he
held in front of her as he spoke, but she couldn’t help letting her
eyes wander from the plans, to his muscular and tanned biceps. She
snapped her attention back to the plans when she realized he had
just asked her a question and she hadn’t been listening. He looked
at her expectantly.

She looked up at him, a flush of heat spread
across her cheeks. “Could you repeat your question please?” JD
said, trying to sound professional and focused.

He smiled indulgently at her, as if he was
used to having to repeat himself. “It said fourteen feet wide and
sixteen feet deep, same as the other room next to it. However, the
space between the doors is thirty five feet not counting the
thickness of the interior walls. You’ve got a three foot
discrepancy here,” he explained.

JD leaned forward to look at the plans again.
It didn’t make any sense. The dimensions for the overall length of
the building would be affected, too. She looked up at him, still
confused.

He tried again. “You’ve got a hidden room
between those walls.”

A frown creased her brow. Her eyes scanned
the plans quickly. How could this be? She refused to believe it and
shook her head, about to protest vehemently, but he spoke before
she could open her mouth.

“Come on, I’ll prove it to you,” he said, and
motioned for her to follow. JD narrowed her eyes as he unclipped
his tape measure from his belt and walked into the closest room. He
held the end of the tape out to her which she took apprehensively.
He walked to the other wall as she backed up to the wall nearest
her.

“Sixteen feet,” he called from across the
room. Just as the plans stated. He crossed the floor towards her as
she let go of the end of the tape. It snapped back into its metal
case as he strode past her and out into the hallway. She detected a
smug grin on his handsome face. She followed him out into the
hallway, and this time, he handed her the case and walked the
length of the hallway as she watched the numbers run out. According
to the plans, the dimensions read thirty three feet to account for
the six-inch interior wall separating the two rooms, and six inches
of the wall separating the first room from the great room. The tape
stopped at thirty six feet even.

JD stared at the number in disbelief. Her
plans were wrong. Her thoughts raced back over her calculations.
She was sure she had read Rick’s notes right. Rick was the one who
had come out here almost six months ago and walked out the
building, noting everything she would need to create the conversion
blueprints. Rick even reviewed them twice before they were
submitted for approval by the County. This is a disaster, she
thought. How could this happen? I was so careful!

Cowboy walked over to her, took the measuring
tape from her hand, and pressed the button to retract the metal
tape. It flew across the floor with a snap, jerking JD from her
momentary shock.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

JD didn’t answer him. She was irritated with
herself for having made a mistake. She needed her computer so she
could look over the electronic version of the plans and see where
the mistake was exactly. It was possible that when she laid out the
dimensions, she clicked on the wrong point of the wall section
which would have pulled the wrong dimension. She’d have to tell
Rick who would have to inform Mr. Blackwell. She’d have to redo the
drawings. Who knows what the extra space is for. This mistake might
affect Rick’s engineering designs. The plans would have to be
redone completely, and they’d have to go through the whole approval
process again. This would delay everything.

JD’s only consolation was that it might not
have been entirely her fault. She had the notes from Rick to prove
it. A glimmer of self-preservation began to dawn on her. It could
have been that Rick had measured incorrectly when he was out here
taking measurements. She began to feel just a bit better, but she
couldn’t relax until she figured out what went wrong with the
measurements.

Her mind filled with all sorts of excuses as
to why there was a mistake. Her heart rate picked up and she
started getting lightheaded. She needed air. She turned away from
the cowboy and wobbled, her vision darkening at the edges. He took
her arm and steadied her. His touch electrified her, and it snapped
her back into focus. She sucked in a deep breath, clearing her
head.

“Are you alright?” he said, concern outlining
his rugged features. JD pulled away from him.

“Yes, I’m fine,” she said curtly. “Who are
you?”

“Matthew Rigo. Demolition. Pleased to meet
you.” He smiled and offered his hand.

She took it. His hand was rough and
calloused, but his grip was firm and warm.

“JD Halstead,” she responded.

“Look,” he started as he shrugged and smiled,
“don’t worry so much about it. It doesn’t change the scope of work.
Think of it as a bonus.”

She withdrew her hand and fixed him with a
glare. He had no idea how this revelation had ruined her perfect
schedule. She turned away from him and marched outside, thinking
furiously about what to do about the extra three feet not accounted
for on the plans. If the inside dimensions didn’t add up to match
the outside dimensions, why hadn’t she noticed when she was drawing
up the plans? How could Rick give her faulty dimensions? Unless,
the exterior dimension was three feet longer than what she had on
the plans. JD stopped in her tracks.

She spun around. “Can I borrow your tape
measure?” Matthew went to his truck and returned with a surveyor’s
tape, which was much longer than the small tape he had clipped to
his belt. She held the reel at the corner of the schoolhouse and
Matthew took the line and walked the length of the building. She
counted off the numbers quietly. The building was supposed to be
sixty feet long according to the plans. With the hidden room, it
should be about sixty three feet long. The reel stopped at sixty
feet. She glanced up. Matthew was standing at the corner of the
schoolhouse. This can’t be right, she thought. JD dropped the reel
at the corner and walked the length of the building to where he was
standing, just to make sure there wasn’t some extra extension of
the schoolhouse, as in a back porch or something that Rick hadn’t
accounted for. She went to where Matthew was standing and peered
around him. He turned to see what she was looking at, but there was
nothing more.

“Well?” he asked.

“Sixty feet. Just as the plans indicate,” she
stated.

“Weird.” He shook his head.

“There has to be a mistake somewhere,” she
mumbled as she tried to think through the discrepancy. She turned,
walked back to her car, and spread the plans out on the hood to
study them closer. Matthew wound up his reel and dropped it inside
his cab before joining her. His presence distracted her and she
resisted, strenuously, the urge to glance over at his bare arms,
and how tight his t-shirt was across his chest. JD bit her lip and
shut her eyes.

“Don’t sweat it,” he said. “Everybody makes a
mistake.”

JD’s eyes snapped open, rolling her shoulders
back and fixing him with a tight smile. “I didn’t make a mistake on
these plans. If there is a mistake, it is someone else’s,” she
replied curtly.

“Hey, sorry sweetheart. I didn’t mean to ruin
your day,” he said, holding up his hands. He gave her a cocky grin,
tipped his hat, and turned away. JD watched him climb into his
truck and drive off. She was alone again with the schoolhouse and a
very perplexing problem.

If the house was a sixty feet long and there
was three feet of extra space inside not previously accounted for,
shouldn’t the outside then be three feet longer? There had to be a
simple reason to explain the miscalculation. She just didn’t know
what it could be yet.

To make sure there really was three feet of
extra space and Rick hadn’t made an error, JD decided to go back in
and measure the entire first floor herself.

With her clipboard and blueprints in hand,
she walked off the length of the larger room on the west side of
the building, and then the width. It was a rough estimate, but she
wasn’t concerned about exactness just yet. Her rough measurements
matched what was on the blueprints so far. She smiled to herself.
Now for the smaller rooms on the east side. Each room was sixteen
feet long, which would put the wall in the hallway at twenty-eight
feet long including the door openings. She walked off each room.
Sixteen feet a piece. She returned to the hallway, stood at the
corner, and walked the length of the hallway. Thirty-six feet.
“What in heaven’s name?” she muttered. She turned around and walked
it out again. Thirty-six feet.

Her simple attempt to find the wrong
calculation had failed. Matthew was dead right — there was three
feet of unaccounted space on the plans.

JD returned to the room at the end of the
hallway and went to the wall it shared with the other room. She
started knocking on the wall testing it for hollowness. It was an
old building that incorporated daub and wattle interior walls, and
she wasn’t sure if the wall sounded hollow or not. Knocking high
and low across the wall, she hit an area which sounded different.
If she’d had a sledgehammer, she would have knocked the wall down
herself to see what was behind it right then and there. She
continued to rap her knuckles all along the wall to determine how
wide the area was. It seemed to her the hollow area measured about
three feet wide, the width of a door. She took her pencil and made
a note on the plans.

Knock, knock, knock. She froze. Did someone
just knock on the wall? Again, the knock came three times. She
stepped away from the wall, startled.

There couldn’t possibly be someone behind
that wall, she reasoned. Something heavy hit the floor above her.
She nearly choked on her accelerating heartbeat. She spun around,
losing her grip on the plans and flew from the room. The papers
flapped wildly about like a wounded bird before settling on the
floor with a soft whoosh. JD’s footsteps kept pace with her
heartbeats by the time she came to the front door and found it was
shut. She grabbed the handle and pulled, but it didn’t budge. JD
heard scrabbling noises upstairs, as if something was in a hurry to
get her. She kicked at the door and pulled with all her might. Then
a thought came to her. Push!

JD shoved and the door swung out, hitting the
side of the building with a loud bang. She bolted for her car,
jumped in, and locked the doors. Cranking the engine, she stared at
the house to see if anything was going to come out after her. The
schoolhouse door remained open, but nothing followed her.

Breathing deeply to calm herself, she began
to feel stupid. Someone was playing a joke on her, she realized.
That was the only conclusion she could come up with. One of the
contractors must have stayed behind and was still poking around
upstairs. He probably thought it would be really funny to give the
female project manager a good scare. She expected him to come out
any moment, laughing. She gritted her teeth and waited to see who
it was. Then she’d know who not to award the contract to. A moment
later, she noticed that there were no other vehicles in the parking
lot.

 


***

 


“What are you doing Matthew?” Nathan asked.
His presence as soft as a breeze, un-intruding, yet like a pesky
gnat, uninvited, unwanted.

“I’m not breaking any rules,” Matthew said as
he drove along the highway in his white, unmarked truck.

“Physical manifestation should be reserved
only for special circumstances,” Nathan reminded him.

“Let me do my job. This is my deal,
remember?” he growled. Nathan did not respond, and Matthew felt his
brother’s presence withdraw.

5 Don’t Tell

 


 


Back at her apartment, JD dropped her purse
and the extra bid packages on the coffee table and collapsed on the
sofa. She was still shaken by the incident at the schoolhouse. It
was possible that some homeless person had taken up residence in
the abandoned building. Not a big problem. All it took was a police
officer to come over and escort them from the property.

A glance at her watch alerted her that it was
nearly 10:00 am and she still had a long list of phone calls to
make. Laying her list on the kitchen counter, she proceeded to make
the calls from the antique rotary phone on the wall next to the
kitchen door.

The first call was to the police station in
Bicknell — two towns away. The receptionist stated they would send
a deputy to drive by and check the place out.

The second call was to the office trailer
rental company. She called to check on the delivery date of her
office trailer, which should have arrived on Wednesday. They told
her the delivery truck had broken down and should be at the site by
the following Monday. She could deal with that.

The third call took longer than the first two
combined. JD drummed her fingertips on the counter as she waited
for an annoying automated prompt system that wasn’t programmed to
handle rotary phones. After several long moments of listening to
the Brandenburg Concertos six times, she was finally connected to a
young man with a thick accent who sounded as if he was working
remotely in the snowy landscape of Antarctica.

“I need internet and phone service,” JD
shouted into the receiver above the static. She spent the next hour
trying to get a technician to come out sooner rather than later.
Just as she hung up, the phone rang for the first time since her
arrival. It’s unexpected and unfamiliar ring made her jump. She
lifted the receiver.

“This is JD,” she said guardedly.

“Julia, what’s wrong girl? You sounded
desperate! Did you break a nail or something?” It was Missy. She
was the only one who was allowed to call her by her given name,
aside from Gramps. They had been best friends since junior high
school, before JD had switched to using her initials.

“No, don’t be stupid,” JD said but glanced
over her nails to check anyway. “I just needed to hear a friendly
voice.”

“Ugh, is that all? I thought you had called
for some advice, and I would have told you to go get laid, but you
never listen to me. How can you go through life being so ridged and
prudish all the time? I mean, seriously, you need to loosen up.
Why, just this afternoon…”

JD interrupted her. “Shut up, Missy. I really
don’t need relationship advice right now.”

“I’m just giving you a hard time.” Missy
laughed.

“I did meet someone though,” JD
confessed.

Missy screamed. “Tell me, tell me, tell me!”
she chanted.

“It’s nothing,” JD said. “He was one of the
contractors that showed up to the bid meeting this morning. He’s
gorgeous, but really annoying.”

“That’s too bad. I mean, the only woman out
there on a site surrounded by lots of burly men? You have it so
tough. What’s his name?”

“Matthew Rigo. I don’t think I’ll hire him,
though.”

“Why not?” Missy said, aghast. “Just because
he is cute?”

“He’ll distract me, and I don’t trust
myself.”

Missy laughed. “He must be really hot for you
to say that.”

“Gramps would kill me,” JD muttered.

“As long as you don’t go broadcasting it. I
won’t tell a soul at the office. Rick will never know. Your
grandfather will never know. You’re going to be there for almost a
year — what else are you supposed to do on the weekends? No one is
going to blame you for making friends and having some fun,” Missy
said.

“Maybe,” she replied.

“All work and no play … ”

“It’s just so unprofessional to fraternize
with the hired help,” JD argued, but it was only half-hearted.
Missy was right. Gramps would never know. He wasn’t there to
intimidate and scare off potential boyfriends. And who cared what
Rick thought anyway?

Missy must have sensed her resistance fading.
“I want to hear all about how things are going, and I’m not just
talking about your weekly project reports,” she said.

“Maybe I won’t tell you anything,” JD teased,
and then laughed as Missy squealed with objection.

“So cruel!”

“I’ll talk to you later. Get back to work!”
she said, and hung up.

JD went to her bedroom, flopped onto her bed,
and wondered about her future and if Mr. Right would ever make an
appearance. If he did, would she know it? Construction was in her
blood. She was practically raised on construction sites. Gramps’
company would one day be hers, if she could prove herself worthy.
It would be a huge responsibility, she knew. Gramps spent all his
time in the office or out on the project sites. He didn’t have time
for outside relationships. How could she expect to divide her time
between her passion in construction and personal relationships?

She rolled onto her back and stared up at the
ceiling envisioning the future when Gramps would retire in a few
years. Rick would mentor her and act as consultant — much as he had
done for Gramps the past fifteen years. If she got involved with
someone now, how would it affect her dreams for a successful career
in construction? Would Mr. Right expect her to settle down and
raise a family? JD closed her eyes and tried to picture someone in
her life and Matthew’s face flashed through her mind. All work and
no play Missy had said. JD snorted. Who said she was looking for
Mr. Right anyway?

 


6 Heaven on Earth

 


 


JD was up and dressed for a run the next
morning at 5:30. Torrey was so small that she could run around the
town’s border in about forty-five minutes.

The small desert town was quiet in the cool,
early morning air. JD checked her watch and made sure her cell
phone was clipped on securely, although she didn’t know why she
bothered. Out of habit she supposed. She started off with a walk to
warm up, heading east along the main road until she came to Center
Street, then she turned left. The schoolhouse stood up the road a
bit. It was a beautiful building against the backdrop of red and
cream-colored cliffs.

As she started to run toward the schoolhouse,
something yellow darted across the road in front of her away from
the schoolhouse interrupting her wandering musings. It was a cat.
JD smirked. At least it wasn’t black.

Birds fluttered overhead and she spotted what
she thought was a fox that dove for cover behind a clump of silvery
green bushes. The air was incredibly clean and smelled sweetly of
sagebrush and pinion pines. The wild landscape soon had her full
attention as insects buzzed by and a rabbit darted behind a rock.
Prairie dogs sat motionless on top of some rocks in the distance,
greeting the sun that rose majestically above the red cliffs.

JD nearly tripped over her own feet as she
became preoccupied with the scenery and wildlife. It nearly
overwhelmed her senses, and soon she was just walking again. She
felt that if she kept running, she would miss something. She wanted
to absorb everything about this place. She now understood why Rick
liked running the St. George Marathon every year. He said the
desert made him feel alive — nothing else in the world could
compare to the feeling of running through nature’s most rugged,
prickly, gritty, inhospitable landscape that at the same time was
so invitingly beautiful.

Yet, this place was so alien to everything
she knew back home. JD felt like she was on another planet. She was
mesmerized. She finally just stopped altogether and stood there in
the road as the sun climbed higher into the sky, unrolling a golden
carpet of light across the expanse of rugged and achingly beautiful
landscape.

She didn’t know how long she stood there,
slowly turning, taking it all in, before her stomach interrupted
with pangs of hunger. Placing a hand over her stomach to stifle its
complaints, she took one more look around her and then,
reluctantly, turned toward her apartment and did double-time.

Refreshed after a hot shower, and dressed in
cream-colored dress pants and white blouse with brown, snake-skin
heels, JD hurried downstairs to the General Store to find
breakfast. Pulling open the warped screen door, she felt like she
had stepped back in time to when the visitors to this lonely town
arrived on horseback and wore guns at their hips.

The store had hardwood floors, wood paneled
walls, and a rough-cut timber ceiling. Narrow aisles of assorted
goods ran parallel to the front of the store on her left. To her
immediate right, an elderly Asian woman nodded a greeting as she
sat behind a waist-high counter top reading a tabloid.

JD glanced about, looking for the
refrigerated section, and glimpsed it toward the back where a small
deli/bakery was tucked into the corner.

Much to her relief, there were bananas,
yogurt, and juice available — although severely overpriced. JD
gathered her breakfast and continued on to the deli/bakery to
peruse its offerings. A few bagels later, she returned to the front
counter and smiled at the Asian woman. Her name badge read Liu.

“Good morning,” JD said as she piled her
selections onto the counter. The old woman said nothing as she rang
up each item by punching its price into the old fashioned cash
register.

After JD paid for her groceries, but before
she left, the woman at the register leaned toward her and said,
“You remodeling the Schoolhouse?”

“Yes,” JD answered.

The Asian woman glanced about her. Seeing no
one near enough to hear her, she said, “Be careful. Don’t be alone.
The Schoolhouse has a secret.”

JD stared at her, but the woman said nothing
more as she leaned back, picked up the magazine, and began to read,
giving her no more notice. JD left, feeling a chill despite the
dry, desert heat that enveloped her the moment she stepped outside
the General Store.

 


***

 


Matthew watched JD leave the General Store, a
puzzled look on her face. At the register, Liu turned and watched
JD go, then looked through the window across the street where
Matthew lingered by the large cottonwood trees. Even though he knew
she couldn’t see him, she looked right at him. Some humans, he had
learned, were entirely too aware for their own good. He’d have to
be careful around that one.

 


 


7 Vandals

 


 


Breakfast on the lawn in front of the
Schoolhouse seemed like a tranquil way to begin the work day, JD
decided, despite what that old woman at the General Store had said.
JD refused to entertain the idea that there was anything mysterious
about the Schoolhouse. It was a vagrant that had knocked on the
wall the other day. For all she knew, the local Deputy had already
driven by and scared off the trespasser.

She spread a small throw blanket on the lawn,
and pulled out her laptop to review her to-do notes and contracts
as she ate. She didn’t expect to get much done until all of the
bids had come in, but she might as well stay busy reviewing the
budgets for the assorted contract projects that need to be done.
The budget was decent, but demolition, framing, and electrical work
is very expensive, and she had to track every dime.

Her goal was to finish under budget, by a
lot, and early. Accomplishing this would make her value as a
project manager very attractive to investors considering other
projects in the future with Gramps’ company. Gramps was nervous
about letting her handle this project and she didn’t intend to fail
him. She intended to astonish him. She thought perhaps she might be
just a tad optimistic as it was still too early in the process to
know for sure how everything was going to play out. She had made
allowances in the time table to account for weather delays, sick
days, holidays, and an extra two weeks for setbacks, and she also
had a contingency budget in case something went sideways.

When it came to the client, Gramps had taught
her to under-promise and over-deliver. It made the client that much
happier when things turned out better than what they expected. But
of course, if things didn’t go as smoothly or quickly as the
project manager privately intended, the client was none the wiser,
since they were under-promised anyway.

After JD finished eating, she sat for a
moment looking at the Schoolhouse, picturing the finished product
in her mind. A three-story red stone building with dormers on the
third floor. Against the backdrop of the surrounding cliffs of the
desert and the blinding blue skies, it would look magnificent.

She was already impatient to get started on
this project. There was so much to do and to get organized. Her
favorite part of project management was the organization.
Organizing information on the spreadsheets, in her planner, her
calendar, her room, her desk, her life — it gave her a sense of
control, of direction, and fulfillment. She felt in control, like
the conductor of a large orchestra. But instead of a wand, she had
a roll of blueprints that she used to control the whole process;
that, and very detailed contracts.

A crashing sounded inside the Schoolhouse
instantly derailing her train of thought. She looked toward the
Schoolhouse wondering if the sound had come from inside. The
crashing noise came again, like someone was throwing bricks at a
wall hard enough to obliterate them.

JD got to her feet and crossed the lawn to
the front door. Had she been so lost in her thoughts that she
didn’t notice anyone going inside? Opening the door, she took a
step inside and promptly caught her heel between two warped floor
boards. She pitched forward, trying to catch the door frame, and
just missed it. She fell flat onto her chest with a solid, aching
thud. Dust flew up around her. With her arms splayed to either side
of her, she laid there for a few seconds, too stunned to even
think. A wave of embarrassment warmed her cheeks. She pushed
herself up and yanked her foot free from the shoe that was stuck
firmly between the floor boards. Dusting herself off, she
discovered a tear in the knee of her brand new pant suit. She
groaned. The crashing noises continued somewhere upstairs. JD eyed
the staircase and decided against going up to investigate.

“Hello?” she called out forcefully. She was
not exactly afraid that someone was up there, just alarmed. JD
glanced about looking for something to use as a weapon should it
prove to be a dangerous encounter with a vagrant, but saw nothing
that would be of any use.

“You’re trespassing on private property,” she
shouted above the noise as she headed for the makeshift staircase.
“You need to leave.”

The noises stopped instantly. There was no
response. For a long moment, she just stood there, feeling the hot
wind blow against her back through the open door. She watched the
stairs to see if someone would come down.

A horrendous crash shook the entire building.
She spun on her bare heel and dashed out the door, losing her other
shoe in the process, fearing the building would topple upon her at
any moment. She bolted for her car and jumped in, panting. Then,
She remembered her blanket and laptop still lay on the grass
fifteen feet from the front door. She watched the building, waiting
for any aftershocks, waiting to see if it would collapse. She had
experienced her fair share of earthquakes in California, but this
wasn’t like any quake she had ever known. Something about it seemed
too unnatural. There was no roar, no build-up — nothing.

Her heart was hammering against her ribs. She
got out on shaky legs and ran for her things. Snatching them up,
she hesitated as she stared at the building — waiting. All was
quiet within the Schoolhouse, and she looked around at the
surrounding homes. No sirens, no one else outside. Had there even
been an earthquake? she wondered.

JD jumped back into her car, tossed her stuff
on the passenger seat, and cranked the engine. Her imagination was
running through a hundred different explanations as to what was
making the noises upstairs and why the building had shuddered like
it had. She pulled out of the parking lot quickly and headed back
to her apartment to see if it had suffered any damage.

Back at her apartment, JD climbed out of her
car and realized she had left her shoes at the schoolhouse. A loud
crash behind her made her jump. She whirled around and saw a woman
dumping a can of garbage into the dumpster beside the store next to
the stairs that led up to her apartment.



“Excuse me,” JD called after her, and hurried
to intercept the woman. “Did you feel an earthquake just a few
minutes ago?” The old woman turned and JD recognized her as the
cashier from the General Store.

“No earthquake,” Liu said and shook her head.
“Something wanting out, maybe?” JD stepped away from her as the old
woman chuckled and shuffled past. She watched her go, feeling that
same cold dread sweep through her.

***

“Three this week,” Nathan reported holding up
three fingers. “I intercepted them just outside of Bicknell.”

“Should I be surprised?” Matthew responded
indifferently.

Nathan folded his arms and looked at Matthew,
perplexed. “I’m just warning you. Quabin is a Master Demon. News of
the relocation of the prison is bound to bring more minor demons to
upset the project. Your job is to move fast and protect the
mortals. Understood? Don’t get involved with them.”

Matthew snorted. “You mean, don’t get
involved with her?”

Nathan narrowed his eyes. “Protect the
mortals. That is your first priority, Matthew. If you wish to
return to the Host, you must prove yourself here.”

“I know what my job is,” Matthew responded,
angrily. “I get it, okay? Now quit hovering over me and go do your
job!” He gave his older a brother a fierce glare and
disappeared.

Nathan heaved a sigh and shut his eyes. “I am
doing my job.”
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Milkshakes made JD’s world a happier place.
She found her Utopia in a fast food joint about a mile from the
Schoolhouse. There was a flashing jukebox in the corner, black,
round-top tables, and chairs spread out over a
black-and–white-tiled floor. Pictures of celebrities from the
fifties and sixties hung here and there around the room on starch
white walls. It wasn’t exactly authentic; it appeared to be
recently constructed. The wall next to the order counter displayed
their selection of milkshakes.

She went right to the counter and gave the
teenage girl with pigtails her order. “And can you break the
brownie up and put it in the shake?” JD asked. The girl fixed her
with a dull stare and shrugged.

JD found an empty table in the corner next to
the windows overlooking an outside courtyard with more tables and
chairs. The only other patrons were a group of five men sitting in
the other corner hunkered over their meals. All of them wore cowboy
hats. They looked to be enjoying themselves; a bunch of friends
chatting and laughing. She envied them, longing to be part of their
group and pretend she hadn’t been scared half out of her wits.

JD crossed her legs and bounced her foot,
trying to release her pent up nervousness. She hadn’t dared return
to the site alone to retrieve her pumps.

She had changed into her pink and white
jogging suit with her matching running shoes. For the amount of
anxiety she was feeling, it was going to take an obscene amount of
milkshake to calm her down. Then she’d have to run it off.

Drumming her fingertips on the table top, JD
sighed as she waited. Finding it agonizing to wait for her
milkshake, she pulled out her laptop to work on the weekly report
to send to Missy, Rick, and Gramps. It would keep her occupied as
she waited. She hated waiting. Impatient, she could almost hear
Gramps say.

After reporting the bid meeting, JD reflected
on yesterday’s discovery of the extra three feet of space, the
mysterious knocking, followed by today’s building-quake. They’ll
think I’m stressed out and imagining things, she thought. No, she
wouldn’t mention it. It would upset Gramps if he thought she was
cracking already. And the actual renovation hadn’t even started
yet. JD sighed.

Someone approached her table. Without looking
up, JD motioned to the table. “Just put it there,” she said,
thinking it was the teenager with the milkshake. A fat, orange
envelope slapped down on the table, startling her. She glanced up.
Matthew stood before her with his thumbs in his front pockets, an
easy grin on his face. He was missing his hat and his long, wavy,
dark-brown hair hung just above his muscled shoulders. His eyes
were a startling shade of blue that she could hardly keep from
staring at. A little tickle shot through her.

“Do you mind if I … ” Matthew indicated the
empty seat across from her.

“Go ahead,” she said quickly, suddenly
self-conscious. He had caught her in a vulnerable emotional
position. She was about to consume a horrific amount of calories
while agonizing over a very upsetting problem. There was a good
chance emotions would run high. She should have just gone back to
her apartment. JD drew in a deep breath, put the problem on the
back–burner, and watched him sit down. He laid his hand over the
envelope on the table.

“Did you resolve your problem with the extra
three feet?” he asked sincerely. She remembered that he was the one
who had to go and point out the huge problem and ruin her day.

“Not yet,” she said neutrally and with that
in mind, she closed out of the program she was in and shut the
laptop down.

“I can’t explain the extra three feet,” she
said, looking toward the counter for the teenager. Where is my
milkshake!

“I bet it is a secret room. Someone hid
something inside,” he said, a mischievous sparkling in his eyes and
a smirk playing at the corners of his mouth. She laughed uneasily.
If the hidden room actually contained something, it would just
confound the problem of its existence even more.

“Like what?” she asked.

Matthew shrugged. “I don’t know. Treasure,
maybe? You know, this town used to be Butch Cassidy’s old home
town. If anyone wanted to hide something, it would have been Butch.
Stolen gold, things like that.”

“You think Butch Cassidy hid something in
there?” she asked incredulously.

“Perhaps.”

“Didn’t he die in the early 1900’s though?
The Schoolhouse was built in 1916,” JD stated. Her knowledge of
Western U.S. History was limited to what she had seen on TV with
Gramps.

“Did he?” Matthew raised his brows. “A lot of
people around these parts swear he came back from South America and
lived under a new alias.”

JD smirked. “That’s kind of hard to
believe.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know. Seems like a dumb thing to do.
Hide treasure in a schoolhouse. Why would anyone do that?
Especially plastered over like that? It would be hard to get to
without notice.”

“Maybe he died before he could retrieve it,”
Matthew offered.

“Seems like a lot of work to hide stolen
money. Why not dig a hole somewhere in these canyons and stash it
there?” she countered.

“I guess we’ll just have to see, won’t we?”
Matthew leaned back with his hands clasped behind his head and
grinned at her. His biceps bulged in that position and JD was
pretty sure he was flaunting. And it was working on her as she
tried to keep her eyes on his which glimmered with excitement. She
noticed a hint of a tattoo around his left bicep, but couldn’t make
out the design.

“What’s this?” she asked, changing the
subject and motioning to the envelope on the table between them, as
if it wasn’t oblivious it was the bid package she had given him
yesterday morning.

“My bid,” he said.

“That was fast,” she remarked casually. JD
picked up the envelope and slid it into her bag.

“I work fast,” he replied. “Aren’t you going
to look at it?” He stared at her expectantly. She had planned to
review all of the bids at the same time and then award the
contracts to those contractors whose bids were aligned with her own
estimates of cost and labor to complete the job.

However, her rule was to award contracts to
middle bidders. Low bidders meant shabby work, usually, and high
bidders meant they were too busy with other projects and wouldn’t
give her project top priority. JD wanted hungry contractors on her
site, not fat or desperate ones.

With a small smile, she pulled the envelope
out of her bag and opened it with trembling fingers. Where is that
milkshake? She slipped the paperwork from the envelope and glanced
through it hurriedly. Matthew’s bid was in the ballpark of her
budget and promised to meet all the conditions outlined in the
scope of work without any sort of revisions or changes to the
contract requested. That made her job easier. She made a point to
look over the references. He had listed three. She would call those
later.

JD raised her eyes to meet his expectant
gaze, as if he thought she was going to officially award him the
contract right then and there. As it was, she would have, but she
hadn’t seen the other bids yet, and to be fair, she had to wait
until all the bids were in.

“Looks good,” she said slowly. “But I have
others bids to review before I sign anything.” She turned to put
the envelope back in her bag. He leaned back in his chair,
shrugging as if he hadn’t a care in the world.

“I can wait,” he replied.

Just then, the girl from the counter arrived
with her milkshake. Matthew gave her his order for lunch. JD
grasped the large container in her hands, took the straw between
her lips and inhaled the thick, creamy chocolate sensation into her
mouth. It flooded her mouth with chilled ecstasy and coated her
tongue with its creamy caress. JD’s eyes closed as she felt it
slide down her throat sending chills through her whole body. When
she finally opened her eyes, she saw that Matthew was watching her
intently. The expression on his face made her think that he wanted
to experience her milkshake, too. Matthew shook himself slightly
and laughed weakly.

JD continued enjoying her milkshake, letting
her immediate troubles fade into the back of her mind, and then
letting her mind go blank. Drowning troubles with chocolate was
better than suffering within the suffocating grip of anxiety.

“So, what does JD stand for?” he asked
suddenly, breaking the silence. Her eyes opened slowly as reality
came crashing through her chocolate-induced stupor. She leveled a
dispassionate gaze at him.

“Just Dangerous,” she replied contemptuously.
She didn’t care if he looked like he had stepped out of the annual
firefighters calendar, he had asked a hazardous question and he was
endangering his chances of being awarded the contract.

Matthew laughed. “Okay, sorry. That was a
personal question.” He had a really nice laugh. She forgave him for
his indiscretion.

“Let’s keep it business,” she said, giving
him a tightlipped grin.

Matthew didn’t appear to have been put off by
her cool reply, because he flattered her with, “I think it’s
remarkable that you’re the manager for this project.”

JD blinked in surprise. “What?”

Matthew gave her a half-grin that could break
a girl’s heart, and hers had suddenly developed a hairline
fracture. “It shows you are strong, and I really admire that in a
woman.”

She tried hard to keep from floating away
with an ego-inflated head. Maybe he understood how hard it was for
a woman to make it in the construction industry, but even if he
didn’t, perhaps it didn’t really matter. He at least noticed.

“Thanks,” she mumbled and felt her cheeks
warm. She hoped they weren’t red. She heard him chuckle and knew
her cheeks were as rosy as could be. She ducked her chin to take
another sip from her milkshake.

He leaned forward to say quietly, “I’m sorry.
I didn’t mean to embarrass you.”

She glanced up at him. His eyes were
searching hers and he looked sincerely apologetic. Then he asked,
“How did you get into the construction business anyway?”

No one had ever asked her that question
before, and she had to think for a minute to collect her answer.
She leaned back in her chair and carefully thought through her
response before answering.

“My grandfather owns a construction business.
I spent a lot of time on project sites. I started drafting plans
when I was sixteen, got a degree in Construction Management, and
here I am.” Short and sweet. Her entire life explained in three
sentences.

“Where are you from?” He was still staring at
her intently, as if she was some kind of fascinating object that
had completely captured his whole attention to the exclusion of all
else, especially the waitress who stood next to him with his lunch
plate in hand.

“Los Angeles,” she said and motioned for the
girl to put the plate on the table. Matthew seemed oblivious to the
girl.

“Thanks,” JD said to the girl as Matthew
turned his plate one way then another, as if he couldn’t decide
which part of it he wanted closest to him.

“I guess Torrey is a little different for
you?”

“A lot different for me,” she confessed.
“Small, quiet. I mean, what do people do here on the weekends?”

Matthew grinned at her, a light coming to his
eyes as if he had the perfect answer.

“You like horses?” he asked.

“Only the kind that lives under the hood of
my car,” she quipped. Matthew laughed at that. The sound warmed
her.

“How about motorcycles?”

She shrugged. “I’m sure they’re easier to
ride than horses.”

“Ever been on one?”

“No,” she said shaking her head, wondering
why he asked.

After a few more bites of his fries and
burger, he said “We’ll have to go for a ride sometime. I’ll show
you around Wayne County.”

JD felt a thrill leap inside her. It was only
a suggestion, she realized. He didn’t actually ask her out. They
ate in silence for a bit. She stole glances at him as he carefully
ate his food, as if he were enjoying every bite. The silence was
strangely uncomfortable for her. She wanted him to say something.
To laugh again. Even just a wink to acknowledge her.

Before she was ready for their time together
to be over, he had finished eating and pushed his plate away. The
girl arrived with their bills. He stood and took JD’s bill from the
girl before she could hand it to her. He paid the girl cash and
then handed her another twenty.

“Have a good day Ms. Halstead,” he said to JD
and strode out the door. Both the waitress and JD watched him as he
climbed into his truck, revved the engine, and drove away.

“Do you know him?” JD asked the girl.

“Not really. He’s new here. But he comes here
a lot,” the waitress replied.

“Does he have a girlfriend?” She had to
ask.

The girl shook her head. “Not that I’ve ever
seen.” She cleared the dishes and walked away, wistful.
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JD worked like a mad woman all day Friday,
analyzing bids, revising contracts, writing addendums, making phone
calls, reviewing the budget, organizing the project data on various
spreadsheets, and evaluating the project schedule and budget.

By Friday night, she was cross-eyed from
staring too long at the computer screen. She shut everything down
by 9:00 pm, ate a TV dinner, and watched the Late Show. Tomorrow
was Saturday and she planned to sleep in.

So when her eyes popped open at 5:30 am, she
groaned miserably, rolled over and stared at her alarm clock
seconds before it started beeping at her. She always seemed to wake
before her alarm — even when she wanted to sleep in. JD didn’t even
know why she bothered with an alarm clock. She smacked the “Off”
button, pulled the blanket over her head, and tried to go back to
sleep.

Arrrooooogaaahhhh!

“What the…?” She yanked the blanket off her
head. It felt like she had only barely just closed her eyes, but
the clock read 10:26 am. A siren wailed and a fog horn blared. Her
thoughts were in a whir trying to figure out what was going on.

JD stumbled out of bed and headed for the
windows looking out over the main road. Peeking through the slats,
she saw hundreds of people lined along the main road, cheering.
That deep fog horn sounded again, like a horn on a semi-truck that
had gotten wet and was malfunctioning. A motley crew of people
dressed in brightly colored clothing filed past below, interspersed
with decorated trucks and parade floats. She saw a sign carried by
two kids in pioneer outfits that that read, “Torrey Apple
Days”.

“A parade for apples?” She shook her head.
This wasn’t making any sense. Aren’t apples harvested in the fall?
Isn’t it a little early for apples? Then realization dawned on her:
it was the Fourth of July. A smile came to her lips, unbidden. She
loved parades. When she was little, Gramps would always take her to
the parades. Nostalgia beckoned her. She dressed in a pair of pink
running shorts and a sleeveless black t-shirt, slipping on her
running shoes.

Going downstairs, she found a place along the
line of onlookers just in front of the General Store. She arrived
just in time to see a long-haired guy leading a camel past the
crowd. Little kids were pointing and laughing at the odd looking
“horse”. A group of women in Pioneer clothing strolled past waving
American flags. Another group of women walk by handing little apple
pies out to the crowd from trays they carried. The City Council
rode by in the back of a light blue pickup truck: two elderly men
and an old woman who could barely sit up straight and leaned over
her oxygen tank to wave at the good folks of Wayne County. A troupe
of little people skipped past, and she overheard someone mention
that a midget wrestling contest was going to take place in
Bicknell.

Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed a
couple of older women looking at her, or rather, stealing glances
at her, and then whispering to each other. JD looked their way and
offered a friendly smile. The younger looking woman, who might have
been in her seventies, took that as an invitation to engage her in
a conversation.

“Are you the one in charge of renovating the
old Schoolhouse?”

“Yes, I’m JD Halstead.” She stuck out her
hand to greet her.

“Nice to meet you.” The woman shook her hand.
“I’m Clara and this is my mother, Nell. She was a student at that
school you’re remodeling.”

JD leaned forward to peer around Clara and
saw that her companion was a very elderly woman, leaning on a
walker. Her hair was a soft wispy white cloud around her face which
was deeply lined and covered in liver-colored age spots.

“Hi,” JD said to Nell. “You were a student at
the Schoolhouse?” She was surprised that any former students were
still alive. The schoolhouse had officially closed in the late
forties.

Nell squinted at her. “What was that?”

Clara leaned closer to her mother and spoke
loudly, “I told her that you went to that school when you were a
little girl.”

Nell looked at her with blue eyes that were
filmed over. “Yes, that’s right,” she said in a gravelly voice that
JD could barely hear over the noise of the parade. “I saw Butch
Cassidy there, too, I did. I was pretty popular after that.” She
seemed pretty proud of that fact.

JD had a disbelieving look on her face as she
calculated how old Nell must have been. Clara saw the look on her
face and assured her that her mother had indeed met the famous
outlaw. “He faked his death and came back here for a few years to
hide out. He was good to the folks around here.” Nell nodded in
agreement.

Another person had been eavesdropping and
intruded. “You are talking about LeRoy Parker.” The newcomer to the
discussion was an older man with short, spiky, white hair and round
spectacles.

“LeRoy Parker?” JD asked confused.

“Hi, I’m David. I’m a historian of sorts in
these parts,” he said as he extended his hand in greeting. JD shook
his hand as he continued. “LeRoy Parker was Butch Cassidy’s real
name. My uncle said that back in the day when Butch and Sundance
were hiding out from the law, they’d sometimes turn to the locals
for a place to hide. In fact, my grandfather helped Butch a few
times. Grandma wasn’t too happy about that. She didn’t want to get
arrested for helping a known criminal, and a fugitive at that.

“Once, Granddad told her to fix up a big
breakfast for the farmhands that he had hired for the day.
Afterwards, when she was clearing off the table, she found a gold
coin under one of those plates. She was so mad. You see, that was
Butch’s trademark, a gold coin under the plate. Grandmother gave
Granddad such a tongue-lashing, but I think she was secretly
grateful for the money. Times were hard back then.”

JD digested that bit of information, and then
reflected on Matthew’s suggestion that Butch must have hid
something in the Schoolhouse all those years ago. The possibility
was beginning to be very intriguing to her.

Clara and Nell laughed appreciatively at
David’s story. Clara asked David his family name and they swapped
names back and forth. JD left them to their genealogical
investigation and wandered around Torrey’s festival of quilt
displays, pie contests, four-wheeler pulls, and oddly enough, a
llama race. The smell of fresh-baked pies, pastries, and breads
permeated the air and made her mouth water. She stopped by a booth
and purchased a small apple pie. Eating it piece by piece with a
small plastic spoon, JD continued her tour of the celebration. The
swirl and hubbub of activity made her dizzy, but in a good way. She
saw families with young children squealing in delight as they
reached up to pet llamas on lead, or to ride on the ponies with
ribbons braided through their manes and tails.

She headed for the quilt displays she had
seen earlier. She had consumed half the apple pie by the time she
had found a gorgeous red- and cream-colored quilt she couldn’t
resist purchasing. She bought it, knowing that it would clash with
her blue and white room back in L.A., but it was so pretty she
considered repainting her room.

A man in another booth talked her into buying
a couple of jars of Marionberry jam and honey. For the first time
since arriving in Torrey, her mind wasn’t preoccupied with the
project. Strolling through the fair-like atmosphere, JD purchased
various trinkets and art work, thinking of Christmas a few months
away and Missy’s birthday in August. Shortly before noon, JD began
to get sleepy and headed back to her apartment for a nap.

What a glorious nap it was. She slept until
early evening, and when she had awoken, she was amazed to hear that
the party and festivities were still going strong outside. She was
famished. She headed downstairs again to see if the deli had
anything appealing. The place was packed with people and she had a
long wait. But she didn’t mind. She enjoyed watching the people
around her, realizing that there must have been several family
reunions taking place that day. JD heard accents she didn’t quite
recognize, and there were city-type people, hikers, bikers,
campers, and horse people in abundance, coming and going. Like the
city, she realized, but everyone seemed to know each other and were
very friendly to everyone else.

It was her turn at the deli counter a lot
sooner than she had anticipated as she was so preoccupied in
people-watching. JD ordered the enchiladas with extra guacamole.
Returning to the festivities outside, she followed the crowd to the
town park to watch fireworks, which happened to be on the wide
field just south of the Schoolhouse.

Apparently, fireworks displays in this area
were rare events, as she learned later from Clara and Nell when she
came across them sitting in lawn chairs near the school house.
Torrey and the surrounding areas were usually too dry for
fireworks; however, this year had proven to be wetter than usual,
and the County Officials agreed to allow certain types of
fireworks.

JD looked about as families and friends
gathered on blankets spread over the ground, or sat in the backs of
pickup trucks, or relaxed in lawn chairs. A feeling of loneliness
crept over her. She heaved a sigh of self-pity and debated about
returning to her apartment, or finding an inconspicuous place where
she could sit and not appear to be alone.

Though it was growing dark and she reasoned
that no one would see her sitting alone, she decided to head back
to the apartment anyway. She walked along the edge of the road away
from the crowds when an obnoxious motorcyclist pulled up and
blocked her path. She stood there a moment, eyeing the stranger
warily before the black helmet came off revealing a grinning
Matthew Rigo.

“Don’t leave the party yet. It’s just getting
started,” he said.
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JD opened her mouth to respond, tryed to come
up with an excuse, and failed miserably. Matthew cut her off before
she could make a sound. “Come on. I’ll take you to the best seat in
town.”

He didn’t wait for her answer as he handed
her his helmet. “Come on. You might not be here next year for the
Fourth. You don’t know what you will be missing.” He flashed a
smile and then added quickly, “Besides, you’re not my boss yet.”
She couldn’t disagree with that. It wasn’t fraternization —
yet.

She smiled despite her uncertainties and
pulled the helmet on. It smelled faintly of rain and sagebrush,
which surprised her. She had expected the scent of his sweat.
Matthew steadied his bike as she grabbed onto his shoulder and
mounted his monstrous, black and silver motorcycle. The helmet was
heavy and she was unsteady on her feet as she tried to negotiate
getting her leg over the back end of the bike. Matthew threw back a
hand against her thigh to steady her. She settled onto the seat as
quickly as she could, highly aware that his hand was on her leg. He
reached behind and took her hands, pulled her forward against his
back, and placed her hands around his chest, then gave them a
pat.

Perched on the back of Matthew’s motorcycle
in this position was far more intimate than she was comfortable
with, but she didn’t have a chance to change her mind before he
warned her, “Hold on tight.” He gunned the engine, spitting gravel
at the crowd behind them. She could hear shouts of protest. Matthew
just laughed.

They were soon flying down Highway 24 as it
wound its way toward Capital Reef at speeds she wouldn’t have dared
attempt in her Thunderbird. They roared over hills and flew through
the little valleys. JD squeezed her eyes shut, berating herself for
trusting this stranger with her life. She was sure she was going to
end up a gooey, red smear on the pavement before the night was
over. Matthew slowed just a bit when he veered off the road across
a shallow gully. She couldn’t see a path in the dimming light, but
Matthew obviously knew where he was going. They ascended rapidly,
sliding over red dirt, kicking up clouds of red dust. At one point,
the path became so steep she had to cling to Matthew desperately,
as she began to slip over the very edge of the seat.

Many long moments passed travelling at this
angle before they finally came to a level spot. Matthew eased the
motorcycle over a low ridge, then revved the engine again and
cruised over the tops of the canyon walls, the evening sky now a
deep shade of blue above them with a splattering of stars just
beginning to appear.

He slowed as he approached the edge of the
canyon. The wide valley opened below them. Switching off the
engine, he leaned the bike on its kickstand. Matthew had to pry
JD’s fingers apart before he could help her dismount. She stumbled
away from the bike, trying to twist the helmet off her head.

Matthew swung off the bike, caught her elbow,
and brought her closer so he could pull it gently from her head.
Her hair fell over her shoulders in wild disarray. A slow smile
came to his mouth as he looked her over.

“You alright?” he asked, setting the helmet
on the seat of the bike.

She nodded breathlessly. “I didn’t expect
we’d be climbing the canyons.”

He threw back his head to laugh. She laughed
a little as she tried to gather her hair back into a bun, but she
had lost the clip that had held her hair in place. Matthew reached
up and drew her hands away from messing with her hair.

“You look great,” he said, offering her that
heartbreaking smile. JD looked down, abashed.

“Look,” he said and nodded toward the
distance. She saw the colored flashes of light on his face before
she heard the pop of the first fireworks going off above Torrey.
She turned to see the show. He reached forward and caught the back
of her sleeve, giving it a tug. She turned to see what he wanted
and he patted the motorcycle he was leaning against. Leaning
against the bike next to him, she was careful not to touch the
exhaust pipes.

“Can’t get a better seat,” Matthew whispered.
She turned her head to acknowledge his observation. His face was so
close that she could see the fireworks reflected in his eyes.

“Nice,” she agreed, captured by the lights
that flickered in the depths of his eyes. She turned away from him,
wrapping her arms around herself and staring ahead, waiting for the
next display. Truth be told, she admitted to herself, the show
wasn’t that impressive. Watching it from the top of the canyon with
Matthew was.

“I don’t have to worry about a jealous
boyfriend or anything, do I?” he asked.

JD glanced at him and replied coolly, “That’s
a personal question.” Matthew’s brows shot up, and he crafted a
pained look, clutching his chest.

Honestly, she didn’t want to admit that there
was no boyfriend, or to be more truthful, that there had never been
a boyfriend. Ever. The only men she had been around outside of
school all worked for Gramps, and they had sufficient enough
respect for him that they wouldn’t dare to presume to ask his
granddaughter out.

The fireworks show ended sooner than she had
wanted. It was gorgeous and peaceful up on top of the world. JD
wondered if she would be able to find her way back alone. She could
imagine how peaceful it would be to meditate there as the sun rose
in the morning. Matthew helped her climb back on the motorcycle
without another word and headed back to Torrey.

They had just gained asphalt when blue and
red lights started flashing. Matthew cursed, and for just a moment,
he accelerated. JD gasped, tightened her arms around him, and shut
her eyes, convinced he was going to try to make a run for it.

The siren blared, and after a few seconds,
Matthew decelerated, easing off to the side of the road. She
slumped back, feeling the adrenaline surging through her, making
her nauseous and wobbly. He was rigid and didn’t bother to look
behind him as the officer approached.

The officer came around to the left side of
them and flicked his flashlight on over them. Matthew stared
straight ahead. She kept the helmet on and the visor down.

Tall and lean with a square jaw and dark
eyes, the officer loomed over them. JD noticed that his badge read
Roy Parker. He looked at Matthew with such intensity that she began
to comprehend that in a town this small, they probably knew each
other.

She could not hear their conversation
clearly. Officer Parker turned his head and said something to her.
She hurriedly flipped the helmet visor up and offered a sheepish
grin at him, feeling inexplicably guilty, even though she knew she
hadn’t done anything wrong. He fixed her with a strange look at
first. She knew she had never met him before, but his expression
was one of recognition.

“I’m sorry. I couldn’t hear you,” she
said.

Officer Parker’s brows drew together in a
deep line above his long, straight nose. “Never mind,” he said in a
low and threatening voice that sent chills all over her. He looked
away from her and down at a pad of paper he was holding. He
scribbled something on it, ripped it out and held it out for
Matthew to take.

Matthew didn’t take it and lifted his chin in
defiance. Officer Parker reached out and tucked the paper into
Matthew’s front shirt pocket, then turned, and strode back to his
cruiser, casting her a hard look as he passed.

She looked at Matthew, who turned his head
ever so slightly and watched the officer out of the corner of his
eye. He was so tense she could feel it radiating from him. When the
cruiser pulled away and drove towards Torrey, Matthew waited a few
minutes until it was out of sight, and then he gunned it. She
grabbed on to him, feeling the force of acceleration threatening to
rip her from her seat. Matthew caught up with the cruiser in no
time and had to slow down as the road in the canyon had too many
blind corners to pass the cruiser safely.

JD suspected that Officer Parker had seen
them go into the canyon and had situated himself at the base of the
path Matthew had taken up to the top of the canyon walls and waited
for them to return. She suddenly realized that perhaps driving a
motorcycle up to the top of the canyon might have been illegal.

They were forced to travel the remainder of
the way into town behind the cruiser at below the posted speed
limit. JD could tell by Matthew’s posture and how he would rev the
engine from time to time that this fully irritated him. To her
astonishment, Officer Parker pulled into the parking lot of the
General Store and parked at the base of the stairs that lead to her
apartment. Matthew growled as he pulled in and passed the cruiser,
whipping the bike around to face the cruiser; a standoff of some
sort based on a premise she was completely ignorant of. It
frightened her.

JD slid off the bike and wrestled the helmet
off her head. She handed it to him. He took it from her without
taking his eyes off the cruiser, glaring with such intensity at
Officer Parker that she feared to speak to him. She stepped away,
glancing from the cruiser to Matthew, who suddenly snatched her
hand and turned his head ever so slightly, and grinned. “Thanks for
coming with me,” he said.

She nodded, casting wary glances at the
officer, and wondered why he was still parked there watching
them.

“Sure,” she replied.

“I’ll see you Monday.” He let go of her hand,
then backed the motorcycle up without taking his eyes off the
cruiser.

JD walked around the cruiser and glanced at
the officer who stared back at her. She climbed the steps to her
apartment and entered. After shutting and bolting the door, she
peeked through the window next to the door in time to see Matthew
peel away.

Officer Parker remained where he was for
several moments, engine idling. She couldn’t tell what he was
doing, nor why he remained.

 


***

 


As JD closed the door behind her, Matthew
flashed Officer Roy Parker an annoyed look, but the older man
leveled Matthew a flat stare.

“You’re walking a thin line, Matthew,” Roy
said softly, though Matthew could hear him plainly over the idling
engines of both the cruiser and the motorcycle.

“I know what I’m doing,” Matthew replied
evenly, “and I’d appreciate it if you and Nathan would show a
little faith.”

“You have less than a week,” Roy said.
Matthew’s eyes narrowed. He revved the engine and pulled away.
Wrong, Matthew thought, I have all eternity to enjoy this.


11 Sledgehammer

 


 


The first thing JD saw Monday morning when
she pulled into the parking lot of the schoolhouse was a huge,
white box the size of a big rig trailer blocking the spot where she
had posted signs for the contractors to park their vehicles. She
parked her car on the street, walked around the white box, and
found the delivery truck driver unhitching the trailer — her rented
office trailer.

“No, no, no,” she called out frantically,
hurrying over to him. He looked at her with mild disdain. It was
plainly evident that he wasn’t having a good Monday. But she didn’t
care. Her carefully laid-out parking plan was ruined if he took off
leaving the office trailer where it was.

“You can’t put it here,” she told him firmly.
“It’s blocking the contractors’ parking area. You have to put it
over there!” Her voice went up an octave. She stopped squeaking at
him and pointed firmly to the spot where she wanted it. The
delivery man scowled at her and without a word he turned around,
and started re-hitching the trailer up.

When he was finished, he climbed back into
the cab of his rig and called out, “Where you want it then?” as if
he hadn’t seen where she’d pointed. JD marched over to the spot at
the edge of the grassy field in front of the schoolhouse’s front
door. “Right here!” She threw out her arms to indicate the
area.

The truck driver moved the trailer around and
backed it into the correct location. As JD watched him go through
the whole process of unhitching it a second time, she heard a
pickup truck approach and turned to see who it was. A big, white
pickup pulled into the parking area and parked next to the office
trailer.

Matthew leaned out the window of his truck.
“Everything alright?”

“Just getting settled in,” she responded with
hardly a glance in his direction.

The sooner the trailer was installed, the
sooner she could get to work — well, almost. She still had to wait
for the rental furniture to be delivered, and the phone and
internet to be hooked up. The telecommunications company could only
offer dial up, so she had asked for three phone lines. “Wednesday,”
they said.

JD signed for the trailer, and when the truck
driver drove away, she noticed he had forgotten to install the
metal stairs to access the trailer.

“Wait!” she yelled and started to run after
the retreating backend of the delivery truck, waving her arms, but
to no avail. JD stopped halfway across the road and stomped her
foot in frustration. She gritted her teeth to resist the urge to
scream. Clenching her fists, she jogged back to the trailer to
figure out a solution to yet another problem. Matthew was standing
next to it, a bemused grin on his face.

“Forgot the stairs, huh?” he said with a
smirk.

She rolled her eyes. The floor of the office
trailer was four feet off the ground. She automatically reached for
her cell phone to call the rental company before she remembered
there was no service out here. Carrying her cell phone everywhere
she went was going to be a hard habit to break.

“Yes, but I’ll have that fixed in a bit,” she
said briskly. “What about you? What are you starting on?” She was
crisp and formal with him, as a project manager should be.

She had awarded the contract to him, and
pretty much everyone else that had showed up at the bid meeting.
There were only so many contractors to be found in Wayne County,
after all. The ink wasn’t even dry on Matthew’s contract before she
sighed with lament. It was going to be a long two weeks of
demolition while trying to be all business with Matthew.

Already she was beginning to falter, as he
cocked his head to the side, offering her a profile of his strong
jaw line, chiseled cheek bones, square chin and thick neck muscles
that merged handsomely with his broad shoulders. He reached up and
scratched at his chin, his tattooed bicep bulging.

“I suppose we just start gutting the place.”
He looked around casually, and then asked, “You got a dumpster
around here somewhere?”

Oh stink! JD dropped her head forward and
rubbed at the small headache forming at her left temple. She had
forgotten to order the dumpster.

“Don’t worry about it,” Matthew said lightly.
“I’ll just use my truck until you get a dumpster brought in.”

She nodded without looking up at him. “Fine,
fine,” she muttered, wondering what else could go wrong. She turned
and headed to her car. She would be working from her apartment
today.

“Hey,” he called after her. She stopped and
turned halfway towards him. “Don’t you want to see what’s in your
secret room first? See if ol’ Butch really did hide something in
there?” She froze. She had forgotten completely about that over the
weekend.

“I thought I’d start there,” he added.

“Okay,” she said tentatively, remembering
last week’s mysterious answering knock. She still wasn’t convinced
it had been anything other than some vagrant. But a tiny feeling
inside suggested it was something else entirely.

She walked back towards the schoolhouse as
Matthew loped over to his truck. He grabbed a hardhat out of the
cab and a huge sledgehammer from the back which he swung up to rest
on his shoulder.

For a moment, with the sun shining on his
face, framed against the green field to the south, he looked like a
warrior from a Greek or Roman myth. She caught herself gawking at
him, her heart kicking up a bit as warmth flooded through her and
made her knees feel wobbly. She quickly dismissed her physical
reaction to having skipped breakfast this morning due to the
anxiety of this being the first day of the actual renovation. She
watched him approach her, taking in his long, easy swagger, and the
way his bicep rippled as he balanced the massive hammer on his
shoulder.

At the schoolhouse threshold, he turned and
stopped her. “Your hardhat?” he said, motioning to her head.

“I left it at my apartment,” she said
regretfully. Her hardhat and her work boots, but she hadn’t planned
to go inside today. Matthew set his sledgehammer against the
doorframe and trotted back to his truck. He returned with a dented,
yellow hard hat and a pair of safety goggles. He waited for her to
put on the safety gear.

JD slid on the goggles and looked at the
hardhat dubiously before setting it on her head. The strap on the
back interfered with her hair bun, and no matter how she tried to
arrange it, the hardhat wouldn’t sit comfortably on her head.

Matthew stepped forward, took the hat from
her with one hand, reached around, and pulled the pin from her hair
bun, letting her copper locks fall about her shoulders. She gaped
at his boldness. With a pleased look on his face, he carefully set
the hardhat back on her head. He smiled with a wink and turned
away.

She reached back and scooping up her hair,
twisted it and tucked it under her jacket collar. She disliked
having her hair loose while on the job. It didn’t look professional
and called too much attention to the fact that she was a woman —
not that she wasn’t proud to be a woman. She just didn’t want her
womanliness to be a distraction. Although, Matthew’s manliness was
certainly distracting her. It’s not fair, she thought as she
followed him into the back room, hardly able to keep her eyes off
his back pockets.

“How about you take the first swing,” he
suggested, holding the sledgehammer out to her with one hand.

She was pleased with the notion that she
would be the one to officially start the renovation of this
beautiful schoolhouse, by busting a hole into a wall that was
nearly a hundred years old. She felt a thrill ripple through her as
she reached for the sledgehammer with her right hand.

As Matthew released his grip, she realized
the sledgehammer was a lot heavier than she had anticipated. She
had to quickly grab it with her other hand before it crashed to the
floor. Matthew chuckled and stepped around to stand behind her,
moving his arms around her.

“Here,” he said, “mind if I…” he left the
question hanging. JD realized he was waiting for her permission to
touch her. A strange thrill shot through her. She could feel his
breath on her neck, sense his body around her, and his arms to
either side of her. She felt a guilty sense of longing for him to
wrap those massive arms around her.

“Sure,” she said before she knew what she was
saying. He stepped closer, wrapping his large hands over hers,
guiding them into position on the handle.

“Grab it like this so you can get the most
momentum and power when you swing it.” She felt her breath seize as
he lingered with his arms around her, his mouth close to her ear.
She felt so small in his embrace. Her skin vibrated where it came
into contact with his body. He pulled the sledgehammer to one side
and let it swing forward gently, showing her the angle to strike
with.

“Hold tight,” he whispered, letting his hands
trail up her arms.

“I got it,” she said breathlessly, her heart
beating double time.

Matthew chuckled, as if he knew what his
close proximity was doing to her. He stepped away.

JD took a step closer to the wall, aiming for
dead center where she had discovered that hollow part and where the
knock had sounded. She steadied herself and drew a deep breath,
comforted that Matthew was standing nearby in case something jumped
out once she knocked a hole in the wall.

She gripped the hammer, swung it back and
then forward with all of her might. The sudden impact reverberated
up the handle of the sledgehammer and rattled her teeth. It was
like hitting concrete. The head of the hammer smashed into the wall
and got stuck. She couldn’t wrench it free.

Matthew stepped up, and with one hand,
grasped the handle, and yanked it free. The hole she had created
wasn’t very big. But it was a start. He offered her the
sledgehammer again.

“Thanks. I think that’s all I want to do,”
she said demurely, backing away.

Leaning the sledgehammer against his leg,
Matthew accepted the goggles she handed him. Then he hefted the
sledgehammer with both hands, positioned himself in front of the
wall, and turned his head toward her.

“Keep clear. I swing pretty hard.” Matthew
turned toward the wall, sized it up, and rolled his shoulders.

She crossed to the other side of the room and
put her back against the wall. Matthew swung the hammer back and
then slammed it against the wall. There was a resounding crack. The
concussion of the sledgehammer reverberated throughout the building
to the wall she was leaning against. She quickly ducked her head to
avoid bits of plaster and wood that rocketed in all directions.

Matthew lifted the hammer again, and with a
grunt, smashed it solidly into the growing hole. He worked with a
rhythm that quickly tore through the wall. He stopped after several
minutes and investigated the hole. Then he motioned her over.

She stepped cautiously toward him,
envisioning a room with bags of stolen gold spilled across the
floor, or the wretched remains of someone who had been locked
inside. The last thing she expected to find was another wall made
of very dark wood which appeared to have carvings all over it. But
it was difficult to tell what the carvings were with the plaster
stuck on it.

“Well, I’ll be damned,” Matthew said, and ran
his gloved fingers over the carvings. “What do you want me to do?”
It was obviously very old and very beautifully carved.

“Let’s save it if we can,” she told him. “I
don’t think it’s very wide. When I knocked on the wall last week,
it only seemed to be about three feet wide, like a door. Just start
over here and let’s see if it really is a door.”

Matthew gave her a disbelieving look. For a
moment, she thought he was going to refuse her request. He grinned
slowly and went back to work bashing away the rest of the wall.

The plaster was solid and did not crumble
away as easily as it had over the carvings. The shock of each
impact was deafening and her ears started to throb. Long moments
passed before Matthew staggered away from the wall, his back and
underarms drenched in sweat. He swiped at his forehead, which was
streaked with sweat and white plaster dust.

Taking one more swing at the wall, he punched
right through it. A gust of frigid wind whistled out, as if a
winter storm was contained inside. Not only was the air biting
cold, but the smell that wafted out with it was rank and stale and
full of dust. JD whirled about to face the wall and shuddered,
wrapping her arms around herself. Matthew threw an arm over his
face and backed away. When the wind died down, the heavier bits of
cobweb, dust balls, and plaster bits settled to the floor.

Matthew called her over to the hole again.
Together they crowded around the hole and peered inside. It was
pitch black inside.

“Step back,” Matthew said with a hint of
urgency. Matthew pulled a pocket flashlight out of his jeans and
clicked it on, nudging her out of the way so he could lean in and
have a look.

“It must be a door,” she whispered in awe.
She stepped closer to peer around him but couldn’t see much at all,
which was alarming. When Matthew’s flashlight swept over where the
floor should have been, there was nothing but blackness that seemed
to plunge forever into oblivion.

“Huh,” he grunted and leaned back. “That’s no
door,” he informed her. She could tell from where she stood that
the object seemed rather thick, probably twelve inches or so, but
when she stepped closer with the flashlight, she could see that it
was several feet thick — more like three feet thick — the space
between the two adjoining room.

“What is it?” JD asked, unable to comprehend
the purpose of the structure hidden between the walls.

“A box would be my guess,” Matthew said
taking the flashlight.

“A box?” JD frowned in confusion while she
mentally calculated its dimensions.

Matthew brushed away more of the plaster. “I
can’t think of what else it must be. Can you?”

JD shrugged. “No. But it’s rather tall,
nearly ten feet, I would guess. Like, maybe a coffin?” She gave
Matthew a wary look. “Do you think it’s a coffin?”

“Standing upright?”

“Oh. Probably not. But it looks really old.
Maybe older than this building,” JD mused.

Matthew gave her an exasperated look. “Who
cares? What’s important is what’s inside the box.”

“Do you really think there’s gold inside?” JD
asked, wide-eyed.

“Maybe,” Matthew said.

“Well, maybe we should open it right now,
don’t you think?” she asked.

“No,” he said quickly. “Look, for all we know
it’s structurally important, and I don’t dare mess with it until I
get the upper floor demolished. Once that’s gone, I’ll have a
better idea of how to open it.”

“Oh,” JD said. She hadn’t considered that at
all, and it seemed to make perfect sense.

“I’m just going to throw a tarp over the
opening and save this for last. This may take a little longer than
the eight days I promised you.” He looked at her
apologetically.

“How much longer?”

“An extra two days.”

She closed her eyes. The actual renovation
was less than an hour old and already she had to use two of her
fourteen contingency days. “Fine,” she sighed. She reached out to
touch the surface of the box, but Matthew caught her hand before
she could make contact.

“I wouldn’t if I were you,” he said, deadly
serious. She was shocked by the intense, fierce look in his eyes,
then it melted away and he smiled. “I mean, you should let me get
back to work.”

JD nodded and turned to leave. She was
outside, headed for her car, before she realized what she was
doing. Stopping, she turned and looked behind her as the hammering
continued. How odd that she had just willingly left so quickly like
that, like she was in a daze. JD shook off whatever it was that had
come over her and returned to her apartment to begin the day’s
work.

 


***

 


“So, how was the first day of the project?”
Missy asked. JD reclined on the sofa with her legs across the
narrow coffee table and a bag of pretzels in her lap, the phone
tucked between her shoulder and cheek.

“Interesting,” JD replied slowly.

“Yeah?”

JD crunched a pretzel, wondering if she
should tell Missy about the box. Maybe not yet, she decided, not
until it was opened.

“I hired him.”

“The cowboy?”

“Yeah, he was the only one who showed up to
do demo, so I had to.” JD smiled to herself.

“Ooh, that’s too bad,” Missy pouted and
giggled. “I didn’t see his paperwork come in though. He must really
be a distraction. You haven’t sent in his W-9, or his backgrounds
yet.”

“Huh.” JD frowned. “I thought I sent it last
week. I’ll check tomorrow. How are things with you?”

“Yucky,” Missy’s voice dropped a level.

“What’s up?”

“Broke up with Skyler. Jerk. He reconciled
with his ex.” Missy sighed, and JD could hear tapping on the other
end.

“I’m sorry, Missy. That stinks. Are you
online?”

“Oh, yeah. Just a sec. I’ve got to send a
message to Elaine and tell her the party has been cancelled,” Missy
responded distractedly. JD rolled her eyes. Missy was ever the
multi-tasker.

“What party?”

“The surprise birthday party for Skyler.
Sorry, I didn’t invite you; I figured you wouldn’t come anyway,”
Missy said, sounding like she was paying her full attention to JD
now.

“That’s alright. Doesn’t look like I’ll be
getting out of here until after the project is complete.” JD popped
another pretzel in her mouth and leaned forward to grab her soda
off the coffee table. She was too tired to heat up a TV dinner for
herself tonight. Pretzels and soda would have to do. She’d make up
for it by eating a healthy breakfast in the morning.

“What? You’re not coming back for
Thanksgiving or Christmas?” Missy sounded shocked.

“Maybe. I don’t know yet. Gramps is going to
be working as usual, and you have your family. So, maybe I’ll just
hang out in Torrey and see what they do here,” she replied.
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