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Prologue

At 5:45 a.m. on a Tuesday in early April, twelve marine 
biology grad students huddle on a dock in San Pedro 

Harbor with their professor, Dr. Anthony Kohout. Kohout 
is still handsome in his mid-fifties with thick, silver streaked 
hair and a 1970s newsroom mustache. Of late, however, his 
reputation as a renowned shark researcher has been eclipsed 
by his own predatory exploits. That most of the graduate 
students selected for this prestigious program are female 
comes as a surprise to no one.

Their destination is Catalina Island. There the students 
will begin several weeks of study with Dr. Kohout and a few 
doctoral candidates working on sea level rise who have been 
on site since early winter. As they wait to board The Walrus,  
the captain gives a lengthy safety talk and tells them that 
before the boat’s conversion to a research vessel it belonged 
to a commercial fisherman who’d moonlighted as a carpenter. 
Only one student gets the joke and attempts to explain it to 
the others but quickly gives up when the boat’s exhaust hits 
her. She downs a Dramamine with a sip of black coffee, and 
gags.

In recent months, unusual animals have been spotted in 
the near coastal waters of Southern California, swimming 
in on unseasonably warm currents. Of particular interest to 
Kohout’s team is the diversity of shark species appearing in 
new places, sounding the alarm at swimming and surfing spots 
previously considered safe from apex predators by a massively 
uninformed public. And, as everyone knows, Kohout is getting 
a little under the table funding from the good scientists of 
Shark Week.
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The students, Dr. Kohout, and an underwater photographer 
named Tiffany board the boat with their gear and equipment. 
The captain follows a juvenile blue shark for a while as they 
make their way slowly out of the busy harbor. Tiffany has 
been asked to come along to take pictures for the upcoming 
issue of the alumni magazine. While The Walrus idles in a 
line of boats, she suits up and dives in hopes of capturing a 
good cover shot. She floats at the threshold of an unknowable, 
abyssal dimension while the blue slowly circles.

At a depth of about eight feet, the shark turns towards 
her and freezes, suspended in the still, dark water, as if posing 
for the camera. Reflected in its steely eye is the sublime 
indifference of the underwater world to the whole of human 
life and suffering on land. She takes her shot just a split second 
before a large fish darts across the shifting light, startling the 
shark.

As Tiffany will later tell the reporters, precisely at the 
moment that the shark races off, something else catches her 
attention - an object half-buried in the sand, glass bottle-
green, and glinting in the weak, penetrating rays of the sun.

Tiffany dives back down without saying a word to anyone, 
forcing the captain to idle in a narrow channel. When she 
resurfaces, Dr. Kohout leans over the railing to extend a hand 
but stops short. Dazzled by both the emerald brilliance and the 
impossible discovery of what dangles in the photographer’s 
free hand - a treasure he relieves her of immediately - Kohout 
is the only one on board The Walrus to miss the juvenile great 
white that brushes against Tiffany’s fin as she waits on the 
bottom rung of the ladder to ascend.
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1.

A Stoop With a View

Mid-May. Somewhere in a small, picturesque hamlet 
nestled snugly in the Northern California Wine 

County, Rachel Fischer-Alvarez, forty-five, stands barefooted 
on the front stoop, soaking up rays of sunlight that filter 
through a half-dead mulberry. Having dropped the kids off, 
washed a sink full of dishes, made the beds, showered (barely), 
fed and walked the dog, wiped down the toilet seats, fed the 
much anticipated cat (missing three weeks now), disposed of 
the science projects in the refrigerator, and answered emails 
all by nine a.m., the rest of Rachel’s day is an Odyssey. 

The stoop is Rachel’s favorite spot. Unlike proper urban 
stoops, this one does not project outward onto a vibrant, living 
theater of a neighborhood. It is more of a dressing room than 
a stage. Since neither she nor her husband Rob has bothered 
to prune the privet hedge for at least a decade, she can now 
sit on the stoop in her pajamas, camouflaged in the foliage 
like a hen duck.

The climbing roses have grown so heavy that she fears 
the supporting trellis might come down and leave the front 
of her house naked before the world, exposing its shameless 
architectural origins to every passerby. Years ago, the bare 
winter vines were discovered by roof rats that to this day use 
the horizontal branches as a kind of rodent mass transit system, 
connecting the adjacent field with the warm sanctuary of 
the Alvarez attic. The creeping roots of time and neglect are 
reclaiming the crumbling steps of her temple before her very 
eyes. And yet, there is some beauty in this decay.
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The house itself is a rancher, built on spec sometime during 
the late 1970s on a quarter-acre of adobe clay – an artifact of 
a bygone era when the townspeople of the valley had made 
a living in the fields and vineyards instead of pimping virtual 
reality wine country living. Rachel, who’s had as many low-
paying service industry jobs as anyone, understands perfectly 
well that this bucolic postcard is made possible by an invisible, 
systematically exploited, gratuity-dependent labor force who 
live in collective dread of tourists from Alberta; there is only 
so much a Californian can say to an Albertan before the 
topic of hockey comes up, and only so much small talk one 
is inclined to make in a tasting room or spa without even the 
smallest hope of a tip.

Prior to the development of Buckeye Creek Estates, the 
fifty-acre subdivision that surrounds the Alvarez house was 
a turkey farm that endured a brief conversion to an artist’s 
colony where colonists used the coops as studios. The parties 
that took place at “The Farm” are still talked about in certain 
circles.

Rachel and Rob were already living in their house 
when Buckeye Creek Estates, now referred to as “the Estates,” 
exploded around them overnight into two sprawling tracts 
of homes distinguishable only by their names – the “Merlot” 
model, the “Chardonnay” model, and the “Zinfandel” 
model.The Estates are more of a geometry problem than a 
neighborhood; the houses remind Rachel of Happy Meals. As 
soon as Rachel and Rob discovered Rachel was pregnant with 
their twins, Charlie and Juno, now six and a half, they began 
plans for a second story addition. This undertaking lasted 
two years and eventually became a poorly ventilated master 
bedroom and a bathroom.  Originally a two bedroom, the 
five of them had been living on top of each other. The added 
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bedroom helped until the two eldest, Miranda and Beatrice, 
reached their teens. After sharing one of the downstairs rooms 
with the twins for five torturous years, Oliver, now nine, finally 
moved into tiny alcove in the kitchen that houses the washer 
and dryer. Miranda and Beatrice share the downstairs bedroom 
but Miranda has initiated room swapping negotiations with 
Oliver, whom she bribes with contraband TV shows and her 
fickle affection. 

The entire Buckeye Creek Estates tract drains out onto 
a fifty-foot long section of asphalt in front of Rachel’s house 
where, in the depression between the driveway and asphalt, a 
seasonal wetland springs to life when it rains, habitat for a rare 
hybrid species of condom wrappers and Jiffy Lube coupons. 
Rachel is thankful that none of her children have contracted 
any of the dormant plagues incubating in this fetid little 
pond. Rachel’s husband Rob has been known, on occasion, 
to pour diluted pool chlorine into the water, right next to 
the hand-stenciled sidewalk sign that reads “No Dumping, 
Drains to Creek.” This is an act of ecological warfare that 
might otherwise enrage Rachel if it weren’t for the fact that 
the creek is already a dead zone, contaminated by vineyard 
runoff that has killed everything but the Norwegian rats – 
an invasive species with a population approaching biblical 
proportions following County budget cuts. 

So much for Paradise.
Rachel often fantasizes about living in a Buckeye Creek 

Estates home. She admits this to no one. She imagines the 
luxury of having toilets that don’t sing, and counter tops made 
of tile or granite, not Formica. She likes the palette of the 
Estates, too – slate grey, taupe, and a spectrum of farmhouse 
whites with vibrant colored doors.  The original green on 
the Alvarez siding has faded to a shade Rachel calls “day-old 
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guacamole,” adding to the Poltergeisty feeling she gets when 
she drives up. When seen from across the street, the second 
story addition lists slightly to the left like the top layer of a 
wedding cake melting in the sun. The entire frame of the 
house shakes whenever the door slams, but with two teenage 
girls going in and out, she is used to all the slamming by now.

Also occupying space on the stoop this morning are two 
newspapers – the local Sun and the San Francisco Chronicle; she’s 
never subscribed to the latter but it arrives daily nonetheless. 
She learns that large tracts of land are subsiding in the Central 
Valley beneath the almond orchards as groundwater is sucked 
from the aquifers. Sacramento politicians vote for tunnels to 
divert water from life-giving rivers of Northern California 
to irrigate industrial Central Valley farms and to satisfy the 
unquenchable thirst of Southern California. In a special 
report, the dismissal of the San Francisco Bay and Estuary by 
big ag lobbyists as a barren wasteland hastens the death throes 
of a vastly distributed food chain. 

And still, the rain never comes. 
April, the cruelest month, brought a few brief showers to 

the wine country, but these wet sneezes were scarcely enough 
to settle the dust during the fourth year of the worst drought 
on record. From November to March, storm systems piled 
up like a train wreck in the western Pacific, dumping rain 
over the vast expanses of ocean and depriving the Golden 
State of the freshwater that developers have relied on in their 
quest to subdivide every inch of land into a Radiant City of 
self-storage facilities, big box centers, and corporate campuses. 

In the local paper, the writer of an Op-Ed calls a new 
tract housing development in the valley “Pandæmonium,” an 
allusion to the capital city of Milton’s Hell because it too had 
been “built in an hour by demons.” 
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The long range forecast remains grim. Grape growers 
keep their heads down, hoping nobody will notice the 
devastation of oak grasslands and forested hillsides to make 
room for vineyards on a scale to rival Isengard. They hope 
nobody will notice how the world’s appetite for cheap 
chardonnay continues to deflect public scrutiny while these 
same vineyards create subterranean lunarscapes. But Rachel 
notices, or used to notice until recently, when she stopped 
paying attention. She has wearied of her role as Chicken Little. 
What use is there of sounding the alarm when the sky will 
never stop falling? Still, that someone else is writing about it 
is reassuring.

News aside, Rachel has more important issues to contend 
with. For example, over the winter when the rains didn’t come, 
she put on eleven pounds, mostly from vanilla pudding cups. 
Plus, she is approaching an event horizon of housework and 
self-improvement goals put on indefinite hold while raising 
five children that refuse to be raised. The succession of too 
many warm sunny days and all this chronic enthusiasm for 
growth and expansion is unnerving.  

Rachel thinks wistfully of spring rain, of the metallic smell 
of droplets on sun-heated asphalt. Rain used to be an excuse 
to retreat from the world for a while, to deprogram herself 
from the cult of busy.  She is reminded by working mommies 
in “Livin’ the Dream” t-shirts and LuluLemon yoga tights that, 
as an unemployed stay-at-home mother, Rachel truly has no 
idea what “busy” is. Her kind of busy doesn’t count, maybe 
because it is self-inflicted and evokes scenes of poverty and 
squalor in their collective imaginations, much like the scene 
inside the house she is ignoring right now.

Today the sky is monotonously blue, a pastel backdrop 
for billowing white clouds that bounce like empty thought 
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bubbles from the coast to Livermore. Spring has formally 
arrived in the valley, carrying in its breezy tresses every 
airborne allergen known to man, the scent of rotting cow 
manure, and a host of spores liberated from the desiccated 
soil by sudden, powerful gusts of wind that race across the 
lowlands from San Pablo Bay. And by the time the wind 
stops in early summer, thousands of landscaping crews will 
descend upon the yards and neighborhood parks like a swarm 
of human hornets, blowing, blasting, and drying out the roots 
and topsoil to make sure the dust never settles on Vallejo’s 
grave. In fact, Rachel hears one now.

Across the street, a man with a leaf blower blasts a few 
spent blossoms from one side of the sidewalk to the other, 
driving the birds and the bees towards rapid local extinction 
in his path. Rachel puts her hands over her ears.

“It’s a tool,” says Rob, appearing in the doorway. “It saves 
time.”

“It’s a phallic kazoo,” said Rachel. “Why do you think 
women never touch them?”

“They have a higher tolerance for disorder?” Rob 
disappears into the garage – the Den of Chaos itself.

At least a quarter-hour passes as Rachel watches the bees 
buzz around the flowering Forget-me-nots. She hears the 
television, still blaring in the living room, forgotten in the 
morning rush. Without even looking, Rachel knows that at 
least one of the twins, Juno or Charlie, left traces of their 
breakfast on the couch pillows, perhaps maple syrup, peanut 
butter or the viscous tracks of a runny nose. She knows that 
piles of wet towels cover the bathroom floor, baseball pants 
and banana peels are hidden under Oliver’s bed, Methane, 
their geriatric black lab, has definitely pooped in the backyard 
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because Miranda, the eldest, didn’t walk him before school, 
just like she never does, the bathroom counters are covered 
in toothpaste guano, and Beatrice can’t find her retainers. 
Lastly, Mephisto-the-Missing-Cat has probably been eaten by 
a coyote, but nobody wants to say this out loud, or not yet 
anyway.

She sits down on the stoop with her knees tucked up 
under her chin to nurse the last sips of her lukewarm coffee 
and cherish this rare moment of silence. Inevitably, she stares at 
her feet; her heels are cracked and the toenail polish chipped. 
Like everything else in her life, her feet are in dire need of her 
attention. At this rate she will never reach Ithaca.
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2.

Sabbatical

Professor Colin James Penley stands at the window of his 
office on the second story of a building where the English 

Department of a small, private Peninsula college shares a 
floor, begrudgingly, with the Digital Humanities Department. 
From his window he looks down onto a small quadrant of 
asphalt where electric carts used by parking enforcement to 
ticket students and faculty without permits are parked. Below, 
two men smoke, conversing in short words, while another 
changes a tire. From this vantage point, Colin can see the 
spattering of pigeon droppings that cover the canvas roofs of 
the carts. He has accrued so many parking tickets and fines 
in the last year that he doubts he will ever travel abroad again. 
For a moment he considers dropping a brick into the middle 
of this sordid little black market.

With some effort Colin opens the window, liberating 
flakes of ancient lead paint. As the cool outside air rushes in, 
it carries with it a sweet, earthy scent that reminds him of 
parsnips. Though his aunt grew parsnips on her farm in the 
English countryside – a place where Colin spent most of his 
boyhood summers – he doesn’t remember ever eating one. 
They have something to do with soup.

A dense blanket of morning fog hovers over campus.  
Natives of Northern California, Colin has observed, like to 
comment on how typical the foggy weather is for late spring. 
But where he lives, just south of San Francisco, fog is eternal. 
He never imagined how so much greyness, that “least fleshy of 
all weathers,” if one asks Fitzgerald, and so few do these days, 
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could affect a person. Like names on paint swatches, Colin 
categorizes the greys according to their respective intensities. 
There is My God! Is it really mid-morning? Grey, Ominous Noon 
Grey, Serial Killer Below the Streetlights Grey, which contains 
undertones of puce, and his favorite, the putty grey of wet 
cement he calls Grey Matter. After too many afternoons with 
no sunrises or sunsets, the grey dullness of the deadly fog has 
settled over his mind, paralyzing his creative impulses. Gallows 
Grey.

Colin’s internist suggested he suffered from Seasonal 
Affective Disorder, a condition brought on by a lack of multi-
spectrum light over long periods of time that leads to muscle 
fatigue, diminished mental clarity, and general malaise. For 
Colin, the disorder is caused by the very absence of seasons 
themselves. The fluttering of plum and apple blossoms on the 
breeze is wasted against this monochrome curtain of light. 
There can be no “Glory be to God for dappled things” where 
shadows have such weak edges.

Conveniently, Colin blames the fog for the sudden 
disappearance of his muse. Vanishing Calliope Grey. And bad 
weather is, after all, why he’d left New England. Irony Grey.

A figure in a window across the way in the History 
Department offices catches Colin’s attention. A woman, lost 
in thought, leans against a wall by the window, holding a 
ceramic mug. She has long, straight, chestnut hair that she 
parts in the middle, and she wears silver hoop earrings and a 
dark turtleneck sweater. She has that certain melancholy gaze 
that he finds irresistible in women her age, or, about half his 
age.

The radiator in Colin’s office comes to life, rattling and 
hissing, breaking the spell of silence. It is an oddly comforting 
sound. Coastal Californians, says his colleague Philip, are 
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delusional about weather and therefore don’t understand 
central heating. Colin has been cold for nineteen years. And 
how long has he been searching through the warped glass of 
his window for someone to appear?  And do people really need 
four $100 multi-spectrum light bulbs and generic Prozac as 
an antidote to SAD? There must be places – sunny, equatorial 
islands - where this disorder does not exist. Tahiti, for example, 
might prove a remedy for SAD. Or Scotch, Colin thinks. One 
doesn’t need a passport to drink.

He takes the elevator downstairs to a poorly lit hallway 
and inserts some quarters in a vending machine that hiccups 
and gurgles before dispensing a cup of scalding brown liquid 
mislabeled as coffee. He burns one of his fingers, and then 
trudges back upstairs to formally begin his sabbatical. For the 
upcoming academic year, a PhD candidate will not only be 
taking over Colin’s classes, but will occupy his office where, 
given his slave wages, he will also likely live if he can avoid 
being caught by a campus police force too busy ticketing the 
cars of adjunct faculty to notice most of them are starving.

The next hour is spent pulling books off shelves and 
packing them into cardboard boxes. Some of the books are 
mildewed and Colin decides to throw them out, as much 
as this pains him. Soon he stops labeling the boxes because 
he realizes he no longer cares what’s in them. A boom box 
 – a technological relic he uses to hold down a coffee-stained 
stack of essays he has yet to return – rests unevenly atop a 
metal filing cabinet that hides a mini-bar. He tries to find a 
decent radio station but it is all country and auto-tuned pop. 
He takes down the “Professor C. J. Penley” plaque that hangs 
over the in-box outside his office and sings to himself instead. 
Someone, a student perhaps, recently scribbled the words 

“knight errant” under his name, and someone else crossed that 
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out and wrote “errant knave.” He decides to keep the plaque.
Colin is cleaning his glasses with his handkerchief when 

his friend and colleague, Professor Philip Atwater,  the Eeyore 
of the English Department’s One Hundred-Acre Wood, 
materializes in the doorway.

“It’s Friday, Phillip. Aren’t you supposed to be at cooking 
classes with Sandra?” Colin asks without looking up from his 
dusting. Sandra is Phillip’s wife but Colin knows Phillip rarely 
sees her because her vegan cookbook career has recently 
taken off.

“It’s not easy being married to a test kitchen.” Phillip 
looks around the office, dismayed at the disarray. “Anyway 
I’m skipping. She’s doing peppers and eggplants today. I don’t 
do deadly nightshades. They make my throat itch.” Phillip 
picks up a book on forensic entomology Colin ordered from 
Amazon. “Of Maggots and Men? I thought you were done with 
crime fiction. And anyway, the wine country – that seems 
more Pynchon than Chandler.”

“I disagree. Corporate wineries are nothing if not 
organized crime rings.”

“So what about your old widow sleuth, Mrs. Burgess? 
How are you going to move her from Sussex to Rohnert 
Park?”

“You have a point. She would never make it in the States. 
I guess I’m going to have to get rid of  her.”

Philip is the only one in the department that knows Colin 
is none other than the famous cozy mystery writer Martina 
Cornish, or at least Colin thinks nobody else knows. Colin is 
still baffled by how successful these cozy mysteries are, despite 
the fact that he conceived the real Martina Cornish as a shut-
in with halitosis, a goiter, and no fewer than thirteen cats. 
Set in a quaint English country village, his Cornish mysteries 
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feature a cantankerous widow named Mrs. Audrey Burgess 
who, despite a tiny schnapps problem, has a keen instinct for 
solving country crimes. Mrs. Burgess was conceived during 
a period of intense discord between Katherine and him, and 
he had intentionally written Burgess as a bitter, moralizing 
scold. Cornish’s readers love her; Burgess is not only his bread 
and butter but also the only reason he was able to buy out 
Katherine’s half of their little wine country cottage. But lately 
Cornish has been unable to write a word. The cat, it seems, 
has her tongue.

Colin tosses a cheap paperback copy of Gulliver’s Travels 
to Philip, who fumbles with the book and finally catches 
it between both hands, sending up a puff of powdery dust 
towards his nostrils. “I always hated that book,” says Colin. 

“Katherine used to say Gulliver reminded her of me — full of 
tall tales and gone most of the time. Keep it.”

Phillip says, “I’ve had enough of Swift. My students think 
Swift’s Yahoos were named after an Internet portal.” Colin 
lights a cigar he’s been saving and stands by the window to 
avoid triggering the smoke alarm. Phillip sneezes, tosses the 
book in the wastebasket. His eyes are watering from the dust 
and now the smoke. He says to Colin, “I thought you gave 
up cigars.” Colin shrugs. Phillip makes gestures to show how 
obviously bothered he is by the smoke but he won’t come out 
and say anything directly because Phillip is a true Californian. 

“You know we’re a tobacco-free campus,” is what he offers 
instead. Colin ignores him and puffs on his cigar. 

Phillip opens a window and fans out the smoke with 
a few ungraded essays. He changes the subject. “What are 
you going to do, Colin? Is there a woman? There’s always a 
woman.” 

Colin considers the question. “First, I am going to put in a 
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proper garden. Then I will finish writing my new book.”
“Right. Your book.” 
“There is no woman, sorry to say,” says Colin, who feels 

suddenly alone and rudderless in a world he can no longer 
navigate. And he is worried about his son.

As if by telepathy, Phillip asks, “Have you heard from Sam?” 
Phillip pro-actively winces, as if to minimize the inevitable 
impact of the question. Colin takes another drag off his cigar 
and shakes his head. 

“No. Not lately. I think he’s working as a waiter and doing 
auditions.”

As the only true friend Colin has at the university, Philip 
stood by when Katherine left. Phillip listened when Colin’s 
only son, Sam, took up with one radical group after another 
and then dropped out of Cal to move to LA to find work as 
an actor and then ended up as a barista. And Phillip, who has 
no children, always praised Sam for staying true to himself. 
Colin has no idea what this means. He sees something in Sam 
that Colin does not or cannot. They both know that college 
grads with crippling debts aren’t landing jobs with salaries 
sufficient to pay them off – this comes up often at department 
meetings. But knowing this does little to ease the worry of a 
father for his son’s future.

They fall into gloomy silence, as if their conversation 
has tripped off the sidewalk and fallen into a manhole. One 
thing Colin has learned in his adopted country is that one 
can always change the subject to baseball, a subject about 
which everyone has an opinion. “Did you get Giants tickets 
this year?”

“No, I’ve already taken out a second mortgage, thank you.” 
Phillip pauses to consider his next move. “You’re standing in 
wet cement, you know. If you don’t keep moving at our age, 



24 | LISA SUMMERS

the ground freezes up around you.” Colin nods in agreement. 
“So tell me about your book.” Philip is ringing all the alarm 
bells today. He knows perfectly well that Colin hasn’t written 
a word.

“My muse has abandoned me.” Colin replies, emptying 
some change, some nail clippers, and a parking ticket from 
the pocket of his coat. “Oops. Forgot to pay that one too.”

“They’ll hunt you down and garnish your wages, you 
know.”

“Good thing I won’t have any, then,” says Colin. “You 
know what Bette Davis said?”

“What?” asks Phillip? “Oh wait. I’d love to kiss you, but I 
just washed my car.”

“What? No. It’s not car, it’s ‘I just washed my hair.’ Anyway, 
it was‘Attempt the impossible in order to improve your work.’”

“It’s already a bad sign that you’re quoting Bette Davis. 
The Brits were never kind to her.”

“No, they were downright brutal.” Colin removes an 
opened bottle of scotch from his secret mini-bar. “Drink?” 
He puts out his cigar on the windowsill and sets two glasses 
on his desk. With the other side of his dusty handkerchief he 
wipes out the glasses and pours a little scotch into one, hands 
it to Phillip, and then fills the other.

“A toast,” says Colin. “To the Giants and Lilliputians.”
“A toast!” Phillip takes a sip and then swallows the contents 

of the glass in one gulp, gasping from the sting of the scotch. 
Almost at once he breaks out in large red blotches and starts 
to scratch at his throat.

Colin polishes off his scotch.
“I’m only fifty minutes over the bridge, Phil. Come visit 

with Sandra. Some sun would do you good.”
Colin hears footsteps outside in the hallway. Someone 
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slides a newspaper article under his door and scuttles off. 
“What’s that?” asks Philip.
Colin unfolds the newspaper, and reads the headline. 

“Forgery of Green Tara Found in San Pedro Harbor.” His 
hands are shaking. “It says that a forgery was found in the San 
Pedro Harbor last month and that experts believe there had 
been a double heist.”

Few knew about Colin’s first failed novel Dark Green Star, 
with the exception of a thirty-two-year-old single mother 
named Gina with whom Colin had become intimately 
acquainted during a University Extension night course.

“I guess you were right,” says Phillip.
“About what?”
“About the double heist. You said as much in your book. 

Did they mention it?”
“As you might recall, Dark Green Star died like a slug in 

the Sahara. It’s out of print, I believe. In fact, as a writer of 
true crime, I can say with some authority that it killed me, 
which is why I’ve been reborn as Martina Cornish.”

“Maybe you’ll find a new muse.” Colin knows that Phillip 
only wishes to console him. 

“She’s out there,” Colin replies without conviction. “I just 
need to find her.”

“Or the necklace,” says Philip in his wry way.
“Yes,” says Colin. “That would be better than a muse.”

A few hours later, Colin stands in a daze on a strip of 
dead grass in the faculty parking lot, holding a small box of 
personal belongings, including his last four copies of Dark 
Green Star, and he is asking himself how he came to arrive in 
this moment.  The rest of his things he gave away or dumped 
or put in a storage locker he may never return to. He glances 
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up at the building where his office will be waiting if his 
efforts fail. He walks towards his car – a gold Toyota Camry 
left to him by Katherine, who took the Volvo and the dog 
and all of their son’s love and respect. He likes the Camry; it’s 
anonymous, although not quite invisible. On the dashboard is 
yet another parking ticket.

On his way out, Colin stops to check the mailbox in his 
apartment complex. The building, ten stories high, always 
triggers an Orwellian kind of fear in him. Buildings with 
so many rooms and stories can so easily be re-purposed for 
human containment. He shudders a little, thinking about how 
many years he’s lived there, trapped in a box. 

Cellblock Grey.
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3.

The Good People of Buckeye Creek Estates

Despite her best intentions, Rachel is still on the stoop. At 
least a half-hour more passes while she watches the bees 

buzz about the blooming lavender. 
Rachel knows that she cannot dig herself out of seventeen 

years of routine with the same shovel she used to dig the 
hole, especially since the hole is now backfilled, and buried 
under layers of sediment deposited in the effluvium of time 
upon her will to dig. So she remains on her stoop, a suburban 
Hamadryad, observing the plump brown towhee scratching 
in the leaf litter, reminding her that she’s committed to start 
a diet.

A flash of movement beyond the privet catches her eye. 
It’s her neighbor, Mr. Pancho Tulare, starting his day across the 
street. He lives in the only other house in the neighborhood 
to survive Buckeye Creek Estates. Mr. Tulare’s rancher is more 
of a bunker; if the Estates are an invading army, Mr. Tulare’s 
property is a walled city. A thick hedge of oleander marks a 
perimeter of defense around his half-acre, reinforced by an 
electrified barbed wire fence. He is a veteran of some war but 
Rachel is never entirely sure which one.

Mr. Tulare’s arch rival Glorya Minderhoff lives in the first 
of the Buckeye Creek houses – formerly the sales office - two 
houses over. They rarely speak to each other ever since Glorya 
insisted on parking her white Escalade, which she uses for her 
real estate business, in front of his house on his personal plot 
of asphalt where it leaks puddles of coolant. 

Rachel takes a perverse joy in observing their tense 
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interactions. Since the local madwoman “Crazypants” McGee 
was carted off a few months back, the neighborhood is now 
downright boring. Over the years Rachel has come to think 
of Mr. Tulare as an odd sort of radical. He rides a retrofitted 
delivery trike, being too cheap to fill the gas tank of his vintage 
1972 baby blue, black-vinyl-topped Ford Thunderbird, and 
too afraid of increasing the reading on the odometer when 
the time comes to liquidate his estate. Mr. Tulare uses a 
clothesline and teaches classes on trapping gophers and moles 
through the local extension program. He cultivates rare and 
exotic plants, but Rachel has yet to see what’s growing inside 
his greenhouse. Rumors, however, abound.

Also, Mr. Tulare has a vegetable garden that supplies all 
the deserving neighbors with luscious heirloom tomatoes, 
pole beans and varieties of summer squashes, with the single 
exception being Glorya Minderhoff, who wants nothing 
more than to raze both Rachel’s and Mr. Tulare’s houses to 
the ground to make room for more wine country living. Mr. 
Tulare also keeps a shotgun and a poster of Hayduke in his 
garage, along with a collection of vintage American flags.

This morning Mr. Tulare’s bounty hunter instincts alert 
him to Rachel’s presence. He looks up from pumping his 
bicycle tires and sniffs the air, then turns towards Rachel’s 
house and spots her hiding behind the privet. She feels a 
twinge of shame, like she’s been caught peeing in the bushes.

“I put in the Black Krims yesterday!” He calls out.
“Can’t wait!” Rachel calls back, pretending she knows he 

knows she’s been watching him.
Mr. Tulare shouts back. “I got a thing to show you!” She 

is not fit to be seen in public and has no desire to move from 
her spot on the stoop, but she knows also that it’s pointless to 
argue with someone from the Texas Panhandle who is also 
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nearly deaf.
“Be right over.” She goes inside and throws on a pair of 

sweatpants she keeps on a hook by the front door for such 
emergencies and walks across the street.

A lean grey cat drops down from a neighbor’s fence and 
saunters defiantly across Mr. Tulare’s lawn. Rachel immediately 
identifies the cat as Tigerlily, Glorya’s Siamese demon. Glorya 
gave the cat to her daughter, Chelsea or Kelsey or Kylie - 
Rachel can never remember her name – after a Peter Pan 
casting fiasco during junior high school. From what Rachel 
can remember – and she heard the story so many times – 
Glorya’s daughter had wanted the part of Wendy but was given 
the role of Nana. After Kylie-Kelsey-Chelsea grew bored of 
the cat, Glorya never let it inside again as her husband, Mr. 
Minderhoff – whom Mr. Tulare calls “Seldom Seen” – is 
allergic. Plus, the cat shredded Glorya’s Shabby Chic couch 
until the stuffing came out, which Rachel always thought was 
the point of Shabby Chic. That Tigerlily is male seems only 
fitting.

Mr. Tulare’s beef with Tigerlily is altogether different; the 
cat is the suspected defiler of all vegetable gardens in a two-
mile radius not protected by an electrified, barbed wire fence. 
Mr. Tulare once attempted to solve his Tigerlily problem by 
fostering a bull terrier he re-named Glorya –  a dog that, 
coincidentally or not, only ate cat food. Glorya refused to be 
house-trained so Mr. Tulare sent her back for re-assignment. 
The one and only thing Mr. Tulare, Rachel, and all the other 
neighbors have in common, including the rich, eccentric 
widow Ms. Joan Stephens (for whom Rachel has a deep 
affection), along with her four West Highland Terriers (all 
named Shirley), is their mutual hatred of Tigerlily. 

“A common nemesis is a unifying force,” is Mr. Tulare’s 
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motto.
Rachel stands barefoot on the sidewalk. Mr. Tulare looks 

at her outfit. 
“Escape from rehab?”
“Yes. It’s visiting day.
“Excuse me one minute if you don’t mind,” he says politely. 

He goes around the house to get his hose. “I special-ordered 
this nozzle to keep that devil from ruining my spinach. It’s a 
Japanese heirloom variety and I intend to eat every leaf.” Mr. 
Tulare shows Rachel a horticultural weapon. “Ain’t it a thang 
of beauty?”

“Is that a nozzle? It looks like a silencer,” says Rachel, half-
joking.

“That’s the point,” says Tulare,who is not joking at all.
Mr. Tulare aims the hose at Tigerlily. The cat reacts by 

sitting down in a patch of sunshine on Mr. Tulare’s lawn to 
lick his phantom balls. Mr. Tulare is completely appalled, his 
mouth agape, clearly caught off guard by the cat’s audacity. 
They both jump at the sound of screeching tires. Glorya’s 
white Escalade tears around the corner. Glorya jumps out of 
the car, marches up the sidewalk, falls off one of her heels but 
keeps marching like a wounded cadet. Swearing under her 
breath, Glorya glares at Mr. Tulare, grabs the cat, and attempts 
to make a dramatic exit.

Tigerlily, however, has different ideas. It sinks its claws into 
a wooden fence post, clings like a sailor to a mast during 
a squall, and then takes a swipe at Glorya’s face when she 
attempts to pry its claws loose.

“Good morning, Rachel,” says Glorya, never taking her 
eyes off Mr. Tulare.

“Keep that pest out of my raised beds!” Mr. Tulare smiles. 
Glorya stomps back to her Escalade, throws the cat in ahead 
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of her, and peels out. Rachel harbors a secret, shameful envy 
of Glorya’s Escalade – new and white and climate controlled 
– even though she knows Glorya uses it for selling houses in 
foreclosure. Rachel can almost smell the “new.”

Mr. Tulare chuckles. “She tells me cats are ‘free roaming’ 
pets. I hope it won’t mind free roaming at the bottom of the 
slough.”

“Well, maybe the cat got the message,” says Rachel, hoping 
to change the subject. She points to the steel and chrome 
dinosaur slumbering in Mr. Tulare’s immaculate garage. “Do 
you ever take that car out for a drive? It looks awfully lonely.”

“The T-Bird? Oh. Heavens no! It’s not for everyday driving. 
It’s a getaway car.”

The phone rings inside Mr. Tulare’s house. He still has a 
real phone, judging from the sound of the tinny ring. “I’ve 
got loads of Early Girl tomato starts. We’re long past the frost. 
I will bring ‘em over later.” He disappears into the house.

Suddenly, Rachel is assaulted by a moving wall of noise. 
The man with the gas-powered leaf blower is back. He crosses 
over to her side of the street and blows the bare sidewalk 
of the house on the corner that was recently purchased by 
a couple from the Peninsula whom nobody but Glorya has 
seen. The man conjures a spinning funnel of road dust with 
his blower and makes it dance. Having run out of debris to 
blow on the ground, he blasts the dust that has now covered 
his white landscaping truck. He then turns his attention 
towards one dead leaf in the gutter and reanimates it like a 
modern sorcerer.

“Hey!” Rachel shouts. “Do you want me to just pick that 
leaf up for you?”

Of course, the man does not hear a single word. 
Nothing more interests Rachel in the Buckeye Creek de-
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militarized zone today. It is just as well, as she needs to check in 
on Joan, who is becoming increasingly absentminded. Rachel 
knows of no friends or family upon whom Joan can call  for 
help, so she has volunteered her services. The sad truth is that 
Joan is Rachel’s only friend. Looking after Joan conveniently 
doubles as a hall pass for a little alone time when Rob is on 
duty with the kids. 

Rachel collects the newspapers for recycling. Today no 
news is good news.  Just as the newspaper falls into the darkness 
of the bin, she catches a headline about a renewed search 
for a famous emerald necklace worth more than thirty-five 
million dollars. Last she checked, she had four dollars worth 
of quarters in her wallet. The necklace around her own neck 
is a piece of abalone shell on a thin cord - a gift from Oliver. 
She stares at the headline for a moment, and then closes the 
lid of the bin.

Having wasted much of the morning, the first order of 
business now is to get dressed. She pauses at the doorway to 
watch a crow land on the bent arm of a light post. From there 
it drops a walnut onto the road some twenty feet below in 
anticipation of the pint-sized school bus bouncing down the 
street. After the bus makes the turn, the crow swoops down 
to examine the cracked shells and pick at the meat of the 
nuts. A second crow lands on the coveted light post perch 
with the intention of denying the first crow the fruits of its 
labor through distraction. Crows are like children in this way, 
Rachel thinks. Once the walnuts are pulverized and the shells 
picked clean, the crows flitter off towards the field.

At last Rachel finds the courage to cross the threshold. 
She makes a bee-line to the kitchen, takes a Xanax, and stares 
despondently at the dishes, as if waiting for them to speak. 
She listens to Rob’s frustrated grunts in the garage, swearing 
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as he rummages for baseball gloves, catcher’s mitts, and bats. 
She listens to the cacophony of objects falling out of bins and 
off the shelves upon the concrete floor, and she discerns the 
meaning of it all. 

No doubt Oliver – his head in the clouds – failed to put 
the equipment back in the baseball bag. Rob will be late for 
work after searching for all the bases and bats and buckets 
of balls and will worry all day about having to leave work 
early to coach. Oliver is not going to be properly dressed for 
practice by four because he will have to use the toilet after 
a long day at school – a time-consuming ritual that involves 
comic books and action figures – at the precise moment Rob 
is ready to go. These are the things mothers know.

And there will be the matter of a lost mitt. The mitt is 
always lost.
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4.

Slow Death

Rachel makes a quick visit to Joan’s house and discovers 
she’s gone out for a spin in the Jag – a risky adventure 

that often ends with a tow truck. She tidies up a bit, waters 
the garden, changes the water for the Shirleys, then gathers 
and disposes of a few fresh turds in the yard. She will sort 
through the box of receipts and paperwork on the table later. 
For reasons Rachel can’t explain, managing someone else’s 
personal finances are strangely rewarding. Joan’s files are in 
perfect order, thanks to Rachel, while her own are spilling 
over with Costco receipts and overdue orthodontist bills. Joan 
has officially given her power of attorney. On her way out, 
Rachel sees the note left for her on the table. “Gone out. 
Come by later. I have something for you. Hugs, Joan.” Rachel 
feels a rush of affection for her quirky neighbor. Nobody else 
ever leaves her notes signed “Hugs.”

The rest of the morning is consumed by errands: picking 
up the house, disposing of lizard parts left on the back deck 
by the feral cat, walking the dog around the block until he 
out-gases enough not to self-ignite. Rachel makes a few futile 
attempts to clean the worn counter tops, mop down the 
delaminating linoleum floors and make a seventeen year-old 
carpet look like it belongs in a house. 

Kindergarten gets out an hour and fifteen minutes earlier 
than the rest of the grades. Rachel collects and restrains her 
six-year old twins in matching car seats before she goes to 
pick up Beatrice before getting Oliver, who gets out last. The 
time gap between dismissal of kindergarten, fourth grade 
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and middle school gives Rachel exactly enough time to 
accomplish about half of any one particular task. Usually she 
opts for the coffee drive-thru where she waits for ten minutes 
for a triple espresso macchiato, sucking in the blue exhaust of 
any number of Super Duty trucks that frequent the popular 
caffeine pit stop. 

Today the drive-thru is closed. There is still a line of cars 
with people waiting to read the sign explaining the reasons 
drive-thru is closed; and once in the line, she can’t get out. A 
to-go espresso is one of those modest pleasures that Rachel 
depends on to get through the day for the simple reason 
that someone else makes it for her and she only has to be 
presentable from the waist up. Waiting without coffee in the 
pickup line of the middle school makes her feel edgy and 
deprived. The twins will be disappointed that they won’t be 
able to get a kids’ hot chocolate and bribes will be necessary.

As soon as the bell rings she will have to pretend to be 
invisible to her thirteen year-old daughter and all her friends 
and teachers and the world at large. This part is easy. Rachel 
has been invisible to almost everyone for a long time now. 
She pulls up alongside the curb of the pickup lane at Red 
Oaks Middle school, is immobilized by two brand new 
hybrids in the red zone and immediately reprimanded by 
the principal who waves her forward with the large, official 
looking motions. “It’s like she thinks she’s ground control,” 
Rachel says to the windshield.

“What’s that?” asks Juno.
“The person who directs planes on a runway,” Rachel 

replies, although she’s not sure.
“What’s a runaway?” asks Juno.
“It’s like a driveway for planes,” says Charlie.
“That’s a runway, not a runaway,” says Rachel.
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“But planes fly, they don’t drive,” Charlie corrects her.
“They can drive,” replies Juno. “They just don’t want to.”
Rachel’s caffeine headache is an expanding mushroom 

cloud of pain. She inches closer until her tires squeal against 
the curb, attracting the attention of the other parents in the 
pickup line. In a sudden jolt, the minivan pops up and lands 
with a bounce and shudder on the sidewalk. The twins burst 
into laughter.

“It’s the minivan,” she tells them. “Nobody likes minivans 
anymore.”

“Why not?” asks Juno.
“Everyone wants a new car, I guess,” says Rachel.
“I want a monster truck,” said Juno.
“Yes but I’m not sure your teacher would let me drive on 

field trips on a monster truck.”
“She would at a monster truck rally,” says Juno. 
Charlie is doing the pee pee dance in the car seat. “We’re 

almost home,” she tells him.
Beatrice wanders out of the school in a daze, looking as 

if she’d just been released from a long prison sentence for a 
crime she didn’t commit. She stops to talk to the principal 
who is watching Rachel out of the corner of her eye. Charlie 
informs Rachel that Juno’s lunchbox is leaking onto the seat 
next to him and he responds according to standard toxic 
chemical spill protocol, preparing for bio-warfare with a box 
of anti-bacterial wipes he keeps in the side pocket of the 
sliding door. Rachel recalls the time when Charlie’s teacher 
hung a long piece of butcher paper with the title “When I 
Grow Up I’ Want to Be A...” printed on the top for the kids to 
fill in, Charlie filled in the blank with “HAZMAT guy.” 

Rachel does her best to ignore them. She goes for the 
emergency stash of Jolly Ranchers in the glove box to buy a 
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moment of silence. “I want watermelon,” says Juno. “Charlie 
likes the lime.”

“That’s a lie,” Charlie protests. “I like watermelon best.”
“Good thing I bought only watermelon,” says Rachel. 

She indeed bought watermelon-only Jolly Ranchers at 
Target. People who work for candy companies are geniuses. 
The nauseating scent of artificial watermelon flavor fills the 
car, but for the moment, the twins are silent. Her head hurts 
so badly she thinks it may blow up her skull. Not vomiting 
requires a concentrated effort.

The mother in line front of her is picking up what looks 
like the entire girls volleyball team in her brand new Nissan 
Armada, the kind of SUV sports girls ride in and sporty 
moms drive. Rachel can’t move forward or backward, so she 
just stays put. Rob sends a text to say that baseball practice is 
cancelled. Rachel daydreams about fifth grade. 
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5.

What Ever Happened to Rachel Fischer?

Bobbie Van Sant was Rachel’s enemy from the very start, 
so what went down in Mrs. Hunter’s class on Career 

Day was unavoidable. Rachel remembers Mrs. Hunter’s lurid 
tangerine polyester pantsuit and the little white scarf she used 
to tie around her neck. During presentations Bobbie Van Sant 
would stand in front of the entire class next to Mrs. Hunter, 
who remains the one and only teacher Rachel ever truly 
loved. Bobbie was a lousy teacher’s pet.

It was Career Day, and Bobbie Van Sant had the full 
attention of all the silly girls, except for Rachel, and Jenny 
Van Alstrom, who was probably already struggling with her 
sexuality. Rachel sat in the back row of desks, removing burrs 
in her ponytail that were put there by Bobbie. Secretly, Rachel 
wanted hair like Amy Nelson’s—long, straight, and silky like a 
yellow satin ribbon. Amy and Bobby were going steady.

Rachel liked to organize the built-in shelf beneath her 
desk. The smell of a new box of crayons used to make her 
feel optimistic. Little did she know that someday those same 
crayons would end up melted in the lint-catcher of her dryer. 

Rachel clearly remembers she was wearing her Girl Scout 
uniform that day, showing off a new badge on her sash that 
her mother had sewn on that morning. Though her mother 
volunteered to take on “Sewing Badge,” most of the girls had 
dropped out for the “Rambling Badge.” Rachel knew this 
was  because her mother had hung a large acrylic panel of a 
nude woman on the entryway wall, making it the first thing 
visitors saw when they entered the house. To make matters 
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worse, the woman in the portrait was headless with a triangle 
of florescent orange pubic hair. Rachel never lived that one 
down. Only one girl, a hippie kid by the name of Savannah 
Sheehan, stayed to finish the sewing badge. Savanna’s family 
lived in an old railroad cabin up in the woods after having 
being driven out of the Sausalito waterfront with the rest of 
Marin’s counterculture. Savannah told Rachel that the sewing 
badge boycott was probably organized by Amy Nelson, whose 
father was a Presbyterian minister.

Rachel had done everything possible to let Bobbie Van 
Sant know she couldn’t care less about what he wanted to 
be when he grew up, that his life’s dreams were meaningless. 
She didn’t understand why Mrs. Hunter, her only ally at the 
time, encouraged spoiled little snots like Bobbie to dream big. 
Apparently, Bobbie’s parents had not yet instilled in him the 
fear of the dim and hopeless future that she knew awaited her.

Mrs. Hunter asked Bobbie, “What about you, Robert?”
Bobbie answered with all of his usual swagger, like it was 

already a done deal.“I’m gonna be a professional baseball 
player for either the Yankees or the Cincinnati Reds.” 

“Can you tell us about some of your heroes?” Mrs. Hunter 
smiled.

“Sure, that’s easy.” Bobbie put down his notes and puffed 
up to deliver a prepared presentation all in one breath as 
if he’d rehearsed the answer to this question every day of 
his eleven years. “Pretty much all the guys on the Big Red 
Machine. Johnny Bench, Tom Seaver, Tony Perez, Joe Morgan, 
Cesar Geronimo, Pete Rose, but also Thurman Munson, 
Carl Yastrzemski, Dale Murphy, Steve Garvey, Hank Aaron...” 
Diplomatically, Mrs. Hunter interrupted the list, having 
noticed the four sheets of paper in Bobbie’s hand. “Thank 
you, Robert. Follow your dreams, dear! Our next presenter 
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this morning is Rachel Fischer. Rachel, would you please 
come share with the class?”

Rachel waited for Bobbie to return to his desk. She 
stood to gather her papers and visual aids. On his way back 
to his desk, Bobbie shoved Rachel with his shoulder, which 
caused her to lose her balance and spill her papers everywhere. 

“Freak,” he said just quietly enough that Mrs. Hunter couldn’t 
hear him. Rachel had never hated anyone as much as she 
hated Bobbie. Determined to have her moment, she marched 
to the front of the room. “When I grow up I am going to be 
a novelist. I’d like to write a mystery series featuring a girl 
detective.” She tried to remember who her heroes were, and 
it irks her now that she’d remembered Bobbie’s and not her 
own. Zilpha Keatley Snyder was probably among them, and 
definitely Judy Bloom but not because of Dear God, It’s Me 
Margaret as she believed then as she does now that celebrating 
menstruation is a form of mental illness. There was an athlete 
on the list, too - but not Dorothy Hammil, because of all the 
haircuts she inspired. Rachel resented Dorothy Hammil for 
drawing attention to her unruly mass of tangles. Maybe it was 
Peggy Fleming; Peggy was her mother’s favorite.

Rachel can’t remember looking up to anyone.
She does remember that Bobbie made a rude face at her 

and that the other girls giggled, Amy Nelson among them. 
She continued reading off a list of women writers that her 
neighbor, a retired English teacher, helped her to compile 
the night before. She remembered only Virginia Woolf. “All 
these women are great writers. Some of them died young 
or had brain tumors. One of them drowned herself. Another 
one put her head in the oven. They suffered for their art.” She 
remembers clearly saying this last bit.

“Thank you, Rachel. Please take a seat,” said Mrs. Hunter, 
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obviously trying to hide her concern. This made Rachel 
angrier at Bobbie. Rachel sat down in front of Bobbie, at 
her desk, in her assigned seat. Bobbie and his greasy-haired 
toady Mikey Viggo kicked her chair. Bobbie leaned forward 
to whisper, “Your mom doesn’t wear a bra.” 

“Yeah. And your dad’s a shit kicker,” Mikey added, though 
this part was true, unfortunately. 

Mikey and Bobbie slapped each other’s hands over their 
desks. The brittle twig of Rachel’s tolerance snapped. Calmly 
and without permission, she rose from her seat and smoothed 
out her gauchos. She turned towards Mikey, the lesser and 
dumber of the two evils, lifted the lid of his desk and slammed 
it down on his fingers. He screamed in pain.

“That was for starters,” Rachel said. She knew that all her 
friends heard her say that, because she became known among 
her peers from that point on for saying, “That was for starters,” 
before she beat the crap out of a boy half her size. Then she 
pulled Bobbie out of his chair and fell upon him. She took a 
good swing at his face. Mrs. Hunter hurried towards the back 
of the class. The classroom erupted.

“Rachel! Rachel Fischer!” Mrs. Hunter’s voice sounds so 
close even now.

“Rachel Fischer-Alvarez!” This is a different, familiar voice, 
one that does not belong to Mrs. Hunter. “Earth to Rachel! 
Come in, Mother Ship!” Beatrice’s shouting intrudes into 
Rachel’s daydream. Bea stands at the passenger window of the 
minivan, her dyed purple bangs covering her eyes, pressing 
the side of her face against the glass in a grotesque mask of 
compressed, blue flesh. Mobs of pre-teens mill around in front 
of the pickup area waiting for rides. Beatrice backs away from 
the window, leaving oily smudge marks on the fogged glass. 

“Are you gonna let me in or what?”
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Rachel unlocks the doors and hits the automatic door 
button. Beatrice climbs in to the middle seat. 

“You know, I can sit in the front seat. I’m not a toddler,” 
says Beatrice.

“Not until you’re ninety pounds,” says Rachel. A stray 
Popsicle stick has become lodged in the track and now the 
door won’t shut. The principal is directing air traffic again 
with her baton arms. 

“I’ll be able to vote before I’m ninety pounds,” says 
Beatrice. She takes after Rachel’s mother’s side of the family 
in which all women begin as waifs and mature into exertion 
averse pears. Rachel isn’t really listening to the unfriendly 
words exchanged between Beatrice and the twins. During 
a brief pause in the bickering, Rachel remembers with a 
sudden and horrible urgency that it is conference week and 
she has forgotten to pick up Oliver. She is certain that she put 
a reminder in her phone. He’s been out of school for twenty-
five minutes already. 

Before the sliding door of the van is even closed, Rachel 
peels out of the parking lot, cutting off a gold Camry, nearly 
forcing the driver into oncoming traffic. The driver lays on 
his horn. Rachel reacts instinctively by swerving and yelling 
obscenities at the man. 

“You’ve got some wicked reflexes, Mom,” chortles Beatrice.
The twins shout at the man through the back windows. 

Rachel is sure that Juno flipped him off; she learned this 
while riding with Rob. By the third stoplight, Rachel is aware 
that the driver of the Camry is following her, so she takes a 
right turn without using her signal hoping that the potato 
chip truck behind her might block his view. Just then Joan 
Stephens herself swerves into traffic in her Jag and traps the 
man behind her at the yellow light. 
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Rachel drives slowly up to the elementary school 
turnaround where Oliver sits in a forlorn heap of neglect 
next to his backpack. The teacher’s aide from his class gives 
Rachel a disapproving look while she paces the sidewalk with 
her clipboard.

“Mom forgot you,” says Juno to Oliver as he crawls 
dejectedly towards the side seat.

“Yeah, I noticed,” says Oliver. Rachel feels like screaming 
to the world that she is doing her best. But she isn’t doing her 
best. She is coming untethered.

“Don’t feel bad,” says Beatrice. “Mom forgot parent night 
last week too. Do you see me complaining?”

“It was parent night last week?” Rachel asks. “Why didn’t 
you tell me?”

“I put it on the fridge,” says Beatrice. “It’s the only place 
you see anything.” 

“Mom,” asks Charlie. He’s been so quiet, Rachel has nearly 
forgotten him too.

“What love?”
“What love?” Beatrice mimics her. “Puh-lease.”
“Can you get a S-T-D from a juice box?” Charlie asks, just 

like that.
Beatrice gasps. “I swear Mom, that wasn’t me. Miranda 

told him. She’s taking living skills – again - and she’s just mad 
because you wouldn’t write her out of it. Didn’t she tell you, 
Charlie?”

“Of course she did,” says Rachel.
“Yes. But it wasn’t her fault,” says Charlie. “Don’t get mad 

or she’ll get mad at me.” Everyone is afraid of Miranda and 
this is a problem. Miranda plays Rachel and Rob against each 
other, and this too is a problem because they are anything 
but a team when it comes to parenting; Rob is more of a 
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contractor in this line of work. She rests her head on the 
steering wheel, trying desperately to compose herself before 
going back out there.

“And you won’t be mad that Miranda has Trojans in her 
sock drawer either, will you?” asks Beatrice.

What remains of the day isn’t promising.
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6.

To the Wine Country

After stopping for a burrito in the Mission, Colin drives 
north through the city, across the Golden Gate Bridge 

and up Waldo Grade towards the Rainbow Tunnel where the 
last wisps of fog are beginning to burn off over the scrabbly 
summits of the headlands. The skies are sunnier here, but 
the strong spring winds that roar in from the ocean towards 
the warm interior valleys push Colin’s car around from lane 
to lane like a toy boat. He continues north through Marin 
County. Katherine once found temporary respite from their 
marriage here in a $2,400/month converted redwood wine 
barrel where she lived like a peri-menopausal budgie before 
making the great migratory flight across the Pacific to nest 
in upcountry Maui with her Taiko drumming teacher and 
his llamas. She remains there today, giving consultations on 
harmonizing, binaural beats, and chakra care from a tropical 
paradise begotten, like all Anglo-Saxon paradises, by violence 
and disease. 

Colin turns east onto Highway 37 from the 101. The land 
becomes broad and flat. Levees, some made of sludge dredged 
from the shipping channels of the San Francisco Bay, hold back 
the tides. Cows graze under tasting room billboards and the 
towers linked by power lines that have a frighteningly human 
quality. Thickets of anise and pampas grass offer unobstructed 
views of the hills to the west and hazy Mt. Diablo in the East 
Bay. The openness of the sky and the quality of light make 
Colin nostalgic for the Moors where he spent summers with 
his aunt. But the hills to the north and the oaks that dot 
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the hillsides remind him of Perugia where he had spent a 
few summers in his youthful years teaching at a preparatory 
school and frolicking with a local farmer’s daughter. The small 
red-winged blackbirds that flit about in the tall grasses and 
ground squirrels that perch on the splintered wooden fence 
posts remind him that he has not written a word in months.

To the south, an old farmstead sags, postcard perfect amidst 
a stand of prickly pear cactus. Rusted tractors and balers poke 
up through the marsh grass. At some point during his absence, 
or maybe he hadn’t noticed, the farm received an historic 
landmark designation, immunizing the dilapidated compound 
against all building safety codes – what the millennials called 

“ruin porn.”  This explains the three tour buses in front of him.
Colin makes a left turn north, past the raceway on the 

left, and continues along 121. The grapevines are still in 
bud, the hillsides are still green despite the dryness of the 
winter, and the yellow Banks roses that grow in thickets along 
the roadside make an unambiguous proclamation of spring. 
Stands of eucalyptus that border the highway form a kind of 
arboreal gauntlet, threatening to topple over at any minute. 
Driving through this section of road is a date with Fate.

Driving through this pastoral landscape, the urge to roll 
down the front window and breath in the scent of warm, 
nectar heavy air overcomes him. Immediately a golden hash 
of acacia pollen piles up on top of his wipers and blows into 
the car. Colin sneezes so violently that he has to pull over 
until he can see again.

 At the intersection of Broadway and Putnam, he is yanked 
from his euphoria, stuck in the middle of an after-school traffic 
jam. A crazed-looking woman in a green minivan screeches 
out onto Broadway from the school turnaround, veering into 
his lane, and nearly forcing him into oncoming traffic. His 
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life passes before his eyes in the chrome bumper of a potato 
chip truck. Colin honks. The driver of the minivan flips him 
off, while the kids in the back wave their arms and yell at him 
through the tinted windows.

His heart beats madly as he maneuvers through traffic to 
get behind her so he can take down the numbers on her plates. 
Out of nowhere, an old red Jaguar convertible sputtering blue 
smoke from the tailpipe cuts in front of him. The woman, who 
does resemble Bette Davis, sings, “Dancing in the moonlight! 
We were dancing in the moonlight,” out the window.  As if 
the scene isn’t strange enough already, a rather odd looking 
man of about seventy rides a tricycle laden with vegetables 
diagonally across the intersection.

Jaywalking teenagers create an entirely different and more 
complex set of traffic hazards. Each and every one is on a cell 
phone, paying no heed to the mortal dangers of automotive 
life as they stare and type onto tiny screens. Colin feels as if 
he’s witnessing a mass sleepwalking event. He no longer sees 
the minivan and no longer cares. 

At the next stoplight, the single lane divides into two. 
Stopped at the intersection, the red Jaguar is to his right and 
the potato chip truck, mysteriously, in front of him. With her 
black cataract sunglasses and three, no four white terriers in 
the front seat of a car one rarely saw on the road anymore, 
this woman in the Jag is inexplicably familiar. On her finger 
is a rock the size of a small meteorite. He thumbs through his 
mental files but nothing comes up.

The woman turns to him, winks, and continues to sing 
loud and out of tune through the open window. “Everybody 
was dancing in the moonlight.” She blows him a kiss, steps 
on the accelerator, leaving a cloud of black smoke behind her.
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7.

Valley Fever

By mid-morning, news of the forgery reaches the attentive 
ears of one Felix Echeverria in Los Banos, California, the 

epicenter of nowhere. Felix is a man of both questionable 
fortune and exquisite taste - a man who, at the start of his 
seventy-first year, has washed up on the rocky shores of life 
only to languish in a tide pool, cut off from the ocean currents, 
stagnant and putrefying in the sun. Inside the cinder block 
apartment that he shares with his nineteen-year-old nephew 
Hiram, the heat is stifling. He rests in a threadbare armchair 
to relieve the pain in his legs, watching through the broken 
window as a skinny, pregnant cat prowls along the wall outside.

Atop a small side table next to him is a souvenir ashtray 
he picked up at an airport gift shop in the early ‘80s. A tiny 
figure of a man, whose face is hidden beneath a sombrero, 
wears a striped serape and naps under a palm holding a teeny 
tiny bottle of tequila. The little man’s legs are parted and his 
head is tilted to one side suggesting “siesta” is synonymous 
for “passed out drunk by noon.” Felix brings this plaster 
tableau, this miniature oasis of racial reductionism. with him 
everywhere he goes to remind him of the many forces that 
conspire against a man of his age with gout, a forty-year run 
of rotten luck, and far too much education.

Under the ashtray is a list. Felix is weighing his options. 
Despite his diminished circumstances, something he still 
considers temporary, he has been collecting Chicano art for 
decades and even has a few pieces from the famous Self-
Help Graphics that might be worth a few dollars by now. The 
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collection is in storage in East LA, but this does him no good; 
he possesses neither car nor gas money. Still, the collection 
could be sold. Felix draws the curtains in the stuffy living 
room. 

On the back wall hangs a painting of Mictlantecuhtli, 
Lord of the Dead, walking on a crowded city street. The 
water stains and a small tear give the painting little value on 
the art market, but it is, if only as metaphor, perfectly suited 
to the wall of his current dwelling. He found the painting 
at an estate sale in Santa Monica and kept it as a reminder 
of some important life lesson he has forgotten. Between the 
painting and ashtray, Felix mourns for a missed opportunity – 
an ascension – that is always anticipated, yet never arrives. If 
he were a phoenix, and sometimes he imagines himself this 
way, the smoldering cinders from which he is supposed to rise 
would be electric briquettes.

Hiram enters the room carrying two Styrofoam cups of 
McDonald’s coffee and the LA Times. Hiram is a book smart 
but foolish young man who has already served a brief sentence 
for being in the wrong place at the wrong time when his 
friend got the brilliant idea to knock over an Easy Stop down 
around Mercy Hot Springs. Hiram was pumping four dollars 
worth of gas into his maroon Saturn when his friend, an idiot, 
ran out of the station convenience store waving a black water 
pistol, jumped into the car and yelled, “South!”

“That’s all the proof you need that crime doesn’t pay,” 
Felix reminds Hiram regularly, hoping his nephew will heed 
his warning without judging him by the reduced standards of 
his own life.

“Unless you’re good at it,” says Hiram, who also reads the 
LA Times since he has nothing better to do at the moment, 
and, like Felix, he’s a reader. “Take these Wall Street dudes, for 



50 | LISA SUMMERS

example.”
Felix knows that Hiram is trying to get back on his feet 

after the incident. His nephew only lacks experience. Hiram 
found a farm job the previous summer and then nearly died 
of Valley Fever.  His lungs have not yet recovered, and with 
no income to speak of, they struggle daily just to keep a 
roof over their heads. Hiram possesses both a keen sense of 
irony and a sharp wit, which means he is capable of nuanced 
thinking despite his poor choice of friends. Felix recognizes 
his nephew’s potential even when the rest of the world does 
not.

Felix checks the classifieds. Nothing. He throws the paper 
on the table. Whatever is happening in the present would still 
be news to him now, here in the Devil’s waiting room. Hiram 
picks up the newspaper and reads the horoscopes out loud. 
Then another story catches his eye. “Listen to this, tío. ‘Four 
decades after the theft of famous Green Tara necklace, a diver 
discovers –’ ”

Felix snatches the paper.
“What?” asks Hiram.
“Shhh!”
Felix reads quickly through the first part of the article. 

According to the writer, this is no average forgery. An 
investigator is quoted, “Whoever reproduced the Green Tara 
had an intimate acquaintance with the necklace, the exact cut 
of the emeralds and diamonds and all the intricacies of the 
settings. According to experts who examined the necklace, 
the skill of this forger is unmatched.”

Felix hands the paper to Hiram. “Read the rest out loud. 
My eyes hurt.”

Hiram reads and summarizes. “It just says basically that 
the original necklace was never actually chucked into ocean 
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during a boat chase out of the harbor. I guess it’s still out there 
somewhere.”

“Go on,” says Felix.
“It says, ‘The discovery of the forgery has re-ignited 

interest in the search for the Green Tara all over again,’ and 
then more about the origins of the necklace, the heist, blah, 
blah, blah, experts say this and that, and some questions about 
the death of an actress named Cheryl Lundquist.”

Felix spills hot coffee all over his pants.
“Whoa!” Hiram offers Felix a stack of napkins. “You look 

like you saw a ghost.”
Felix puts down his coffee. A wide smile spreads across 

his face.
“Yes. A ghost. I did see a ghost. Only she was real.”
“Huh?”
“I knew it!” Felix is apoplectic.
“What?”
“Never mind. Shhh. Let me think.”
Felix gets to thinking. At around 11:00 he calls his cousin 

Agate who lives in a small town in the wine country where 
Felix is almost sure he ran into the same Cheryl Lundquist at 
a liquor store the last time he went to visit. Only Cheryl was 
and still is supposed to be dead. 

Felix thinks some more. Agate tried for several weeks to 
get Felix and Hiram to come stay with her in her mobile 
home until they got back on their feet, but Felix’s pride 
prevented him from taking her up her offer. After all, he is 
always the host and never the guest. But things change. He 
gives her a call to find out if her offer still stands. Felix says 
to his bewildered nephew, “Pack the car. We’re leaving today.”

“What for?” asks Hiram nervously. Between the two of 
them, they’d barely scraped together enough money for May 
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rent on their cinder block cell, and they still have two weeks 
left. Felix knows that Hiram has a lead on a job at a nearby 
motel. “Naturally, you’re concerned. But that motel is the 
kind of establishment that rents rooms by the hour. I also 
must work but I am too old to stand on my feet all day. Agate 
lives in the very birthplace of California! And she has an extra 
room. Plus, there is an old friend I need to see.”

“But you said–”
“I know what I said.”
Hiram waits a moment to speak. “It’s legit, right?” Hiram 

asks cautiously.
“It’s legit. Agate is a businesswoman. She doesn’t believe 

in charity.”
Felix doesn’t want Hiram to stay in Los Banos any more 

than he wants to stay in Los Banos. Felix is going to give poor, 
orphaned Hiram the fighting chance Felix never had. He’s 
just been waiting for a sign.

“Why are we going to see this old friend of yours?” asks 
Hiram. “Just asking.”

“It’s a feeling I have.”
Hiram chews his nails and stares into his coffee. “What 

about work?”
“There will be plenty of work there.” This is an educated 

guess. “Rich people don’t pull their own weeds.” This is a fact.
“I’ll need to jump the car,” says Hiram.
“Not for long,” Felix answers with a confidence he has not 

felt in years. 



THE GREEN TARA | 53

8.

A Cherub’s Face, a Reptile All the Rest

After the traffic incident, Colin drives straight to O’Mally’s 
Irish Pub. He arrives as a real Irish band unloads their 

instruments from the parking lot into a tight corner of the 
room. The commotion - tuning guitars and moving drums 
and amps around  - is a welcome relief to Colin; he feels giddy, 
like an escaped convict. 

The band calls themselves The Enigmans, and have often 
been compared to The Pogues, according to the poster. The 
show is set to start at six and it is not yet four. He has time to 
eat and relax before any important decisions must be made.

Colin squeezes in between two patrons at the bar. The 
band members quickly become a nuisance to the busser who, 
after being knocked by a bass amp, spills beer on a toddler’s 
grilled cheese sandwich. The toddler howls, so the waitress 
gives the child the plate of French fries meant for the bass 
player.

Colin recognizes the lead singer. The Enigmans are 
popular with the undergrads on campus, which means the 
place will soon be full of interchangeable young men with 
soul patches and calf tattoos and flip flops. Drawn to the smell 
of fresh meat, flocks of loud, desperate women will follow, 
much older than they pretend to be and on a perpetual quest 
for the sort of bachelor only reality TV show addicts think 
the town is famous for. 

O’Mally’s is a second home to expatriates of the valley, 
mostly the Brits and Irish and a few New Yorkers. A sign 
above the cash register reads “Irish spoken here, English 
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understood.” The first owners, the real O’Mallys, sold the pub 
to the Johnsons who later sold it to the Sullivans and now a 
corporation owns it. The pub is warm and lively and turbid 
on most nights, with squawking children and red-faced old 
men who possess, universally, an air of having given up on 
everything else in life but beer. Posters of Irish writers, poets, 
soccer players, hooligans, and Irish coats of arms cover the 
walls. 

Spencer tends bar tonight. He pours Colin a pint. Colin 
struggles to balance on the wobbly bar stool left there by the 
bartenders to assess the progress of their customers towards 
obliteration. He eavesdrops on another regular who sits a few 
stools down and is several drinks ahead of Colin – a heavy 
set young man in a work uniform. Colin overhears him say 
that he works at the supermarket. The young man’s name-tag, 
propped up against a bowl of peanuts on the bar says, “Hi. My 
name is Drew.” This Drew launches into a joke for his captive 
audience; nobody at the bar can move an inch. 

“The Irish daughter had not been to the house for over 
five  years. Upon her return, her father cussed her. ‘Where 
have you been all this time, you ingrate! Why didn’t you write 
us, not even a line to let us know how you were doing? Why 
didn’t you call? You little tramp! Don’t you know what you 
put your Mum through?’ 

The girl, crying, replied, ‘Sniff, sniff... Dad... I became a 
prostitute...’ 

‘What?! Out of here, you shameless harlot! Sinner! You’re 
a disgrace to this family! I don’t ever want to see you again!’ 

‘OK, Dad, as you wish. I just came back to give Mom 
this luxury fur coat, title deeds to a ten bedroom mansion, 
plus a savings account certificate for 55 million pounds. For 
my little brother, this gold Rolex, and for you Daddy the 
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spanking new Mercedes limited edition convertible that’s 
parked outside, plus a lifetime membership to the Country 
Club.’ 

Here she takes a breath. ‘An invitation for you all to spend 
New Years’ Eve on-board my new yacht in the Riviera.’ 

‘Now what was it you said you had become?’ asks her 
father.

Girl, crying again, ‘Sniff, sniff... A prostitute Dad! ... Sniff, 
sniff.’

‘Oh! Bey, Jesus! You scared me half to death, girl! I thought 
you said a “Protestant!” Come here and give your old man a 
hug!’”

Laughter erupts from the far end of the bar, and even 
Colin has to surrender a smile to the effort of this suffering 
soul. Drew glances at the watch on his wrist then swallows 
the dregs of his pint in a single gulp. “Late for work. Gotta 
run!” He leaves, fastening his name-tag to his red uniform 
shirt before hurrying through the crowd, knocking a young 
woman and her martini into her girlfriend with his bulk.

“One more, Spencer,” Colin holds up his glass to the 
young bartender.

Spencer hands him another pint. Colin’s stomach rumbles. 
“Half order of fish and chips if it’s not any trouble.”

Colin considers using Spencer for one of his characters. 
Spencer is an easy tempered sort of fellow with a photographic 
memory. He never forgets to ask about wives and children and 
rarely complains about his golden years customers – patrons 
who stay too long and tell the same tired stories after the third 
beer. This goes on night after night at the pub. Spencer looks 
up and waves to someone just walking through the door. 

Nigel, a regular, insinuates himself into a spot several seats 
down on the bar and orders a beer. He hasn’t seen Colin yet. 
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Like Colin, Nigel is also in his late fifties. He plays soccer in a 
men’s fifty and over league that Colin drops in on occasionally 
when his arthritic knees allow. 

“Nigel!” Colin tries to get his attention before the crowd 
pours in to fill Drew’s wake.

Nigel approaches Colin and pats him heartily on the back. 
“Glad to see you back, Colin. How long you staying 

this time?’ Nigel gulps down a burp but the foul odor of 
colcannon escapes anyway. 

“Don’t know. I’m on sabbatical. How are the wife and 
kids?” 

“The kids are great. Conrad is off to college in the fall. 
He’s going east. He wants to study electronical engineering. 
Alice is a mess about it.” Unable to choose between electrical 
and electronic, Colin thinks snobbishly that Nigel has 
spontaneously created an entire new field of study for his son. 
Alcohol is good for creative vocabulary making.

“Engineering? No kidding. I can imagine Alice will miss 
him. He’s a clever kid.” Colin finishes his beer while Nigel 
goes out to take a piss in the parking lot. 

A few guys clear out from the bar to go hear the band. 
Another man comes in and sits down. He orders a beer and 
stares at the television. An outdoorsy, rugged sort in his 
early forties maybe, his kind of handsome will improve with 
age. He has on work boots and jeans and a jacket that says, 

“Tri-Tech Environmental and Geotechnical Services.” What 
interests Colin is the man’s skittishness, his constant glancing 
over his shoulder as if he isn’t supposed to be at a pub just now. 
There might be a story here. Maybe.

“Howsit, Rob?” says Spencer. “Pale ale?”
“Sure, thanks.”
“Geologist?” asks Colin. Pubs are friendly places, he thinks, 
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and he needs ideas for a novel. He’s hoping one will land on 
him.

“Yep. Good guess.” He tugs on the jacket where the 
company name is embroidered. The man seems oddly grateful 
for the invitation to converse but is cut off as Nigel once 
again squeezes into a space between bar stools. 

“Hey, Colin, did you ever manage to get the phone 
number of what’s her name, the black-haired Venus? The one 
you were on about last summer?” Nigel grins. He knows full 
well nothing came of that, Colin thinks. The rascal.

“Oh yes. ‘A cherub’s face, a reptile all the rest.’”
Nigel chuckles. “And who said that? An Englishman?”
“Nah,” says Colin, “an Irishman.” Suddenly Colin isn’t sure. 

“Bloody hell! Alexander Pope said that. Feckin’ Englishman!”
Nigel toasts his own victory. “Next round on me,” Nigel 

announces before he orders another. In a while, the band 
starts up. They began with the words of an old poem set to 
music. 

Now some men take delight in the drinking and the roving
But others take delight in the gambling and the smoking
But I take delight in the juice of the barley
And courting pretty fair maids in the morning bright and early...

After his third pint, Colin rises to his feet, raises his glass to 
the band and sings loud and off key. A few join in. It is good 
to be among people who understand him.
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9.

Mission Impossible

Rachel drives into the parking lot of Lucky’s. The grocery 
store always induces panic, especially when she has more 

than two children with her. Why didn’t she go earlier, when 
she was alone? There was a reason, but she can’t remember it. 

“Mom, I wanna go home. I have tons of homework,” 
Beatrice complains.

“I promised your father I’d put dinner on the table tonight. 
He’s tired of Annie’s Mac and Cheese.”

“I love Annie’s Mac and Cheese!” shouts Oliver.
“On Tuesday you guys finished off all the pasta before he 

got home.”
“How is that our fault? We were starving.” Beatrice 

slouches in the back seat next to Juno. “Gross! What’s on the 
seat?”

Juno giggles.
Charlie screams. “Don’t touch it.”
Rachel makes a mental note to add disinfectant wipes 

to the shopping list. “I think you were born into the wrong 
family to be germ phobic, Charlie,” says Rachel.

“What’s a phobic?” asks Charlie.
“It means you’ll probably never go to an airport and you’ll 

end up living with Mom until you’re seventy-two,” snarls 
Beatrice. “Mom, do I have to go in?”

“No Bea, just as long as you promise not to eat this week.” 
Rachel has sharp gas pains and feels a cold sweat coming on.

“Why doesn’t Miranda ever have to come?”
“Because I never know where Miranda is. Plus, she always 
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eats at Katie’s.”
“Mom?” Oliver whines. “Can I get a treat since you forgot 

to pick me up?”
Rachel, fearing the inevitable fight about who was the 

last one to pick out the special checkout line-tantrum-
prevention treat, thinks fast. Charlie was the last to choose, if 
she remembers correctly. That afternoon ended with a sticky, 
half-chewed “Now or Later” in Juno’s hair, resulting in her 
latest DIY pixie haircut.

“Okay. Let’s go over the ground rules. No one is going to 
ask for anything, touch anything, open anything or even think 
about using the bathroom here.”

She wonders when modern science will allow her to 
serve pellets for breakfast, lunch and dinner instead of meals, 
allowing her to simply throw hay on the floor and finalize 
the house’s drawn-out conversion to a barn. Rachel exits the 
driver’s side door of her minivan and tries to breathe before 
unlocking the sliding door. Out comes the bickering dog pile 
of children. Charlie jumps up and down holding his crotch 
as if the mere mention of the toilet filled his bladder. Rachel 
opens the front door of the van to allow him to pee in the 
gap between the door and the driver’s seat. Beatrice and 
Oliver tell Rachel that they find this unacceptable. But then 
Juno insists that she also be allowed to pee in the parking lot. 
Rachel has no authority over her children now that they’ve 
started to hunt in packs.

“Is everyone going to help me out?” Rachel pleads. It’s 
best to concede defeat early.

“Mom. Mom. You said we could get Push-ups. Don’t you 
be-member?” 

“It’s re-member,” Oliver corrects her. Juno has a slight 
speech impediment, which never seems to impede her 
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relentless negotiations.
“No! I hate Push-ups!” Charlie protests, still struggling 

with his zipper. Rachel winces as he zips over the flap of 
Spiderman underwear still protruding through his fly. She 
hopes for his sake that Spidey is the only thing in the way of 
the zipper. 

“We’ll see,” says Rachel, counting in-breaths and out-
breaths.

“That means no,” argues Oliver.
“Thanks, Oliver,” says Rachel.
“Nice going, Smalliver,” snarls Beatrice.
“Shut up!” shouts Oliver.
“Mom. Mom! Mooooom! Oliver said shut up! Mrs. Muench 

says only Rudy Reds say shut up,” screams Juno.
“Tattletale!” retorts Charlie.
“You see? This is what I’m talking about. How about 

everyone just sit in the car while I run in.” Rachel is in crisis 
mode, and they’re not even out of the minivan.

“That’s illegal. We could burn up and die and then you’d 
go to jail like that other lady,” says Juno. Rachel considers 
going home to an empty fridge. Why do children need to 
eat? Still, she wants to hear news of a worse mother. “What 
other lady?” 

“I’m not staying in the car with them. It’s child abuse,” 
Beatrice states.

“Stop!” Rachel raises her voice. “What other lady?”
“The one that left her baby in the car in Sactormento and 

the baby died.”
“Where did you hear that?”
“Gramma.”
“My mother? Gramma Connie? Or Gramma Inez.”
“Duh,” said Beatrice. “The one who watches Fox News.”
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“Gramma Inez,” adds Juno. “She cray.”
Rachel has heard enough. They navigate towards the 

doors of the grocery store like a supertanker that needs an 
entire mile to make a turn. Before they reach the curb Rachel 
spots them – not just two remaining shopping carts but the 
new kind with a little plastic mini-cab in the front with seats 
for two tiny people but only one steering wheel. It is too 
late to turn back now – she’s only feet from the entrance. 
Charlie and Juno see them too. Another woman and her two 
children are headed toward the carts. Sensing the urgency of 
the situation, Charlie and Juno pick up the pace. That will 
leave one cart, but no! Nothing is that easy. Just then a man 
and his young son appear and they too are walking quickly 
towards the store entrance from the far side of the parking 
lot. Six pairs of eyes are vying for four seats in the red plastic, 
mini-cab shopping carts. 

As they cross the last bit of parking lot before the curb, 
a potato chip truck intercepts them. The other man, for no 
logical reason, decides to forego the mini-cab cart and the last 
one remains unclaimed. Juno shoves Charlie aside to climb 
first into the driver’s seat. Before he can protest, Rachel says, 

“The steering wheel is full of germs, Charlie. Better you don’t 
touch it.”

Immediately after passing through the automated doors, 
Rachel sees clearly that it is not just her imagination but the 
planets have in fact aligned against her today. How could 
she have forgotten that Friday is Senior Day? She advances 
cautiously, searching for the trip wires of scolding, old ladies 
gathering in the cling peach aisle. 

“Wow,” says Rachel, trying to sound excited about grocery 
shopping. “Did you notice that the aisles have gotten wider?”

Beatrice rolls her eyes. “Yeah, like the customers.”



62 | LISA SUMMERS

Rachel might as well be in a covered wagon with the 
space she takes up in each aisle. Mobilizing her group is 
problematic, even with Juno and Charlie in the mini-cab cart. 
A great amount of effort has to be exerted to stop the forward 
inertia of the cart and children. 

An elderly woman in a wheel chair shops with her assisted 
caregiver on the bread aisle. Rachel isn’t sure what she is 
supposed to do to diffuse this situation. She can’t turn the 
mini-cab around. The wheels go only forward and backward; 
these aren’t real axles. The caregiver stops pushing the woman 
in the wheelchair so that she may admire the five Alvarez 
children. The caregiver is a greasy-haired creature with cruel 
eyes. She is clearly bitter about the straw she drew in life. 
Rachel feels her stomach lurch but smiles at the woman 
in the wheelchair. Upon realizing that the left side of the 
woman’s face is paralyzed, she tries her best not to notice the 
drool gathering in the frozen corner of her mouth because 
that means her children will notice and there will be an 
unfortunate, public acknowledgment. 

Charlie is engaged with a tiny Batman action figure he 
pulls from his sweatshirt pocket. Rachel continues to smile 
and hopes to God that Juno will not blurt out something 
cruel and spontaneous but she knows, of course, it already is 
too late.

“Mom. Mom. What’s wrong with that lady?” Juno stands 
there agog, her eyes fixed on the poor woman. The smile on 
the caregiver’s face is momentarily suspended, like someone 
just told her she’d won a million dollars and her puppy died 
all in the same sentence.

“That’s not nice,” Rachel hisses at Juno. Rachel continues 
to smile but her mouth is growing tired. “Hello. How are you?” 
Charlie, ever the two-faced conspirator twin and puppeteer, 
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holds his tiny Batman figure out to speak on his behalf. “She’s 
drooling!” Several other patrons stop to look, and to judge.

“I’m so sorry,” Rachel pleads with the caregiver. “My 
twins are delayed. I really am so sorry.” If only she could crawl 
into a hole and wait the next ten years out.

She pushes her cart to the next aisle, tossing random 
loaves of bread, crackers, chips and anything remotely edible 
into the cart. The skin of her face is on fire. She ducks into 
the cereal aisle, praying for the day to be over. The thought 
of beating her children into submission with a box of cereal 
crosses her mind.

A deafening tapping sound and then a woman’s voice 
comes on over the loudspeaker system, followed by several 
scratching noises like it’s all about to short. “I don’t know 
what the hell is wrong with this thing. For fuck’s sake! Drew 
was supposed to announce the specials.” Then a muffled 
whisper. Another employee clues her in that the system is 
working again. She returns to the microphone and clears 
what sounded like quite a large amount of phlegm from her 
throat, probably thinking she will be escorted out in a matter 
of minutes. 

“Ahem. Ahhhheeeeeem” The microphone makes the 
high-pitched noise of an amp about to blow. “We would like 
to announce our Senior Day specials. With a senior discount 
card, shoppers are eligible for discounted prices on selected 
items in all departments.” Rachel throws several boxes of 
Raisin Bran into the cart. Oliver takes them out of the cart 
and re-shelves them. “Mom. Nobody likes Raisin Bran. Dad 
feeds it to the blue jays when you’re not looking.”

“Why didn’t someone tell me instead of throwing away 
expensive box cereal?” Oliver puts a box of Frosted Flakes in 
the cart. Rachel turns to Beatrice. “Honey would you please 
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get me some bananas? Two bunches?” Beatrice notices a boy 
from school at the cereal aisle and makes a mad, self-conscious 
dash. Rachel’s head begins to throb under the glare of the 
florescent lights and the drone of Muzak in the background 
and still she has not had her afternoon caffeine, She feels dizzy, 
hopeless. The aisles, the employees and grey faced shoppers of 
Lucky’s communicate a deep and profound sense of collective 
despair.  

The three younger children squabble over cereal brands 
until Oliver has the bright idea to choose a small-box sampler 
of the worst sugar cereals. This seems to appease the twins, who 
are partial to tiny sets of things. A woman around Rachel’s age 
with large dark circles under her eyes and a skunk stripe of 
grey along her part approaches Rachel. “Can I help you find 
anything, Ma’am?” She wears a pin on her red uniform shirt 
that says, “Hi, My Name is Raychelle.” 

Rachel takes a good long look at the woman. This is one 
possible future. 

“I should never have left my job with the County,” Rachel 
says out loud, not meaning to.

“Excuse me?” says Raychelle, still smiling but more 
confused now.

“No, thank you. We found everything we need.” She 
pushes the mini-cab cart so quickly through the aisles that 
the wheels wobble. 

“Seniors are also eligible for a variety of other items 
in the pharmacy,” says a man’s voice on the loudspeaker. 
Rachel guesses that the previous announcer is probably job 
hunting by now. As she moves urgently to the front of the 
store, she doesn’t notice the man in a John Deer cap who 
has materialized out of thin air in the toilet paper aisle, a 
treacherous and slick one-lane linoleum highway that wasn’t 
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widened during improvements. He looks disapprovingly at 
Rachel and Oliver and Juno and Charlie as if they are rabid 
jackals. He holds a voice box up the hole at the bottom of his 
neck, barely visible through the folds of wrinkly skin. “Excuse. 
Me. Excuse. Me. You. Are. Blocking. The. Aisle.” 

Charlie and Juno zero in on the man. Oliver bites his nails. 
This is someone else’s bad dream that Rachel is having. “Let 
us get out of your way, sir,” she says, trying to accommodate 
the man before it all goes to shit.

“Please. Step. Aside,” orders the man in the John Deer cap. 
The voice box generates a monotone sound.

“He’s a robot!” says Charlie.
“Excuse me, sir? Where would you like me to go?” Rachel 

asks as politely as possible. The store is spinning under the 
flickering rapidly vibrating florescent lights.

“You step aside Mister Mister!” shouts Juno from the 
mini-cab cart, throwing her head back to reveal a mouth of 
red, candy stained teeth, some of which are coming in so 
crooked, they look as if they’d been filed to a point.

“Show. Some. Respect. You. Are. Blocking. The. Aisle.” 
Rachel swears under her breath. She tries her best to maneuver 
her heavily loaded car and three children backwards but 
another shopper comes in behind her. She can no longer 
move forward because the old man positions his cart as a 
blockade.

“I’m sorry, you’ll have to back up a little,” Rachel says in 
her most accommodating voice. “Then I can get around you 
and you can go forward.” 

The old man remains motionless.
The Alvarez children are dumbstruck witnesses to a 

freeway pileup. Rachel yells at the ceiling. “Will someone 
please let me pass? Then I will be out of your way forever!”
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The man raises his fist and shakes it at Rachel.
“What is that? You’re like the Cliven Bundy of the cereal 

aisle!” she shouts. It’s gone to shit in record time.
A chubby, sweaty-looking man of about thirty with a bad 

mullet comes around the corner. He also wears a red uniform 
shirt. His pin says, “Hi, my name is Drew - Store Manager.” 
Rachel detects the faint aroma of beer. “Ma’am, please keep 
your voice down. There is no need to yell at shoppers. You 
are all valuable to us. I’m sure I can assist you with whatever 
you want.”

Beatrice turns the corner holding two bunches of green 
bananas, just in time to witness Rachel pull Juno and Charlie 
out. Charlie gets stuck and as he kicks to be free he sends the 
loaded grocery cart directly towards Drew, who sidesteps as 
the cart goes careening into the cereal shelves. 

“Mom?” Beatrice looks at her mother.
“Let’s go.” Rachel grabs the twins by the hands and 

marches out of the store, determined never to enter again. 
Oliver whimpers and follows her, holding tight to the sleeve 
of Beatrice’s sweatshirt.
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10.

Blessed Are the Forgetful

By late afternoon, Felix and Hiram are packed. The rest 
they will leave behind for the next tenants, God help 

them. Hiram pushes the Saturn down a back alley behind the 
motel until it reaches a speed at which he can jump start it, 
only to discover it isn’t just low on fuel, but is exhaling the 
last of its fumes in a pitiful wheeze. He leaves the car in the 
middle of the street and goes to fill the gas can at the service 
station around the corner. The temperature in downtown Los 
Banos is approaching three digits. 

He fills the tank of the car with a gallon of gas – enough 
to reach the service station near the highway where prices are 
cheaper. Hiram is skeptical about the urgency of his uncle’s 
decision to move in with Agate in the wine country. For 
that matter, why do they call it the wine country. It’s not like 
farmers don’t grow wine grapes in the Central Valley. Already 
he doesn’t like this place.

Felix’s back is no longer strong enough to push and he 
is too slow to jump into a moving car; Hiram gives this new 
problem some consideration. He sold his jumper cables a 
while back. There is nothing to do but to try again, so he 
pushes the car with Felix sitting in the front seat. Two little 
boys playing soccer in the street join in to help push. The 
crows perched on the power lines watch this comedy from 
above - a skinny Chicano dude with two scrappy, equally 
skinny kids pushing a half-crippled uncle in a half-crippled 
car to the-Devil-knows-where. Hiram goes with it. There is 
no looking ahead in this life, he muses, only looking back to 
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make sure you aren’t being followed. His uncle is cheery and 
optimistic, defying all explanation.

They stop for gas before getting on the I-5, get a fortuitous 
jump at the service station from a van packed with UCSB 
women volleyball players, and head towards Tracy. After 
twenty minutes of driving on fairly open road – Felix can’t 
believe how empty the I-5 is – they come to a complete 
halt behind a line of cars that stretches out in the distance so 
far, the curvature of the earth prevents them from seeing the 
cause of it all. They inch along, waiting for the car to either 
explode or die, until they arrive at a flashing sign on the 
road. Important precautionary information is communicated 
to those already stuck in traffic with no off ramp or turn 
around option for at least five miles: CalTrans is performing 
scheduled roadwork on both northern and southern bound 
portions of the highway, and the drivers should expect delays 
as traffic may be backed up for miles.

Hiram turns to Felix. “Your tax dollars at work,” he says. 
Felix isn’t amused. “It’s no time for jokes.”
They advance two miles in an hour. Hiram sees a thin 

thread of steam escaping from under the hood. 
“That can’t be good,” he says.
“Did you bring the coolant?” asks Felix, fanning his jowls 

with a rolled up Modesto Bee. Hiram has indeed forgotten the 
coolant.

“I’ve got some Vitamin Water in the back,” he says “Green 
apple.”

“No coolant?” snaps Felix.
“No, but it’s the same color,” says Hiram.
Felix massages his temples. “Pull over. There’s no point in 

being towed off the highway and then getting stuck with a 
bill we can’t pay. We’ll just wait it out and hope to make it to 
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the next gas station where we can buy coolant.”
Hiram pats himself down for a cigarette. His new pack 

is in his other shirt, packed in the trunk. He finds a single 
cigarette in the glove box. “Good thing we’re not in a hurry,” 
adds Hiram.

Felix is becoming increasingly irritated in the heat. “But 
we are in a hurry,” he pauses, as if thinking about how much 
information to entrust to Hiram. Hiram’s suspicion of his 
uncle’s motives grows.

“What if a cop comes by?” asks Hiram. He lights a cigarette. 
His coughing and wheezing enrages Felix.

“Quit that! Why do you think we’re getting you out of 
the Valley?”

“I give up. Why?”
“Bah! Put that out!” Felix grabs the cigarette out of 

Hiram’s mouth and throws it outside. “You’re on probation. 
And your car is registered and insured, right? It’s not a crime 
to have car problems.”

“Unless you’re Mexican,” says Hiram. He isn’t so sure he’s 
paid his insurance, but he doesn’t mention it.

They sit in traffic a while longer, until they find a suitable 
place to pull over. The engine steams like a locomotive. Hiram 
suggests they drive into the orchard for shade but Felix doesn’t 
like the idea. The needle hits red, and the radiator begins to 
hiss and sputter. It is just after four o’clock. Neither of them 
thought to bring food.

“I have some friends we could call,” says Hiram.
“No. No friends, especially the sort you run with. I don’t 

want any of them knowing where we’re going. This is about 
you making a clean start,” says Felix. “When you live out here, 
you don’t go anywhere without at least a gallon of fresh water. 
Who raised you anyway? Lizards? I put some in the trunk for 
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you,” Hiram gets out of the car and retrieves an unopened 
liter of water that he pours it into his paper coffee cup. The 
water is warm, having reached a temperature inside the flimsy 
plastic that gives it a slippery chemical taste.

Felix, who is fastidious in all matters pertaining to food 
and drink, sometimes to the point of absurdity given what 
they usually eat and drink, sips the water slowly and without 
spilling it all over his shirt as Hiram has done. Hiram sees that 
look on his uncle’s face and knows that he is winding up to 
one of his philosophical “sorry state of the world” lectures. 

Felix stares off into the distance and asks, “Do you ever 
find it strange that they always say ‘performing road work’ as if 
it’s a performance rather than a job? Maybe it’s everyone else 
that’s missing the point. Maybe it never adds up in the end to 
anything more than a bow and applause if you’re lucky.”

“Unless you’re dragged off stage. Happened to a friend of 
mine in a high school play. Don Quixote.”

“How is that possible? You can’t make a play out of the 
Quixote. It’s a chivalric romance – an epic. That is unfortunate 
for your friend but probably more so for poor Cervantes. 
Acting is a ruthless business. Also, stop saying unless. We must 
keep our focus. The word unless introduces the element of 
chance, of random events. Nothing is random, Hiram.”

“That play was pretty random.”
 “Did I ever tell you why I moved to LA?” Here he goes.
“Yes,” says Hiram. Only ten million times, he thinks. “To 

be an actor in Hollywood films had been your dream since 
you were a boy in Michoacán. You never told me how you 
met this lady you saw when you were at Sonora – the one 
you thought was dead.” Hiram has a feeling she is part of the 
urgency of their plans.

“Not Sonora. Sonora is in the Sierra foothills. I’ve been 
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waiting for a sign and now I’ve seen one.” His uncle truly 
believes his whole future hinges on whether or not chaos 
organizes itself into a “sign.”  To Hiram, this is more of a goose 
chase than an exit plan, but then again, here they are on the 
side of the road with a little gas money and nothing else. 

They sit in the car and sweat some more. Hiram finds 
a Fresno station but the reception is scratchy. Eventually 
boredom wins out.

“Sonoma,” said Felix, suddenly remembering to answer 
part of the question. Finally he threw the paper in the back 
seat. 

“I’m sure you said Sonora,” said Hiram.
“Did I?” Felix looked worried. His uncle’s memory isn’t as 

sharp as it used to be. “No, no – I’m sure it’s not Sonora. My 
half-sister Agate lives in Sonoma. She knows we’re coming. 
And anyway you don’t say ‘the last time you were at Sonoma.’ 
You say the ‘last time you were in Sonoma.’”

Hiram is used to his uncle correcting his grammar. The 
problem is that when he speaks in grammatically correct 
sentences, everyone else he knows hates him. 

 “So, you were saying about the lady you met in LA,” says 
Hiram, watching the cars on the highway inch along. Many 
of the passengers in the cars look homicidal.

“When my family left Michoacán, we moved to a small 
farm labor community outside of Bakersfield, where your 
mother and father are from.”

“Were from,” corrects Hiram. Hiram has not seen his 
father in ten years. “My father is a fugitive of the law and my 
mother moved home to Mexico.”

 “Don’t be too quick to judge a person. Fear and poverty 
take their toll.”

“And breaking the law – lots of laws. That takes a toll,” 
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adds Hiram.
“You said you wanted to hear how I met this lady in LA,” 

snaps Felix. He’s snappy all around.
“I first wanna know – is she rich?”
“I have no idea,” says Felix. “But yes, I think she does have 

money. She had a rather large ring on her finger, and I know 
that she’s not married.”

“And you know this how?”
“Because one of Agate’s women used to clean her house.”
“Then let’s hear it,” says Hiram. 
Felix clears his throat. 
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11.

Last Stop on El Camino Real

Fifteen minutes later, Rachel is close to tears in the parking 
lot of the town’s most expensive, gourmet grocery store 

where pollen of killer bees and essential oil of Kraken can 
be added to fair trade espresso upon request. She feels little 
beads of sweat forming on her forehead and is quite sure her 
deodorant is failing. 

Once inside, she gives Beatrice her last twenty dollars and 
sends her, Oliver, and the twins to the juice bar to get two 
smoothies to share. Under threat of pain and death, she tells 
them to sit in a booth until she finishes. She promises to be 
fast. 

In five minutes, Rachel fills the cart with enough food for 
several dinners. As she waits in line, a young tattooed cashier 
in a unicorn t-shirt with an exposed, pierced navel flirts with 
the young man in front of Rachel. It takes an eternity to ring 
up his Gatorade and turkey jerky. They discuss tattoo artists 
they like. 

Oliver sees Rachel in line and wanders over to escape 
Beatrice’s authoritarian rule. He picks up a tabloid newspaper 
with the headline, “Emerald Necklace Cursed.” On the cover 
is a blurry photo of a young blonde woman walking away 
from the scene of a car crash. 

“What does it say?” asks Rachel.
Oliver reads, “1970s film star Cheryl Lundquist – 
Rachel’s turn comes. 
“One hundred and sixty three dollars and fifty nine cents,” 

says the cashier. “Credit or debit?” She waves to the young 
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tattooed man and cracks her gum, watching him hungrily 
until he leaves. 

“Credit, please.”
“Do you have your own bags or do you want paper or 

plastic?” 
“Plastic is fine.” 
“Plastic is never fine,” says a woman behind her in a long, 

cat fur-covered sweater.
“What else do you use to clean up after your pet?” Rachel 

asks, irritated.
The woman says something but Rachel ignores her 

when she sees that her children are nearly finished with their 
smoothies and starting to disperse. Charlie has his eye on the 
door and Juno is gawking at a woman wearing a protective 
face mask under what looks like a beekeeper’s helmet. 

“If you bring your own bags you can save ten cents per 
bag,” says the cashier. She stops chewing her gum and stares at 
the debit card machine behind the counter. Her smile fades 
and she shifts her weight awkwardly.

“Um, Ma’am, maybe you have a different card. This one is 
showing it was canceled,” she speaks in a discreetly low voice.

Rachel smiles and gave the cashier another credit card. 
“Try this one.” The store is more crowded now. Of all people, 
the head coach of Oliver’s baseball team gets in line behind 
her. He has two items: a bloody package of meat and an 
expensive bottle of wine. What is his name? Rachel searches 
her memory — something like Dan or Don or Dean. Mueller 
is his last name, Coach Mueller. He gives Oliver a thumbs up 
while Rachel awaits the verdict on her credit card.

“Hi Rachel. Big game this weekend! Is Oliver excited?” 
Coach Mueller asks.

“Oh yeah, he’s very excited. Maybe not as excited as his 
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father.” Coach Mueller forces a laugh. It really isn’t funny. 
Little League small talk is a slow death.

Why can’t Rachel ever remember his name? She never 
forgets his wife’s name – Debbie Mueller. Debbie is an aging 
beach bunny and relentless social climber. It’s no secret that 
Debbie, a native of the valley who returned after she finished 
two years of college, dislikes Rachel. Debbie examines Rachel 
top to bottom with her border patrol eyes every time they 
see each other, like she’s scanning her for evidence of some 
kind. That Coach Mueller’s friendliness to Rachel borders on 
flirtation occasionally has nothing to do with her.

“Um, Ma’am, sorry but this one doesn’t work either. I 
dunno, sometimes these machines can be a little moody. Do 
you want to leave your groceries here while you go get cash? 
I’d be happy to hold them for you.” 

“Bless you!” whispers Rachel.
Juno is now sitting on Charlie to prevent him from leaving 

the store. Beatrice is sitting in another booth, pretending not 
to be related to either of them. Oliver taps Rachel’s shoulder. 

“Can we go now?”
Coach Mueller steps in and places his credit card on the 

counter. “Why don’t you just pay me back at the game this 
weekend? It’s no problem.”

Rachel does her best to hide her humiliation while 
expressing her gratitude at the same time. “I...I...” she 
stammers. “I might take you up on that offer. It’s just, you 
know, one of those days.”

“No worries,” says Coach Mueller. “We all have those 
days.” This is a lie. Coach Mueller is a rich contractor. He has 
an infinity pool and a fishing boat and a Super Duty truck. 
Rachel knows this because the team parties are always held 
at his house.
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“Thanks, Mr. Mueller. I’ll see you at the game this Saturday. 
I’ll come with cash, promise.”

“Call me Dave,” Coach Mueller calls out after her. “Tell 
Rob I said how ‘bout them Giants!”

“I will,” she says, trying not to burst into tears in front of 
Dave and the entire checkout line. 

As soon as groceries and children are secured safely in 
the car, Joan Stephens pulls halfway into the parking space 
next to Rachel in her Jaguar. Rachel is still loading groceries 
when Joan attempts twice more to park in a space marked 
“compact.” She can no longer exit the car from the driver’s 
side as there is too little space between the cars to open the 
door, so exits on the passenger side.

She gives Rachel a hug. “Hi Honey. Why thuch a long 
faith? You look like you were run over by a themi struck and 
then it backed up to finish the job. Come by later. I’ve got a 
little picker upper for you.” 

At first Rachel cannot put her finger on what’s going on 
with Joan’s mouth. And then she realizes Joan has taken her 
dentures out. Joan guesses Rachel’s thoughts. “My teeth hurt. 
Damn things never fit.”

Rachel takes one glance at Joan’s outfit and abandons her 
own self-pity. Joan is wearing a white coat with a fur collar, 
buttoned all the way down, revealing two tiny legs so riddled 
with spider veins they’re like tentacles of some terrestrial 
jellyfish. Joan smells of gin and perfume and breath mints and 
she’s going into the snobbiest market in town with only gums 
in her mouth.

“Groceries?” says Rachel, who admires the eccentric 
old lady despite her shitty dogs and her gaudy jewels. The 
twins bang on the windows. Joan stares at them like they’re 
quarantined chimps.
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“Dog food,” she says. “My Shirleys got to eat. Anyway, I’m 
outta smokes.” 

As Joan departs, Rachel turned towards the minivan 
to find out what all the banging on the window is about. 
Beatrice is the culprit this time. She knocks frantically on 
the driver’s side window, pointing and jumping up and down 
in her seat. “Mom! Mom!” Rachel follows the direction of 
Beatrice’s pointing finger. Joan Stephens saunters across the 
parking lot towards the store.  Rachel sees in an instant what 
Beatrice is up in arms about; Joan Stephens has forgotten her 
pants. 

Rachel runs after her.
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12.

Las Palmas

Felix is on a roll. “I was the youngest of six, so naturally I 
learned to speak English more quickly than my brothers 

and sisters who had never spoken anything but Spanish. Since 
I was only in first grade when we came here, I eventually lost 
my accent. Your father was born much later. Our poor mother 
was so tired by then. Ironic that her name was Consuelo – 
since nobody gave her any.”

Hiram has heard this story many times, how the six 
Echeverria children had grown up with nothing, always 
watching their mother and father work and work and never 
get ahead. Hiram knows just how hard Felix had to fight, and 
how he saw the life that awaited him. Hiram knows how 
Felix did well in school, especially in drama, owing to one 
dedicated and selfless teacher who’d also grown up in the 
Valley and later attended Fresno State and then returned to 
teach children of itinerant workers. He recognized Felix’s 
talent and helped him apply for a scholarship to study theater 
in Los Angeles. Hiram knew how he’d had to drop out 
because he still needed to send money home and how, in the 
end, only his charm, good looks and continental English had 
helped him get a job waiting tables at an upscale bar at a Santa 
Monica beach hotel after a brief stint on the maintenance 
staff. Hiram also understands that his life as a waiter and then 
maître d’ had come with unexpected benefits.

However, one thing they seldom discuss was why Hiram’s 
father left and never returned. Even after Felix’s own failure 
to pull up the anchor of his circumstances, which he now 
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believes was always his fate, Hiram’s father at least had a fair 
start. To his credit, from what he knows of his father’s past, 
Hiram Sr. had managed to have a little fun on his free-fall 
into ruinous sin. 

Felix’s memories about his childhood aren’t all terrible, 
and Hiram enjoys a good story as much as the next person. 
His uncle has a gift for storytelling and though Hiram 
knows his uncle embellishes the details, he makes Hiram feel 
nostalgic for a world he’s never known. For example, a river 
with water in it.

As children, the Echeverrias went to the river in the 
summer to fish and swim. Even the poorest people could 
enjoy the beauty and uplifting power of the San Joaquin – 
a river that was cold and clear, that flowed from the purest 
springs in the mountains, and had once been full of fat pink-
fleshed salmon. Now, as Hiram has seen with his own eyes, 
there are only dams and dry stretches of riverbed full of 
garbage and rusting farm equipment. Felix probably never 
swam in the river but he also never lets the truth get in the 
way of a good story. Any memories that persist enough to 
trouble Felix’s conscience, Felix forgets. 

“Anyway, you know all the rest,” says Felix. “But here’s how 
my hunch started. This part you don’t know. In the winter of 
1974, this cat named Tommy started hanging around the bar. 
He was your typical California playboy - handsome, blonde 
and tan, and rich. I was young and didn’t know everything 
then.”

“Like you do now?” says Hiram.
Felix ignores him. “At the time I thought he was just 

there to seduce divorcées and the lonely wives of producers 
and directors. I had no idea that Tommy was a thief. I was 
a hardworking and honest young man. I believed in the 
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American dream - work hard and you’ll succeed. You know.
I knew that hotel by heart, working my way up from 

a janitor to groundskeeper to head waiter. The money was 
decent. I told everyone I was from a small village on the 
Costa Azul, not the Central Valley. That crowd seemed to 
like that better than telling them I was from Michoacán via 
Fresno. If Los Angeles is anything, it is a city built upon the 
clouds of illusion. 

One day I found some old plans for the hotel in a drawer 
in the pool cabana. They were getting ready to renovate the 
hotel, starting with the beach club, so I was pulling everything 
out. I put the plans behind the bar.

This cat Tommy asks me a question about the hotel – how 
well do I know the building – lots of picky little questions 
about doors and schedules and staff. I told him that I knew 
the hotel like the back of my hand– all of the corridors, doors, 
closets, air ducts. This gets Tommy’s attention. He asks me 
where the guests stored their valuables. Of course I told him 
there were safes in every room. Then he said, ‘That’s not what 
I’m talking about.’ He’s feeling me out – to see if I’m a player 
or a snitch.”

“Which were you?” asks Hiram. They are still sweating on 
the side of the road. The heat makes mirages in the distance. 
Hiram thinks they might die here.

“Well, let’s just say I went along with him; played dumb. 
I knew that there was a high security vault somewhere for 
storing jewelry. Sometimes stars stayed at the hotel before the 
Oscars, awards ceremonies – we were Hollywood’s beach club. 
It was no secret why the hotel had a private security team.

At that time, I was still sending most of my wages home. 
You have to understand, Hiram, there was so much money 
changing hands in this place – you couldn’t tell the high 
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rollers from the riff raff sometimes. Naturally, as a young man 
who came from humble beginnings, I was under the spell of 
all of this, and I was there to make my mark like everyone 
else. I started auditioning for films but I got only bit parts – 
gardeners, vaqueros, bandits or fools – sometimes I played 
an Arab or an Indian. The days were long and the pay wasn’t 
good. But taking those parts made working as a waiter seem 
like I had a plan – I wasn’t just going to be a waiter for the 
rest of my life. No, I was there like everyone else because I 
had ambition. I was handsome, even.

“You take after me,” says Hiram.
“So Tommy Gleeson hangs around for a few months and 

then makes me an offer. I’ll give him the plans and he gives 
me a very large sum of money – no questions asked. He 
made up some excuse he was ‘investing” blah, blah, blah. He 
thought I was an idiot. Payment for the plans was more than 
a month’s wages. I had a bad feeling about it all, of course. 
But why should I work for tips while cats like Tommy got 
rich doing nothing? It wasn’t like the owners of the hotel and 
beach club had shown me any particular loyalty, despite the 
high standard of service they received from me. Naturally, I 
didn’t ask any questions.”

“Naturally,” says Hiram mockingly. He’s counts the number 
of times  the word “naturally” comes up. Felix misses the joke. 

“I’m guessing you should have asked a few,” says Hiram.
“Maybe I should have. Or not. Only time will tell. Anyway, 

I said I would get him the plans. What did I care? At the 
same time, the beautiful young wife of a very famous movie 
producer named Cheryl Lundquist, who had some very high 
up connections, was hanging around the beach club and bar. 
Sometimes she stayed at the hotel. She and I had become 
friends – good friends. A woman so young and with such 
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extraordinary beauty and talent could easily fall prey to one 
of those hungry coyotes, so I kept an eye on her. 

Cheryl grew up on a ranch somewhere near Salinas. She 
wasn’t as dumb as everyone thought she was. We were a lot 
alike in that way. People knew her husband and nobody else 
would have dared make moves on her if they wanted to work 
in the movie business. But Tommy didn’t care about all that. 
He thought he was above it or something – I don’t know 
what he thought. He started meeting her at the pool for 
cocktails. People noticed but nobody said anything. After the 
war, I think the gringos thought the world was going to end. 
You can’t believe Hollywood in those days – total free for all.”

“Sounds like fun,” says Hiram.
“You wouldn’t have lasted a day,” says Felix. “Kids like you 

got eaten up.”
Hiram isn’t sure how to take this. What did “kids like you” 

mean?
“Later, Tommy gave me my reward for keeping quiet about 

handing over the plans, and I took this to mean that there was 
an understanding between us, that our business was finished.”

“What did he give you?” Hiram asks.
“A wad of bills.”
“How big a wad?”
“Enough.”
“It must have been a lot.”
“I don’t remember. I bought a few pieces of art. That’s how 

I came to start my collection of authentic Chicano art.”
“Why don’t you sell those?” Hiram knows that asking 

Felix to part with his collection would be like asking him to 
ransom his own child. Hiram adds, “Bet you could put them 
on e-Bay.”

“Let me finish. One day I’m at the restaurant. I see Tommy 
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and this Spanish cat they call El Geco sitting at a table with 
Cheryl. They don’t see me. Someone at the next table over 
broke a wine glass so I bend down to clean it up and I hear 
them talking so I stay under the table. I hear El Geco say they 
have a partner, a jeweler who specializes in forgeries nobody 
can detect. This jeweler, he has made perfect reproductions of 
the Andromeda Sapphire, the Siva Star Ruby, and the Green 
Tara. And I happen to know that real Green Tara is currently 
in the vault at the hotel. 

I have no idea how or why they know any of this. I was 
scared if they saw me, they’d do something to me – I’d be a 
loose end or whatever. So I stayed under the table and this is 
what I learned: their plan was to enter the vault, replace the 
Green Tara with a fake and leave. Sounds easy. Except there is 
an army of security at the hotel and the vault has one of the 
most sophisticated security systems anywhere.

Here’s where it gets confusing. There is second heist 
planned – a decoy. They started speaking in low voices so I 
never heard anyone’s name mentioned specifically except for 
Casper, Tommy’s younger brother. All I heard was a few bits 
about a boat, the San Pedro Harbor, and a cop who was paid 
off. I don’t say anything. I just wait.”

“Then what happened?” asks Hiram. He’s starting to 
feel sick from the fumes. Wasps buzz around outside the car. 
Where they are now could be the gates of Hell.

“Eventually they leave and I crawl out from under the 
table, making sure nobody sees me.

In a week or two, Tommy’s brother Casper shows up. 
Tommy tells me to make sure his brother doesn’t get into any 
trouble and he gives me some more incentive. He had just 
arrived from who knows where. He turned a few heads at the 
beach club – a lot of husbands weren’t too happy about that. 
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Tommy doesn’t know that I know a big heist is being planned. 
I play dumb but I’m starting to put the pieces together. Of 
course, Casper meets Cheryl out by the pool and he follows 
her around like a stupid puppy. And I’m not gonna tell 
Tommy that his brother Casper is getting cozy with Cheryl 
Lundquist – that’s interfering with matters of the heart and 
it’s no business of mine. However I know that Casper visits 
Cheryl’s room. I even saw them leave the hotel together once. 

The first heist must have gone off as planned – I never 
heard a peep. But then a few hours later, the hotel alarms are 
going off, and the thieves hightail it out of there, then make 
their getaway by boat, or at least that’s what the story was 
in the paper. I never saw anything. There were sirens, cops, 
security guys running around with loaded guns – the hotel 
is a madhouse. 

Next thing I hear is there was a high-speed chase out of 
the harbor and a boat goes down. The thieves are rescued by 
the Coast Guard, a few guys are arrested but nothing comes 
of it. The guys walk. Everyone thinks the jewels are at the 
bottom of the ocean. They send divers down – nothing but 
trash. So I get to thinking that only Tommy and El Geco 
know that the real jewels are not, in fact, at the bottom of 
the ocean, but they don’t know that I know. But I know that 
Casper is back at the hotel by the afternoon in the room with 
Cheryl. At this point, Tommy still doesn’t know about the 
two of them. 

A few days later, a fisherman finds Casper floating face 
down outside the harbor and hauls him in. Tommy comes 
around looking for me. Someone at the hotel must have told 
him Casper was accompanied on the night of the burglary 
because he starts wanting to know who was Casper with, did 
he talk to anyone at the hotel and finally I confess that he 
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used to sit next to Cheryl at the bar but I didn’t think it 
was anything. Tommy gives me a look, and then I know that 
something big’s gone down.

The next week Cheryl and her husband are in a car 
accident on the PCH up near Malibu and end up dead, so I 
split to Mazatlan where one of my friends gets me a job at a 
resort and I hide out there. I told the hotel manager of Las 
Palmas – that’s what it used to be called - that I had to go 
to Mexico to take care of a sick aunt or something, I can’t 
remember. 

I hear later that Tommy Gleeson and a guy with a long 
Spanish name, who I assume is El Geco, have been caught 
trying to break into a bank in Santa Monica. As far as I 
know, nobody recovered the stolen jewels, but I highly doubt 
Tommy would be nabbed during a much smaller job if the 
Green Tara was still in his possession, unless he couldn’t move 
it or, it never ended up where it was supposed to be. That 
leaves only the jeweler. But all this time, Cheryl stays on my 
mind.” Felix is quiet for a while. “I should have warned her.”

“So you think she had the Green Tara?”
“I don’t know. Anyway, someone thought she did because 

rumors were flying everywhere that they were run off the road. 
Nobody ever saw her body and no funeral was announced – 
just a small memorial in Salinas for her. Something was up.”

“So you split to Mazatlan.”
“Yes. I stayed for a few years. But I decided to come back 

after a while. I don’t have to worry about the jeweler because 
he doesn’t know me, and I don’t know him and nobody 
knows that I know anything except Tommy, and he never put 
two and two together that I was paying attention. And anyway, 
I didn’t think he was alive anymore.”

Hiram is more confused than ever. “So, why are we going 
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to live with Agate?”
“A few years ago, I went to see Agate.”
“Your half-sister,” says Hiram.
“More like a cousin.”
“There’s a difference,” says Hiram. 
“We just say ‘prima’ in Spanish. It covers everything.”
“You can marry a prima, not a half-sister,” argues Hiram.
Felix waves him away with his hand. “I’m visiting Agate 

and one evening I go to the liquor store where a women 
buying gin is none other than Cheryl Lundquist!”

“But she’s dead.”
“That’s what the papers said. But it’s her. I know her too 

well to mistake her for anyone else.”
“So she’s not dead?”
“I say ‘Mrs. Lundquist, is that you?’ She gives me a strange 

look, like she has to remember not to answer to that name. 
Then she turns to me and says, ‘You must have mistaken me 
for someone else. My name is Joan.’ Then she leaves. But as 
she’s getting into her car – an old red Jaguar convertible – she 
turns to look at me. I thought I saw her wink.”

“Are you sure it was her?”
“You don’t forget Cheryl Lundquist. Ever.”
“Why did the papers lie?”
“Think about it.”
“So, she’s still alive but she’s changed her name and wants 

to keep her identity a secret,” says Hiram, putting the pieces 
together. “Witness Protection?”

“Maybe. Could be.”
“Or that lady really was Joan and not Cheryl and you’re 

just a cabrón with bad eyes,” says Hiram.
“That’s unlikely,” says Felix.
The heat inside the car is unbearable. 
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“How did you know she moved to Sonora?” asked Hiram.
“Aye!” Felix corrects him. “So-noma!”
“What?”
“Facebook,” says Felix and gives Hiram a sly wink. All of 

Hiram’s aunties and cousins are on Facebook.
“And then I started reading the local papers online. I 

found her in Sonoma through some animal rescue charity 
she’s involved with – she always had these little dogs at the 
beach club – little white terriers that shit all over the place. 
And when she posted a picture of Las Palmas Hotel and Beach 
Club on Facebook after this fake Green Tara turns up in San 
Pedro, I got my hunch. Nothing is a coincidence.”

“So what about the jeweler?” Hiram’s shirt is soaked 
through. The same black Mustang has been idling next to 
them on the highway for fifteen minutes. Felix can no longer 
see the driver, and imagines he might have expired behind 
the wheel in his vehicular sauna.

“I don’t know anything about him.”
“No offense, Uncle Felix, but you’re not a very good 

criminal mastermind.”
“It isn’t like that. Anyway, Agate found a job for you and I 

needed to get out of that place so quit asking questions.”
“That’s your plan?” Hiram looks at Felix like he’s just 

played a huge practical joke on both of them.
“I’m working on it. We’ve got to get out of here before 

the car melts.”
“And I’m guessing that you have feelings for this Cheryl 

you talk about. That must be it. Otherwise none of it adds up.”
Felix is quiet for a moment. The two of them sit in 

the sweltering car, and watch indifferently as a truck pulls 
up, loaded with white drums full of some mysterious fluid 
dangerous enough to merit little red warning labels depicting 
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a skull and cross bones. Two men in masks and white suits get 
out of the truck, unload two smaller drums that they strap to 
their back and begin spraying the ground at the base of the 
trees.

Hiram, who is sensitive even to scented soap, sneezes 
violently. He feels his throat tighten. Meanwhile, his uncle 
continues his stroll down memory lane while the grim reapers 
of Roundup move silently down the rows.

“She was kind to me. She told me personal things about 
her life, her childhood. I knew she was depressed and scared, 
and I knew her husband was a bastard and that she drank. If 
these people are on the trail of the Green Tara again, and they 
find out she’s alive, it could be dangerous for her.”

“So, you’re going to save the day, huh?” says Hiram. “Where 
is your Rosinante?”

At this comment, Felix smiles broadly. “Ah-ha! I can see 
that you have been reading your Cervantes!” Felix gave Hiram 
his copy with high expectations.

“And I’m your Sancho?”
“Don’t be a fool,” scolds Felix. “That’s the whole point of 

reading the Quixote – not to be the fool.”
“You told me,” says Hiram, who really had not really read 

much of the book, but enough to understand that his uncle 
and Don Quixote had quite a bit in common. “I’m guessing 
these thieves need canes to get around now, Uncle.” Hiram 
laughs at the idea of aging jewel thieves. He thinks it would 
be a funny movie.

“The promise of $35 million dollars would restore anyone 
to his youthful vigor. Either that or they’ll hire a few rateros 
to do the dirty work. It’s called outsourcing.”

Hiram knows beyond a shadow of a doubt that they are 
on a wild goose chase, and both the hunters and the geese 
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are on the downhill slide towards walkers and a liquid diet. 
“What kind of work does Agate have lined up for me?”

“Landscaping.” Hiram tries to hide his disappointment 
but his uncle catches him. “It’s better than turn down service 
at a motel that rents rooms by the hour in Los Banos.” 
 

Eventually Hiram and Felix leave the Saturn on the side of 
the road and hitch a ride on a garlic truck bound for Oakland. 
From there they hitch a ride on an airport shuttle - using the 
very last of their cash - that delivers them to Petaluma, where 
Agate picks them up in her brand new car, brings them home 
to her tidy, air conditioned, double-wide trailer, gives them 
clean towels for a shower and feeds them white beans and 
pork slow-cooked in chili powder, cilantro, lime, oranges and 
spices so fragrant that Hiram nearly faints.

“Now, you old coyote,” says Agate, sidling up to Felix. “I 
know you didn’t come here for a job mowing lawns at your 
age.”

“Who says?”
“You were asking me about Joan Stephens.”
“Yes. You mentioned that she is a client of yours.”
“Was. She’s out of her mind, Felix. She barely knows who 

she is anymore. Her shitty rat dogs bite my girls. She thinks a 
gang of criminals is out to get her and those little ratoncitos 
are going to protect her.”

“You see,” says Felix, turning to Hiram and grinning. “The 
signs were there all along.”
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13.

The Art of Getting Pissed

It is now evening, standard pub time, and Colin is officially 
drunk. He did not, he does not, mean to be drunk so early 

in his sabbatical but some things are beyond his control. He 
steps outside into the cool evening air for a cigarette, inhales 
then, holding his breath, turns his gaze towards a clear, black 
sky, densely littered with stars that remind him of a billion 
glowing cigarette butts. The sky here is remarkably fog-free. 

Exhaling, he visualizes his little cottage with the hills 
looming in the background, and all the good, honest work 
that awaits him; the fence that needs deer proofing if he is 
going to put in raised beds, the hive boxes he’s been meaning 
to clean in preparation for installing the package of bees 
he ordered online and intends to pick up in Sebastopol in 
a week’s time. The redwood siding of the cottage is still in 
remarkable condition for its many decades of service but 
needs repairs in a few places where the woodpeckers have 
stashed their acorns, causing the siding to buckle when the 
acorns sprouted the previous summer. 

Katherine wanted to refinish the floors and replace the 
wooden countertops, before she ran off with that shirtless 
phony she’d met at Esalen. But as far as inhabitants of the 
cottage go, it’s just him now – alone with the jays and 
woodpeckers and the fence lizards. The restoration of the 
cottage will begin with the garden. In between, he will write 
and all will be well.

Colin finishes his cigarette and considers going home 
until a tall, willowy woman with a mane of bouncing red 
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ringlets emerges from the ladies’ room and wiggles by him 
on her way to the bar. She waves to Nigel inside the pub. 
This tall drink of water is in her late forties maybe, and built 
“like a brick shit house” – an awful expression one of his 
students taught him that quickly parasitized his imagination 
despite his hatred of it. She isn’t Nigel’s wife, so this is a bonus. 
She goes inside and takes the very seat at the bar that Colin 
vacated for a smoke. In a stroke of luck, Colin discovers he has 
left his jacket inside with Nigel. Just one more pint, he thinks. 

He intrudes with confidence. “The night is still young,” 
he says to the woman, “though I myself am not!”

“I recognize you from somewhere,” she says, crossing her 
long pale legs. “Weren’t you on the first season of ‘Naked and 
Afraid’?”

“I was indeed,” Colin lies, knowing full well this is Nigel’s 
little joke. And as you can see, I am neither naked nor afraid, 
but all that can change.”

“So, Mr. Novelist. What are you writing?”
This catches Colin off guard. “Wait. Do we know each 

other?”
“You don’t remember.”
“Sorry. I should. You are unforgettable.”
“Tell me a story.”
A generic sort of invitation, but an invitation nonetheless. 

He takes a seat.
“Well, at this moment I am in mourning. I’ve spent a few 

years in my early career researching a case and developing 
a theory – a theory that writers in the genre and even the 
detectives I talked to all ridiculed – that has recently been 
proven true. And here I am, living high on obscurity and low 
on inspiration. And that’s all she wrote.”

The woman pounds her vodka on the rocks. “Like you 
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said - the night is still young, though you are not.”
“I’m Colin.”
“April.”
“April is the cruelest month,” says Colin. The drummer 

taps his sticks together and the room is swallowed up in a 
deafening roar.

“It’s May, actually,” says the woman.
“Indeed it is,” says Colin. “And you are as full of spirit as 

the month of May, and as gorgeous as the sun in Midsummer.”
“I need another drink,” says April, “if you’re going to talk 

nonsense.”
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14.

Everything is Funny if You Can Laugh at It

By some miracle, baseball practice was canceled. Rob stays 
at the pub drinking beer and making up an excuse to 

explain the missing hour, but now he is headed home. To 
what, he doesn’t know.

He sends a group text at five – he claims his phone is 
temperamental – and then arrives home around half past six. 
What he’s been doing during that missing hour and a half 
is nobody’s business but his own. He can’t even sit on the 
toilet in peace at home. With the exception of a few locals 
at the pub, who would never betray a brother in arms, he’s 
confident that he’s covered his tracks. 

He makes sure that Rachel hears the hoarse idle of his 
company truck in the driveway, and stages a phone call so that 
he will appear tied up with work.

Nobody comes out to greet him.
Rob navigates an obstacle course of one three-wheeled 

skateboard, two chewed up balls, a dead basketball, and a small 
heap of abandoned sidewalk chalk while stray vines from the 
climbing roses tear at his flesh. He lives among savages. This is 
not a house, Rob thinks – it’s a group home. 

“Humans can’t actually enter the house through the garage 
anymore,” Rachel’s disembodied voice announces, making 
him jump. “Which is why the rats like it so much.” 

One look at Rachel’s face tells him the kind of day she’s 
had, so he makes a b-line for the fridge where an IPA hides 
behind Tupperware containers of science experiments Rachel 
has yet to discard. “You shouldn’t camouflage yourself like 
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that. Someone might shoot you,” says Rob.
Methane barks with excitement, spinning wildly around 

on the wooden floors, his nails leaving long, linear gouge 
marks, then knocks Oliver’s poster board off the kitchen table 
along with hundreds of little cut out pieces of printed paper 
he was in the process of glue-sticking on. The dog sprints 
towards Rob, skids out, farts, and sends Rob reeling into the 
refrigerator door.

The kids howl with laughter.
“They never get tired of it, do they?” asks Rob, digging for 

his buried beer.
“Nope,” says Rachel. “They don’t.”
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15.

The Witching Hour

Rachel studies Rob like a lab chimp, assessing his mood 
and his level of distraction by banging around the 

cluttered kitchen, finishing up last minute dishes before 
dinner. Rob’s avoidance maneuvers don’t endear him to her. 
He really doesn’t want to hear about her day. Who would?

It was her plan to surprise Rob and the kids with a sit-down 
meal, and now she wonders why she even bothered. During 
the early years of their marriage, she used to think of herself 
as a rather inventive cook if a little on the brown rice and 
tempeh side. With the demands of child-friendly food, that 
fire was put out long ago. Rotisserie chicken is a staple, as are 
quesadillas and any combination of tortillas and cheese. What 
must she have done, she often asks herself, in a past life to 
make so many quesadillas in this one? 

She admits that Rob is an essentially fair and understanding 
husband. If she makes macaroni and cheese three nights in 
a row, Rob doesn’t complain. Even after sixteen years of 
marriage he still can’t do much but BBQ. But she isn’t fooled; 
she suspects beer is the secret ingredient to his tolerance, or 
maybe the Thai takeout he devours in the cab of his truck on 
the way home.

Cooking isn’t Rachel’s only waning pleasure. The day’s 
harrowing journey to the grocery stores – there has to be 
a reason why she didn’t go when the kids were at school 
– has left her nervous and exhausted. Her mother says she 
needs a “kitchen is the heart of the home” attitude. After a 
bad reaction to an anti-depressant, her new, drug-resistant 
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depression is expanding with the speed and magnitude of the 
Big Bang. 

While Rob wrangles the kids to the bathroom sink to 
wash up, Rachel slings the $26/pound Chilean sea bass fillet 
into a pan, covers it with butter, capers and lemons and puts 
it into an oven preheated to whatever temperature it achieves 
these days. She asks Rob to keep an eye on it just as he is 
turning on the Giant’s game. This is her first mistake; watching 
baseball and multi-tasking are mutually exclusive functions 
in Rob’s brain. At the end of a waterwise shower, Rachel is 
assaulted by the piercing sound of the smoke alarm. Fearing 
the worst, she reaches for a bath towel that isn’t there and is 
forced to dry off with a hand towel.

“What’s that awful smell?” screams Beatrice. Rachel is in 
the middle of wiping a body she no longer recognizes down 
like a platform diver when Beatrice intrudes. “Mom, how 
about a little warning? TMI!”

“How about leaving me a bath towel?” Rachel shouts back.
“I can’t help it if Miranda hogs them!” Beatrice slams the 

door.
Rachel throws on a robe, races down the stairs to the 

kitchen and opens the oven. She blows away big puffs of 
escaping brown smoke and witnesses, to her horror, the white 
rubbery tongue that was once a fillet of Chilean sea bass curl 
up in the sizzle of burnt butter. Miranda floats in on a cloud 
of teenage hormones while Rachel madly fans the smoke 
alarms.

“Where have you been?” Rachel asks, slapping Miranda’s 
fingers away from the salad.

“At Kate’s. I left you a message. What are you smoking out 
in the oven?” 

“The artist formerly known as sea bass,” Rachel says. 
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“Whoa. It looks like one of those cellophane fortune 
telling fishes. That’s what you get for buying an endangered 
species,” says Miranda, who doesn’t know anything about 
endangered species but still managed to paste a Wildlife 
Defenders bumper sticker on her binder and take a selfie. 

The very sight of Miranda makes Rachel anxious these 
days. She is already a few inches taller than she is and has 
inherited Rachel’s grandmother’s ink black hair and blue eyes, 
with Rob’s enviable olive skin and lankiness. The only thing 
she inherited from Rachel was her mercurial temper and 
an inability to keep her opinions to herself. Miranda smiles 
serenely at Rachel. It is hard to tell what Miranda is up to, or 
worse, had been up to before coming home. Seeing her eyes 
are bloodshot and how her breath smells of spearmint gum, 
Rachel has a good idea. 

Miranda picks through the salad. “Mom,” says Miranda, 
flinging a piece of lettuce on the floor like she is absolutely 
sure someone else will pick it up for her. “There’s half an 
earwig on the lettuce. Is that a thing now?”” 

“It’s just a bug. You’re on dishes tonight.” Rachel points in 
the direction of clean dishtowels sitting on the counter.

“Oh. Right. I have somewhere to go.” 
Rob walks into the kitchen during a commercial. He 

freezes in his tracks, shocked either by the strange visage of 
Rachel in a bathrobe or the smell of burning fish. Rachel 
ignores him and goes silently through the ritual of lighting 
candles and setting the table and pretending like nothing is 
wrong. 

“So, did you forget?”
What?” he asks, bewildered. “What’s on fire?”
“Didn’t you hear me?” Rachel is fanning the smoke out 

through the sliding glass door while Rob just stands there 
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searching his memory for what it was he was responsible 
for and then he sneaks a peak at the score on the television, 
which is followed immediately by a Viagra commercial. 

“The fish. I forgot the fish, didn’t I? Crap. I’m sorry. Can 
I go out and get more?” Rob puts his arms around Rachel’s 
shoulders. That he is so tolerant and attentive can only mean 
one thing – he is hiding something. She wipes the dead fruit 
flies out of one of their three wineglasses, and then she pours 
a glass of wine for him and one for her. But she is too late. 
Rob has discovered the last cold beer in the back of the fridge 
– the one she was hiding for herself. 

“That bottle was a gift from your boss,” says Rachel.
“Ex-boss, Rach. You don’t usually drink Syrah with sea 

bass.” Rob stares at a commercial for a Chevy Silverado. His 
eyes get misty. “I need a new truck.”

“That shouldn’t matter now as we can no longer eat the 
sea bass.” Still, she feels the sting of her mistake. 

Rob adjusts the television so he can watch the Giant’s 
game from the table. Rachel drinks Rob’s wine too. She has 
never been much of a drinker and now, in her mid-forties, 
the sugar keeps her up at night. This is a good bottle and 
anyway she destroyed the cork after the fish ignited in the 
oven. Pieces of cork bob in the bottle and she imagines tiny 
sailors clinging to them while their ship goes down. 

She gives up the fight to get everyone in a chair. Miranda 
abandons the meal after spotting the earwig, Beatrice only 
eats white food, ruling out everything but the sea bass and 
even that is brownish now. Charlie and Juno are both elbow-
deep in a box of goldfish they unearthed from the recesses 
of some dark, abandoned cabinet while Rachel was in the 
shower, and they are no longer hungry. Oliver is seated at the 
table and waiting. His kind-hearted, selflessness makes Rachel 
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want to burst. Rob makes a valiant effort to engage him in 
the baseball game. Rachel is never sure if Oliver actually likes 
baseball or acts like he does in order to please Rob. The latter 
seems more likely. 

“How’s my little man?” Rob pats Oliver roughly on the 
head. 

“The Giants are down, Dad. I already checked.” Oliver 
basks in the rare warmth of his father’s attention. 

“When was that? They’re up by two runs now.”
“Mom says we’re not supposed to watch television during 

dinner. Even if it’s baseball,” says Charlie.
“That’s a-scuz the Giants suck!” Juno shouts, standing in 

front of the television, a Dickensian street urchin, picking her 
nose. “I was anyway gonna watch the ‘The Back Yardigans.’”

“Who told you that?” Rob says to Juno. Juno’s comment 
has clearly irritated him. Rob knows Rachel planted that seed. 
Because, she argues, working class families can still afford 
tickets, her commie heritage makes her an A’s fan, or she 
claims to be. Really, she doesn’t give a damn. It’s not like Rob 
ever showed any interest in her favorite whatevers.

“Who told you the Giants suck?” Rob persists.
“Mom did. She said baseball is watching grass grow.”
“Juno, stop picking your nose. You’re going to get impetigo,” 

Rachel tries to distract her. She realizes her mistakes at once; 
Juno will remember the word “impetigo” and it will come up 
at some inopportune moment. Rachel calls the family into 
the kitchen for dinner. Rob leans over and quietly reprimands 
Rachel in her ear. 

“Please don’t tell the kids the Giants suck. I bought tickets 
this year.” 

This is a shock.  She whispers angrily back. “Wow. No 
kidding! Giants tickets? That’s exciting, especially because we 
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got a notice that our mortgage was late and Coach Dave had 
to pay for our groceries today. Yes. Sorry. You’re absolutely 
right. Go Giants!” Rapidly reaching a boiling point she adds, 

“I guess only the guys who bring home the paychecks can 
afford Giants’ tickets.” She turns to face the three remaining 
kids, “Wash your hands if you haven’t already. I hereby declare 
that the Giants rule!” Rachel pumps the air with her fist and 
does a spastic little dance to show her support. 

Oliver winces. “Mom. Don’t do that.” 
Rachel serves Oliver one section of fish that is thicker 

and not rubberized, a bit of salad and a large helping of pasta 
with pesto, which will probably be the only thing he eats in 
the end. “Want a glass of wine?”

“Mom!” Oliver glowers.
“I’ve got some good news,” says Rob, as if he’s just walked 

into a company meeting. “I think I might get that contract 
I told you about. We just have to check out the new drilling 
company.”

“Really? That’s good news, huh?” says Oliver. “Will you be 
able to move out of the dry cleaning place?” 

Rachel stops Juno in her tracks as she is attempting to 
smuggle contraband Otter Pops from the freezer. Juno 
appears flushed. Rachel feels her forehead. “Are you feeling 
okay, Junie June?” she asks.

Juno says, “I need some-fing cold.”
Rob smiles as he sits down to dinner. 
“Where are Bea and Randa?”
“I’m not sure. Apparently they don’t want to eat tonight.” 
He doesn’t argue. Rachel watches everything Rob puts 

on his plate, studying his face after every bite. He gives the 
fish a wide berth. His plate is a Zen garden. Rachel eats 
nothing. She is over food for the day. The purchase of the 
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fish was not only a waste of money, but came at the end of 
an ordeal with an extra helping of humiliation at the register. 
And then the news about Giants tickets. Oliver and the twins 
need shoes, and she hasn’t had a normal haircut in five years. 
Charlie eats three servings of potatoes and is just starting to 
each a section of raw red pepper when Rob teases, “Deadly 
nightshades, Bud. Some people are allergic.”

“Deadly?” asks Charlie, madly spitting his food out. He 
wipes his tongue with his napkin.

“Thanks, Rob,” says Rachel crossly. 
Juno stares at her plate.
“If I get this client, I could expand into a real office. There 

will be more work,” Rob continues, stuffing several roasted 
potatoes into his mouth. Rachel puts her napkin down, rises 
from her chair to turn the television off and returns. She sits 
back down and continues to watch him eat. At last, she can no 
longer resist. The heat rises in her face.

“How’s the fish?” she asks. 
Rob sticks his fork in the sea bass, laughing as the rubbery 

flesh springs back from the jab. “Oh, a little overcooked, 
honey. Don’t worry. I do appreciate the effort, really. Thank 
you. Anyway, these guys are coming out to monitor a job 
next week, you know the site where we are digging up the 
underground storage tank near the mortuary?”

“Eeeeew,” said Beatrice, as she walks casually into the 
kitchen. “The tank that holds the soup of the dead?” Rachel 
has reached her limit. Even as she tells herself it is only dinner, 
she knows the evening is a much bigger failure – the total of 
failures that have been adding up in her mind. Failure to keep 
her career, failure to be rich, failure to be socially connected, 
failure to be thin, failure to pick her kids up at school at the 
right time, failure to be likable, failure be the perfect mother, 
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failure to keep a spotless house, failure to save an endangered 
species or create a national park, or feed the poor. Failure 
even – and this is the worst failure - to have a single dream 
of her own. 

Juno, who normally stands in her chair while eating, puts 
her head down at the table and moans a helpless, pitiful moan.

“Juno? You okay?” Rob asks. 
“I think I’m gonna frow up,” moans Juno.
“Is she sick?” Charlie’s face is a mask of frozen terror.
Quietly and without announcement, Rachel walks away 

from the kitchen and the ruined meal. “Mom? Where are you 
going?” asks Oliver in his little worried voice. 

“I’m going for a walk,” she says. If Juno is sick, and she is 
fairly certain she will be sick in all the colors of the rainbow, 
she’ll let Rob deal with it for a change. And the dishes. And 
the complaints about still being hungry after dinner. And last 
minute homework, and Miranda being out of tampons and 
there being no toilet paper in the upstairs bathroom. And 
everything else.

“Mom,” says Beatrice, re-entering the scene from stage left 
“Does Mrs. Stephens have a new boyfriend?”

“Not that I know of. Why?”
“There’s a man in a silver Mercedes parked outside her 

house. I went to walk the dogs and when I came back he was 
still there.”

“She’s way too old for a boyfriend,” says Rob, nudging 
Oliver. “Although I bet she was a hottie when she was young.”

Without looking back, Rachel finds her clogs, grabs her 
keys, and steps out into the cool evening air.
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16.

His Mind Was Troubled  
Like a Fountain Stirred

The stink of clove cigarettes makes Colin’s head pound. 
Soon the singular pounding is a primal drum circle. 

Sometime in the last hour, to escape the smoke and the crowd, 
he wandered out of the pub, crossed the street and took a seat 
on a bench next to a fountain in the middle of the plaza with 
Nigel, and this is where he discovers himself sitting now with 
only a vague idea of what had led to the decision to leave the 
relative safety of other drinkers. But no matter - the drinkers 
have taken the party outside. Nigel introduces a man named 
Dan among the others in a small pop-up fraternity of ex-pats. 
Dan and Nigel argue about a player from Manchester United. 

Colin’s feet throb and he has to pee. Other than a few bites 
of fish and chips, plus a waxy Granny Smith he scrounged 
from his glove box, he hasn’t eaten since he left his office 
that morning. No one is around and it is dark enough, so he 
unzips his fly and steps into the shadows of the circular hedge 
surrounding the fountain that already reeks of piss because it 
is boxwood. Then another idea comes to Colin. He removes 
his shoes and socks and puts his jacket on the park bench. 
Without much meditation on the matter, he rolls up his pants 
and steps into the fountain. 

Nigel and Dan sit on the outer wall made from locally 
quarried stone, according to the metal placard. Exhausted 
from arguing about football, Dan appears to be on the verge 
of falling asleep on Nigel’s shoulder. Nigel reads the metal 
placard on the stone. “Local stoners made this wall.”
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“Come on, Nigel!! Come take the waters! It’s lovely!” 
shouts Colin. Dan nods in agreement.

The cold, bubbling waters of the fountain soothe Colin’s 
bunions. He is thinking about the Green Tara, and how he’d 
been right all along about the double heist and now there 
will be a search on for the real necklace and someone else 
will write a book about it and his own Dark Green Star will 
be forgotten forever – demoted to light brown dwarf, out 
of print and out of mind. And he’ll be stuck with that surly 
spinster Audrey Burgess. He has run out of ideas for crimes 
for Audrey to solve. The last death for Ms. Audrey Burgess of 
East Sussex will be her own if he doesn’t find inspiration soon.

In a loud and free voice he begins to sing what words 
he can remember of “Brown Eyed Girl.” He has to think 
about the lines following “after the rain came.” Something 
like “dancin’ and a innin’ and a rinnin.” This goes on for a 
few verses and he does his best until a completely featureless 
middle-aged couple approaches with a policewoman on a 
mountain bike. Nigel is now nowhere to be seen, but Dan is 
fully sprawled on the bench, asleep.

The policewoman studies Colin for a moment. He half 
expects her to smile but her face is stern and serious. He bows 
deeply. “You have no doubt come, my fair queen, to dissuade 
me from harmless frolicking on this fair spring evening.” The 
mounted policewoman is not amused. “But I can see now 
that you have no such intentions.” In fact, judging from the 
look on her face, she would rather Taser him to the ground 
than make any effort towards “dissuading.”

“Sir, you need to get out of the fountain,” she commands 
in a low, gruff voice.

“Have some fun! Why don’t you come in? It’s derrrr-
icious!”
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“Sir, I’m going to have to take you in if you don’t get out 
of the fountain. Public intoxication is illegal.”

“In the wine country? Let’s be real!”
Colin loses his balance, then falls on his ass into the water. 

He quickly recovers, stands up, pointing a finger towards the 
trees and proclaims to the listeners, “I always said it was a 
double heist. They didn’t listen, did they? Not even the FBI. 
And you know what? I was bloody right, wasn’t I?”

“Sir–
Colin puts his hands to his heart and closes his eyes. “For 

I have sworn thee fair, and thought thee bright, who art as 
black as hell, as dark as night.” A larger crowd is gathering, 
including a few other regulars in the park who generally 
conduct their daily business of getting plastered in a less 
conspicuous manner.

“Would you like to get out or should I have you removed?” 
the policewoman asks.

“Sit by my side, and let the world slip: we shall ne’er be 
younger.” Colin hears the blip, blip of a cop car falling into 
rhythm with the sound of his cell phone ringing. These are 
the two things he remembers before slipping on the slime-
slick bottom of the fountain and conking his head against the 
upraised arm of Bacchus – coppery green and victorious.
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17.

 Evening Air

  “I like long walks, especially when they are taken 
by people who annoy me.”  – Noël Coward

Rachel exhales on the front porch and makes the 
spontaneous decision to walk downtown. Rarely does 

she leave Rob at home with all the kids at once without 
warning, but tonight she’s in such a state, nobody will dare 
stop her. If she doesn’t get some air, what might come next is 
sure to leave childhood scars. She walks fast for a block, to put 
some distance between herself and her family. It feels good 
to move.

By the time she turns the corner into Buckeye Creek 
Estates, she’s talking to herself. Some women have spa 
weekends, she tells an imaginary Rob. This is true. I turned 
down a three-day Vegas trip with my college girlfriends last year to 
save money. This is only partially true, as she would rather have 
a time-share in Mordor than spend a day in Vegas. Most women 
I know don’t believe a Costco run should count towards ‘me time.’ 
This is an argument Rob actually used once (and only once) 
when he wanted to go fishing. Rachel thinks he was lucky 
to be alive after complaining about how long she took at 
Costco to stock up for a Memorial Day BBQ with his fantasy 
football friends she’d never planned on attending. 

In general, Rob’s replies are rational, supportive and, in 
her opinion, poisoned by hostile disinterest. “No one is saying 
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you can’t go. Go. Go wherever you want. You deserve it.” Or, 
“We’ll be fine. You should go. You need to go. We want you to 
go. Go for us, Rach.” 

That she is a low-maintenance wife doesn’t count for 
much unless Rob appreciates how high maintenance other 
wives are – at least in the material sense. It isn’t that Rachel 
wants a spa weekend, she just wants him to appreciate that 
she too is doing her part for the war effort. The virtue of 
selflessness goes hand-in-hand with being invisible, and being 
invisible has the unfortunate side effect of rendering invisible 
that very virtue. To direct attention to the virtue of selflessness 
negates virtuousness. It is a pickle, she thinks, as she steps over 
four little piles of dog shit in the middle of the sidewalk. 

In front of Joan Stephens’ house, there is a man sitting 
in his very new silver Mercedes, taking photos of the house, 
just as Beatrice described. She cannot make out his features 
behind the tinted glass windows but he gives Rachel the 
heebie-jeebies. She waves to him to make sure he knows 
she has seen him but he returns the courtesy with an icy, 
murderous glare. 

Rachel is close enough to Joan Stephens to know she 
has no family and few friends, especially one who’d be 
taking pictures of her house. Perhaps Rachel’s suspicions are 
unwarranted, but taking pictures of someone’s house is always 
a suspicious thing to be doing. Glorya Minderhoff is the only 
authorized Buckeye Creek Estates spy. That Joan occupies so 
much of Glorya Minderhoff ’s mental energy with her dogs 
and her kitschy lawn ornaments is reason enough to believe 
Glorya might be behind this. Joan’s wine country living 
aesthetic doesn’t match Glorya’s wine country living aesthetic, 
which entails decorative front yard micro-vineyards but not a 
recycling bin full of empty liquor bottles, though the latter is 
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closer to the truth. Rachel, in an antagonistic mood, stops and 
takes a picture with her cell phone of the car’s license plates. 
She continues on her way.

The walk down to the Plaza takes about fifteen minutes. 
The roses are in full bloom in the Victorian front yards of 
the old mansions that line the northern blocks of Broadway. 
Towering plane trees give the main street into town a 
European feel. Rachel walks past the city museum, real estate 
offices, and a frozen yogurt shop that smells like AquaNet. She 
passes the bank, inspects the concrete planters full of gravel, 
weeds and plastic water bottles until she reaches the park. So 
many new tasting rooms have sprung up around the plaza, the 
storefronts are beginning to resemble a duty free airport mall.

Ducklings swim in frenetic little circles around the pond 
next to City Hall. Ever since the city removed the stands of 
pampas grass that once provided the only shelter in the park 
for the nests, ducklings last less than a week. She lingers in 
the park for a while, making a mental note to spend more 
unscheduled time with the three younger kids here, under 
the tall canopy of trees. Calmer now, she crosses the street to 
read the kiosk movie playing at the old theater. “Breakfast At 
Tiffany’s” is on the marquis. She stops again to read listings 
in the window of the real estate offices and does a quick 
calculation of what they might get for their house if they 
could sell it before it forecloses or crumbles to pieces.  

Making a last sweep across the plaza, she walks past a 
horseshoe shaped garden of antique roses cultivated especially 
for amputating fingers of small children and would-be rose 
thieves. The soil around the roots of the roses is mulched with 
cigarette butts, thus explaining their spindliness.

The walk does help Rachel put the numerous trials of the 
day behind her, and she feels a little foolish now for allowing 
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it all to escalate. She is actually starting to relax, although 
relaxing was never really the point of the walk – the point 
of the walk was to make a point, a point that she’s already 
forgotten, having relaxed enough not to care. 

As she strolls through the park toward the fountain, she 
sees a policewoman trying to shoo away a small crowd. 
Another officer escorts a man to the back of a police car. A 
few people are shouting, although she can’t see why. The 
man being shoved into the police car, roughly mid-fifties, is 
reciting slurred lines of poetry. As for the policewoman, she 
is infamous in the annals of local law enforcement history for 
citing mothers attending unpredictable, law breaking toddlers. 
She once gave Rachel a severe scolding that included a lesson 
in motherhood when Juno threw her diaper into the duck 
pond in the split second Rachel’s back was turned to attend 
to Charlie who’d fallen and scraped his knee. Poor chump, 
she thinks; he will receive little mercy.

The downtown is packed with cars, and the sidewalks are 
crowded with people walking arm in arm or in large groups. 
Rachel looks twice at a gold Toyota Camry parked across the 
street near the pub. She remembers the man she cut off in 
traffic and wonders whether the driver had really taken down 
her plates. She dismisses the idea when she sees another gold 
Camry parked six cars down and then another one with a 
duct taped fender.

A cell phone rings with harps and mandolin – Renaissance 
Fair music. She looks around for a possible owner. She follows 
the sound around to the other side of the fountain where an 
older model cell phone lies next to a sodden black sock. She 
picks up the phone, hoping to gain some information about 
the owner from the caller.

“Hello?”
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“Hello? Is this Colin Penley?” said a man’s voice.
“No, I just –
A man cuts her off. “This is Frank Roscoe from the LA 

Times. I’m calling to talk to Colin about the discovery of the 
forgery.” Silence. “In the San Pedro Harbor? Hello?”

“I’m sorry,” says Rachel. “I just found this phone. I’m not 
sure who it belongs to.”

“Um, okay. Can I call back and leave a message? It’s 
important. Maybe find the owner. His name is Colin Penley.”

“Sure,” says Rachel. What a strange day she is having.
Then the phone rings again, this time the person calling 

does not have a 310 area code. Rachel hesitates and then 
answers it.

“Who’s this? Where’s Colin?” demands an angry woman.
“I just picked up the cell....”
“Please tell Colin Katherine called regarding our son.” Her 

tone is accusatory. “Who is this?” 
“I just found the cell phone. Any idea how I can return it 

to the owner?”
 The speaker’s tone softens; she obviously suspects Rachel 

to be some paramour of the phone’s owner, presumably the 
Colin she refers to. Rachel hears the address but the phone 
dies before she gets the full street name. She cannot make 
out the name of the street but makes out the words “bicker” 
and “stuff” – two words that so aptly describe the trials of 
motherhood she will not be able to forget them. There is no 
street she can think of by the name of Bicker Stuff.

She tries to call the number back but the screen says 
batteries are too low and after another try, the phone makes 
several R2D2-ish vocalizations and goes dead. She will 
try to charge the phone at home - she has a drawer full of 
abandoned chargers - then attempt to locate the owner. Not 



THE GREEN TARA | 111

out of any sense of civic duty or friendliness will she do this, 
but rather because she has this sudden, urgent need to be in 
the middle of an exchange, no matter how small, to be central 
to a negotiation, an outcome, a transaction between strangers 
– anything that does not pertain to her own life. 

The light fades and the first stars are out by the time 
Rachel sets off on her return journey home. Soon she passes 
Joan’s house. The Jag is parked on the lawn. Latin jazz blares 
out the open front door and Rachel can see Joan struggling 
with the Shirleys. Rachel approaches, knocks softly and is 
taken suddenly by surprise when Joan turns around with a 
rather bruised and swollen eye. 

“Don’t ask,” says Joan. “I was going to call you anyway 
and thank you for stopping me from, you know, exposing 
myself. Although my image has been suffering a little lately, 
and you know what they say about publicity? No such thing 
as the bad kind when you’re in the business.” She laughs. But 
Rachel can see something more serious is on her mind. Plus, 
there is a bottle of gin on the table and much of it is missing.

“Come in,” says Joan. “I want to give you something. And 
I’ve got some papers for you to sign.”
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18.

The Wrath of Grapes

Colin rides to the station in the back of a squad car.  His 
chauffeur is one Lieutenant Daly, a stocky man with 

porcine features and stunted thumbs who smells of Old Spice 
and Corn Nuts. The humor of the situation is not entirely 
lost on him.  

Despite the fact that Colin is still inebriated, a vivid image 
of Lt. Daly’s home life comes to him – a garage man cave with 
a 48” flat screen television, the former high school cheerleader 
wife now pushing 220, two square-faced sons obsessed with 
Halo and paint ball who wear gym socks to church on Sunday, 
an overweight chocolate lab on anxiety meds. That Lt. Daly 
can manage a smile is a testament to one good moment in an 
otherwise joyless childhood. 

A young officer in another patrol car checks his hair in the 
side view mirror before opening the back door for Colin, who 
climbs clumsily out onto the shifting pavement, concentrating 
very hard on not vomiting. He touches the lump on his head. 
Colin stops to steady himself, the water dripping from his 
clothes forms a puddle at his feet. “Looks like the drought’s 
over,” says Lt. Daly. The young officer chuckles. “We’ll get you 
a change of clothes, don’t worry.” 

Ever since his undergraduate years when he broke out 
in a rash from Caliban’s loin cloth – a rash that transformed 
his  groin to the color and texture of pepperoni – Colin has a 
deep and irrational fear of wearing second hand clothes. 

“I would prefer to stay drunk and freezing,” he says. 
“Suit yourself,” says Lt. Daly. “You know it’s pretty hard to 
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get that drunk on pub beer.”
“It depends on when you start,” says Colin, holding his 

head in his hands.
“You have a point. And, you also have a free night’s stay at 

one of the city’s most affordable lodgings.”
The policewoman who interfered with Colin’s bathing 

ritual now fills out paper work. She wears shorts, exposing 
legs thick enough to hold up a pier. That she wears shorts 
on duty probably means she isn’t an armed cop - maybe a 
community services officer or worse, a volunteer. She scowls 
at Colin. 

Lt. Daly appears with a bundle of clothes. He hands 
them to Colin. “See if these fit,” he says. The clothes have 
an institutional sort of smell – a bouquet of Lysol, bleach, 
and cheap dryer sheets. Colin unfolds a large pair of denim 
overalls and a plaid shirt.

“Ahhh, perfect,” says Colin. “I always wanted to play the 
Scarecrow.”

“If you only had a brain” sings Lt. Daly. “Want some coffee?” 
Daly struggles to keep a straight face while Colin’s head is 
pounding too hard to properly acknowledge Daly’s good 
naturedness. Woozy from the fishy, algal aroma emanating 
from his wet blazer, plus too much booze on an empty 
stomach, Colin is sure he going to be sick. Daly returns with 
a Styrofoam cup of coffee. “You can make a phone call if you 
want.”

“I lost my cell phone. All my numbers are in the cell phone. 
Don’t you just love the modern age?”

“Or,” says Daly, “try just clicking your heels together three 
times.”



114 | LISA SUMMERS

19.

A Gift Horse

Rachel is worried about Joan's eye. She wants to know 
whether it was an accident or a person that caused it 

and then she remembers the man in the silver Mercedes. She 
will wait for the right moment to inquire. 

“I was going to come over tomorrow with Beatrice and 
Oliver to walk the dogs,” Rachel doesn’t want Joan to think 
she planned on walking by without saying hello. 

“No, sweetie. Thank you though. That Beatrice of yours 
is always such a dear with the Shirleys, and it’s nice of you 
to offer, especially since you have a such a huge litter of your 
own at home. I don’t know how you do it. I never wanted 
kids.” 

Rachel isn't sure what to say to this. Joan mumbles and 
knocks a mug off the kitchen table.

“Is everything else okay? I saw a man sitting in a car outside 
your house a little while ago.”

Joan’s face brightens. “I hope he was young and rich.”
Rachel gives Joan a description and then shows her the 

photo of the license plate. “Maybe it’s nothing,” says Joan, but 
Rachel can see Joan is distraught, afraid even. She changes the 
subject.

“Speaking of photos, I’ve been going through old ones. 
You know, throwing out pictures of power lines and cut off 
heads, people I can’t remember, all my dogs. My ex-husbands. 
It just makes me too sad. But look at this!”

Joan shows Rachel a picture of her as a young woman 
sunbathing on the beach with a man in a white dinner jacket. 
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“Who’s Tall, Dark and Handsome?”
“He wasn’t tall, but he was the bartender at Las Palmas 

– a beach club bar in Santa Monica I used to hang out at. It 
was the place to be. His name was Felix.” Joan is quiet for a 
moment and then sighs and in a resolved tone says, “He had 
the soul of a poet. All the best ones are gone now.”

Rachel finds a clean dishtowel and packs it with ice for 
Joan's swollen eye. Joan accepts it and holds the ice to her 
face but offers no explanation for the injury. Rachel senses 
that Joan needs company; nostalgic revelries are not always 
pleasant for the lonely. Since Rachel is in no hurry to get 
home, she and Joan spend the better part of an hour picking 
through dusty cardboard boxes of old photos. She knows Joan 
had a brief career in front of the camera, but nothing about 
the current Joan would suggest just how gorgeous she was. 
Rachel has never passed through an era like that herself. She 
will always just blend in. 

Another photo makes her curious. A much younger Joan 
blows out candles at a birthday party. Her cake is enormous. 
Of the two men standing next to her, one is blonde and tan 
with broad shoulders and an innocent, lovesick smile. The 
words “Happy Birthday, Cherie,” are written in scrawling 
letters on the cake. 

“Was that your husband?”
“Casper? Lord no!”
“Why does the cake say ‘Cherie’?”
Joan stares at the photo. She surprises Rachel when she 

begins to cry. Rachel knows those tears – they are hot tears 
of regret.

Joan ignores the question. “Casper died in a tragic 
accident. Drowned in the harbor, according to the police. I 
never believed that was how he died.” 
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“What happened to him?” asks Rachel.
“Bad business. There was a burglary at Las Palmas. That was 

before the car accident, when I lost my first husband. I was in 
pretty bad shape. Everything changed after that. Eventually I 
remarried. No kids, as you know. We divorced about ten years 
ago,after he found a younger woman, and then I moved here, 
remarried but that only lasted a year.” She is thoughtful for 
a moment. “I ran into Felix, the man in the photo, here in 
Sonoma. That was only a few years ago. He recognized me. 
And do you know what I did?”  Joan blows her nose. 

“What?” asks Rachel, putting her hand on Joan’s hand; 
Joan’s story is hard to follow. 

“I told him he had the wrong person. But I wasn’t lying, 
really. But I wasn’t telling him the truth either.”

“I don’t understand,” says Rachel.
“My real name was – is – Cheryl. I had to change my 

name. It’s a long story. But Felix was my only friend when all 
that happened. He’s a good man. It’s not all it’s cracked up to 
be you know.”

“What isn’t?” 
“Fame. Beauty. Youth.”
Rachel listens and hopes to receive more information 

about Joan’s past life. This is the most interesting thing she’s 
heard in years. Rachel doesn't know anyone who's had a brush 
with fame. “So I’m guessing you’ve kept your true identity 
secret for a reason?”

“Yes. I needed a clean start. And there were other things 
- dangerous people. Plus, I never looked the same after my 
accident. Look at this.” Joan pulls back her bleached blonde 
hair to reveal a rather red and angry looking scar behind her 
ear. “I have metal plates in my skull. And my teeth! Good lord. 
False teeth never fit right. I’d go without them if I could.”
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“You’ve lived quite a life.”
“Yes, except for the last forty years here in Smallville. I 

was practically living at Las Palmas when the Green Tara was 
stolen. Jerry was never home, and I didn’t like to be alone. 
Everyone thought I might have been involved, or I knew 
something. Why am I hiding still? I don’t know. I guess I’m 
supposed to tell you not to talk about this. It’s a real secret, 
you know – FBI and all that. But I thought I should tell 
someone in case I die and have a service. You’ll have to know 
who to invite.”

“Your secret’s safe with me,” says Rachel, feeling confused 
by this sudden unburdening from a woman she’s always 
considered a little feckless. Then, remembering the cell phone 
call, she adds, “I just heard something about the Green Tara. 
It’s back in the news I think.”

Joan seems surprised and then shrugs her shoulders. 
“They found a forgery in the San Pedro Harbor.”
“It resurfaces now and then. Nobody ever found it so they 

dredge the story up – no pun intended – when news is slow.” 
Joan is silent but her hands are shaking. 

“Apparently it's a good one - the necklace they found.”
“Did they really?” Joan pauses, thinking on this. “Stranger 

things have happened I guess.”
“That’s what the papers said.”
“Well, that explains a few things,” says Joan then quickly 

moves to a new subject. “My doctor thinks I’m getting senile. 
I told him I’ve earned the right to forget things – it’s too 
much clutter in my head. I told him, ‘I’m not senile, I’m just 
Feng Shui-ing my mind!’ He says I should consider getting a 
caretaker in the future.”

“Oh, Joan. I’m so sorry. I’m here if you need me – just 
around the corner.”
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“Honey, speaking of cleaning house, I want to give you 
something. Sit down there and don’t move. I’ll be right back.” 
Rachel’s eyes fall upon Joan’s feet; she is wearing hot pink flip 
flops adorned with plastic bunches of large, purple grapes and 
leaves where the straps divided her toes, which are painted the 
same color as the flip flops. It is hard not to admire someone 
so fearless in her personal style, even when pants are forgotten.

The house is messier than usual. The Shirleys all sleep on 
a single round bed near the gas fireplace. The kitchen stinks 
of dogginess, and everything is covered in white fur. Dust 
delineates spots where her beloved tchotchkes have been 
removed from display in cabinets, on tables and shelves, and 
pretty much every flat surface. A stack of cardboard boxes by 
the stairs is filled with clothes and paperback romances. She 
really is clearing out. Rachel wonders if she's planning on 
moving.

Joan emerges from the kitchen holding a glass paperweight. 
Inside the liquid sphere is a miniature of Las Palmas Beach 
Club and Hotel. Joan turns it upside down; instead of snow 
there is a flurry of sand.

“You know, I thought I should save things, but now I’m 
not sure why. I mean who’s going to go through all this 
junk? Still, a few things have sentimental value. They should 
be passed on.” And here Joan stops talking, searching for the 
right way to tell Rachel she is about to give her something 
significant. Rachel, who has never been one for being fawned 
over even when her complaining was, at the heart of it all, 
about never being fawned over, is overcome with a desire 
to get up and leave. Gifts, she thinks, are like Trojan Horses - 
you have to look a few in the mouth if you want to survive 
the invading armies that spill out of them. Her mother used 
to take inventory of all the things she’d given Rachel over 



THE GREEN TARA | 119

the years until Rachel finally confessed that she donated 
everything in order to make more space for human habitation. 

“When I was young I was married to a very wealthy 
movie producer. Jerry.” Joan waves a dismissive hand. “Did I 
tell you this story already? It happens in old age, repeating old 
stories. Back then I thought I had admirers, but really they 
were hangers on, deadbeats. Hard to believe it now, looking 
at me. I want to give this to you. It’s a collector’s item. I saw 
one on e-Bay for 175 bucks. Enough for a mani-pedi and a 
day at the spa anyway.”

Rachel looks at the paperweight. She makes a sincere 
effort to seem grateful.

 “Shake it,” says Joan. Rachel shook it. Tiny particles of 
artificial sand rain down. Small objects rattle inside, maybe 
loose parts of the music box.

“It was given to me by someone I was having a little fling 
with who I used to meet at the hotel. He was the one you 
saw in the photo, the one who ended up dead in the harbor.” 
says Joan.

“That’s terrible,” says Rachel. “I’m so sorry.” Joan is starting 
to repeat herself. 

“Life is a risky business, especially when you’re a jewel 
thief. Only I didn’t know that then. He was so new in the 
world. He was working for this no good brother of his – 
Tommy. Poor Casper. Never heard a peep about Tommy after 
that all went down. Bad business. People are so blinded by 
greed, honey. Don’t ever let money stand in the way of love.”

Rachel can’t imagine money standing in the way of 
anything. “I think in my case love stands too much in the way 
of money. Maybe if I didn’t love my kids so much I’d be rich.”

“You’re blessed, Rachel. No amount of money in the world 
could buy what you have. And you’re young still. Children 
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grow up. You need to start thinking about old age now.”
Old age isn’t what Rachel wants to think about at all. 

“Also, my lawyer gave me some power of attorney papers 
for you to sign. If you don’t mind.”

“Of course not!” says Rachel. She feels honored, actually.
Joan is wistful. Rachel has rarely seen her flamboyant 

neighbor in such a somber mood – it is odd and somehow 
reassuring that Rachel’s instincts about Joan’s basic good 
nature are right. There is more to this woman than meets the 
eye. Much more. “What a time we had.”

“Well,” says Rachel, holding the odd paperweight in her 
hand. “I promise I will take great care of it.” 

“It was a gift,” says Joan, “And now I’m giving it to you 
as a gift from me. But one thing.” Joan looks around as if 
someone might be listening. “Don’t spend your life fighting 
the straw you drew, honey. Learn to live before it’s too late.”

“I don’t know what to say,” says Rachel, staring at the 
paperweight. What is Joan talking about?

“Read the inscription on the bottom.” Rachel turns it 
over. “The key to your emerald city. Yours, CG.”

“What does it mean?” 
“I have no idea,” says Joan. “Casper and Tommy were born 

in Australia. Maybe it was an Oz joke.”
Joan seems to find the inscription amusing. “Also, one 

more thing. I saved some fabulous costume jewelry when I 
was digging around in that guest room. I’d forgotten all about 
this box. These pieces are tons of fun, or at least I had tons of 
fun wearing them, especially when I was wearing nothing else. 
I’m sure your girls will love them. One piece in particular is 
sort of special. I hope you’ll cherish it. If I’d had a daughter 
of my own –” 

“I’ll take good care of everything,” says Rachel. 
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Joan pats Rachel on the back. She takes the paperweight 
and the box of costume jewelry and puts them in one of the 
hundreds of shopping bags that she hoards under her sink. A 
stranger’s cell phone, a paperweight and a box of costume 
jewelry is indeed a strange catch for an evening walk. The box 
of jewelry is heavy and smells of mothballs. Rachel opens it to 
peak in. Inside are five or six velvet drawstring bags and even 
a long narrow box at the bottom. 

After exchanging goodbyes, Rachel makes her exit. Joan 
sits at the table, still pouring over old photos. 

Through the screen door Joan shouts, “You know what 
Zsa Zsa said – ‘I never hated a man enough to give his 
diamonds back.’” 

Rachel replies, “Me neither.” She must consider that 
Joan’s doctor might be right, and she really is taking the reality 
off-ramp. 

“Oh!” says Joan. “There is a ring in the paperweight. It got 
stuck inside there and I never did get it out. It’s a pretty little 
ring. Save it for one of your boys, in case they find a nice girl 
to marry. Or,” she hesitates, “whatever.”

Rachel turns the paperweight over one more time and 
watches the sand rain gently down on Las Palmas Hotel and 
Beach Club. The paperweight makes that rattling sound again 
– clinking objects like metal upon glass – ring and something 
else. Perhaps, she thinks, like Joan there is more to this little 
glass bauble than meets the eye.
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20.

Most Women Do Not Creep by Daylight

Joan’s sentimental state of mind, her spontaneous, bittersweet 
awakening to the quick passage of time in this late hour 

of her life, to the ephemeral nature of being and love and 
choices made and not made – makes Rachel melancholy.  But 
now, back at home, she falters at the curb in front of the house, 
keeping her distance from the force field that surrounds the 
entryway. She can see the field shifting left to right, left to 
right. The moment she goes through that door, the house will 
begin to assimilate her and she will become part of the walls 
and rooms until she and the house are inseparable, entangled 
matter, fields of energy in which one imprisons another. 

Standing on the porch, Rachel listens to the night. An owl 
passes silently over the roof of the house. She makes a plea to 
the infinite sky for courage. She hides the box of junk Joan 
gave her behind a baseball bag on the porch and summons 
her nerve. The house is oddly still when she enters the living 
room. She assumes Rob is the one clanking around in the 
kitchen, but when she hears a glass drop and break upon the 
tiled floor, it is Oliver’s voice that shouts.

“Hey! That was almost my foot!”
Beatrice shouts back. “Wear shoes next time!”
Rachel creeps quietly in. Miranda sits at the kitchen table 

in the eye of the storm, sucking on an Otter Pop, playing 
checkers with Charlie.

“What did you bribe them with?” Rachel asks.
Miranda jumps. “Kindness,” says Miranda. “It’s amazing 

what happens when you let kids do what they want. You 
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should try it sometime.”
“That’s how women my age become grandmothers, 

Miranda,” says Rachel.
 “Actually,” Charlie has as little tolerance for dishonesty as 

he does for germs. “Juno’s frowing up.”
“How long has she been doing that?”
“Since dinner,” says Charlie watching in horror as Miranda 

double jumps his last two kings. He throws his arms up in 
protest then buries his head in his arms.

Rachel decides that it’s finally time to face the music so 
she goes upstairs, but stops at the landing to listen to the 
sound of crying and vomiting and more crying and the toilet 
flushing. In the dark hallway, she peers through the bedroom 
door where Juno lies listless in Beatrice’s bed, the color high 
on her cheeks. Rob comes in from the bathroom with a 
damp washcloth for her forehead. Rachel sits down on the 
floor next to her. 

“I can’t figure out whether it’s something she ate or a virus,” 
he says, politely, knowing better than to question Rachel’s 
prolonged absence.

Rachel strokes Juno’s hair. “You have a fever, honey.” Her 
hair is damp and warm but it smells clean; she’s been bathed. 

“You know,” Rachel turns to Rob, “I’m not even sure when 
Juno last had a bath.” Beatrice stands in the doorway, biting 
her nails and looking nervously back and forth between Juno 
and Rachel.

“Can you get her out of here, Mom? I don’t want to get 
sick. She already puked on her bed.” 

Miranda materializes with a wad of dish soap bubbles 
clinging to the back of her hair. 

“You’ve got a heart of gold, Bea,” says Miranda. She turns 
to Rob. “Dad, the garbage disposal is jammed. It’s yurping up 
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grease and burnt fish.” Rob glances furtively at Rachel, then 
to Juno and leaves the room behind Miranda. 

“Can she sleep with you?” Beatrice asks Rachel.
“What?”
Beatrice rolls her eyes. “Is it my fault if she has no personal 

hygiene?” Without warning, Beatrice bursts into tears.
“What?” asks Rachel. What is it now?
“Why does Oliver get his own room?”
Oliver shouts from the stairs. “I heard that. And by the way, 

it's not a room, it's a laundry closet.”
Charlie bolts through the hallway with his hand over his 

mouth. His eyes bulge. Rachel and Beatrice exchange looks of 
alarm between each other as they listen to the telltale sounds 
of stomach flu coming from patient zero in the upstairs 
bathroom. “Mom!”

“Coming!” says Rachel. She puts a hand on Beatrice’s 
shoulder. “Bea, let’s talk about this later. I’ll put her in my 
room. 

Oliver, who is living in a different dimension than the 
rest of the family, shouts once more. “Can someone help me? 
Methane chewed on my cleats. Daaaaaaad?”

“This family is crazy,” says Beatrice. “I can’t take it anymore.”
Rachel turns to Beatrice in a silent plea for patience. “I 

really mean it. We’ll talk about it later. But for now, can you 
see what Oliver is up to? Help him with his baseball stuff for 
tomorrow afternoon’s game so Dad doesn’t – 

She pauses and then says what they’re both thinking. “Dad 
can’t handle the stress. I’ll get Juno out of the room for you.”

Beatrice nods.
“You’re my rock, Bea. I know I can always count on you,” 

says Rachel as Beatrice departs to assist Oliver.
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Late into the night, during a lull in the storm, Rachel 
sets Juno down on her bed on sheets that have been changed 
twice already. Rob is fully dressed and still in his work clothes, 
sleeping soundly with Charlie nestled in the crook of his arm. 
She turns off the television, tired, but not quite ready for bed 
yet. If she dares to sleep, she’ll be woken up anyway. 

After thirty minutes of wasted channel flipping, Rachel 
creeps downstairs to check her e-mail on the family computer. 
Nothing interesting – an onion dip recipe from her mother, 
an i-tunes receipt for a movie called “Step Brothers” one of 
the kids, probably Oliver, rented and downloaded without 
permission, and an e-vite to Paradise Retirement Community 
trivia night from her great uncle Frank, who spends what 
remains of his last lucid moments watching the security 
cameras in his bedroom to monitor visiting guests, making 
sure nobody tries to “sneak in a hooker.” Uncle Frank lives in 
Florida, but he still invites her to everything.

She looks up the article on the Green Tara. No mention 
of Joan, but Las Palmas comes up, as does a book about the 
heist called Dark Green Star. She gets halfway through the 
article and has a passing thought about the cell phone call 
from the LA Times reporter but then exhaustion wins out 
and she can’t read anymore. Rachel is too accustomed to dead 
ends. 

Just as she sits down on the edge of her bed, Juno sits 
upright and vomits a few inches from Rob’s head. “What the 
hell?” Rob jumps. 

“Get her to the toilet while I change the sheets. Quick!” 
Rachel orders. This night will never end. It will never, ever 
end.

 After Rachel moves Charlie back to the twins’ room, she 
pulls the sheets and puts fresh towels down on the bed. She 
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is running out of sheets and there is already a load in the 
washer and dryer that is running in Oliver’s room while he 
sleeps under noise canceling headphones. Rob cleans up Juno. 
Mechanically, he gives her back to Rachel, who holds this 
little waif of a girl in her arms. 

Juno has always been thin, but now she feels hollow, light 
as a bird. Charlie takes after the Fischer side of the family, 
people who evolved to eat latkes. Rachel sits in the old 
nursing rocking chair that she keeps in her room for times 
like these despite the hideous chintz cushions. A hard object 
in her sweatshirt pocket pushes on her hip – the cell phone. 
The evening walk is just a distant memory now, and she’s 
suddenly annoyed with herself that she didn’t just leave the 
phone by the fountain where the owner would probably have 
returned to find it.

Rob passes through the bedroom one more time. Dark 
circles around his eyes make him look much older. At forty-
five, he is youthful and full of masculine vigor. He has the kind 
of looks that will improve with age; one day Rachel knows he 
will be mistaken for her son. “We have some Pedialite in the 
fridge. Should I get it?”

“Please. If you’re going downstairs can you go plug this 
in to the charger?” Rachel makes it halfway through the 
explanation of how she found the phone on her walk. There 
really isn’t any need for details, since Rob is sleeping on his 
feet. Rob leaves the room with the phone in his hand. He 
returns with the glass but Juno is sleeping soundly so they 
decide not to wake her. Rob turns off the light. Rachel sleeps 
in the chair with Juno.

Just before dawn, a horrible dream comes to her. She is 
standing at the stern deck of a ferryboat, moving silently over 
the surface of smooth black waters under an utterly black and 
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moonless sky. Only the lights shining on the water illuminate 
this Stygian scene. Rachel holds a younger Oliver. He clings 
tightly to her. The boat stops at a sand bar in the still sea. A 
single beam of light illuminates a circle of sand where Oliver, 
suddenly no longer in Rachel’s arms, sits alone on a tiny 
beach, huddled and cold with his arms wrapped around his 
knees. He looks towards Rachel as the boat is moving away. 
Rachel reaches her arms out towards Oliver. The darkness 
consumes him as the boat disappears into the darkness. There 
is no way back to the island.

Having suffered from nightmares during bouts of 
postpartum depression, Rachel tries to shake it off, but it is 
no use. She gets up and takes a Xanax - the second one today.  
Her hands are shaking. She rocks and rocks until sleep comes. 

Sometime before dawn, she is woken by the melodious 
trill of a piccolo, the drumming of tom-toms, and the 
plucking of lutes. Her neck hurts and Juno lies limp in her 
arms, still feverish but out of danger. Where is the source of 
that incongruous music? She moves Juno to her bed then 
decides to poke her head into the girls’ room and then the 
twins’ room. Rob is asleep in Charlie’s bottom bunk with him. 
Methane sighs as he rolls over on the floor next to the bed. 
The mystery phone rings downstairs where Oliver is sleeping

Quickly she runs downstairs to answer it before it wakes 
up the house. Stumbling towards the kitchen in the twilight, 
she steps on a small Lego piece. “Shit! Shit, shit, shit, shit, shit! 
Fuck, fuck, shit!” She holds her foot in pain, takes a few hops 
to the phone and answers it on the last note. 

“Hello?” she whispers.
“Who’s this?” demands an angry woman’s voice on the 

other end.
“Rachel.” Before Rachel can explain anything the woman 



128 | LISA SUMMERS

jumps in.
“Rachel. Let me guess. Comparative Lit, grad student, 

single mother. Where is Colin? I have been trying to reach 
him since yesterday. Sam is in some sort of crisis. Let me talk 
to Colin.”

“I-I-I...” Rachel began. Her head was thick. “What time is 
it? I stepped on a goddamn Lego.”

“I can’t believe this.” The woman seemed to have totally 
forgotten their conversation the evening before.

“Wait!” says Rachel. “We spoke tonight. No, last night.” 
She explains again how she had taken the phone home in 
hopes of finding the owner.

There is silence on the other end. Then, “I’m very sorry. 
I just assumed, never mind. It’s very early. I’m sorry to have 
called so early but I need to get in touch with Colin. I 
thought this was his home phone but it’s dark so I can’t see 
the number.”

“I understand,” says Rachel. “Let me get a pen.”
She takes down the address of Colin Penley who lives up 

the valley on a Bickerstaff Lane. Her foot is throbbing and she 
wants very badly to end this conversation. She’s sorrier than 
ever that she took the phone. “He drives a Toyota Camry. It’s 
a gold color, if that helps,” the woman adds. “The house is 
difficult to see from the road. “ The woman apologizes again 
and says goodnight.

Rachel puts the phone down. Juno materializes in the 
kitchen, wearing a long white t-shirt of Rob’s, a spectre in the 
eerie pre-dawn twilight. Her eyes are sallow. Together they 
trudge back upstairs. Juno begs to be carried. Rob now lies 
spread eagle atop a nest of blankets and sheets, snoring heavily 
in the middle of the bed. Rachel puts Juno down and tries to 
wake Rob so she can get in. Rachel taps him on the shoulder 
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again. “Rob! Move over.”
“What the? For Chrissake, what!” Rob has a tendency to 

wake from sleep ready to strike, especially if he’s been snoring 
and is low on oxygen, oftentimes bolting to sitting, swearing 
or shouting or lunging, wild-eyed and angry.

“Scooch!” she nudges him. “Please,” she adds.
Rob grunts and scoots towards the edge of the bed, 

pulling the remaining blankets with him. Rachel crawls in 
between Rob and Juno and wrestles some covers back. Rob 
resumes snoring, this time whistling through his nose. “Man, 
that Desiree’s got a rack on her,” he mumbles. Rachel inserts 
her throbbing foot in the small of his back. Slowly, she shoves 
him towards the edge of the mattress, gently, taking care not 
to wake him until he falls, landing with a loud thud. Rachel 
throws Juno’s Finding Dory sleeping bag over him.

“So that’s how it is,” he says, and falls back to sleep.
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21.

Pancho Tulare

Beyond the walls of the Alvarez house, the rest of the world 
is turning on and tuning in. By eight a.m., Buckeye 

Creek Estates is a symphony of lawn mowers, shop vacs, chain 
saws, barking dogs, all drowned out by the gas-powered leaf 
blowers. Pancho Tulare stands in his front yard with a piping 
hot cup of Yuban spiked with just a thimbleful of Yukon 
Jack, his feet planted firmly in American soil. He breathes 
in deep, inhaling the heavy scent of mushroom compost he 
uses to top-dress his beds. Tulare runs up his flag in honor of 
Memorial Day, still weeks away. Earlier in the month, when 
he first got wind of the secret that resurfaced in the shifting 
tides in the San Pedro Harbor, he purchased a pair of Nikon 
Monarch binoculars, which are expensive but not enough to 
draw attention like the Swarovskis, which would have cost 
roughly four times what the Monarchs put him out. 

One of his old colleagues, a retired Bureau agent named 
Leonard Martindale who still teaches criminal psych at UNR, 
called him when the news broke. Tulare assured him his heist-
cracking days were over. Leonard just laughed. “Tulare, those 
days won’t be over until you die.”

Tulare spots Tigerlily stalking a crow in the field across the 
street. He recently watched a documentary about the ways 
crows navigate space and time through distributed intelligence 
to make independent decisions about a world gone mad. He 
thinks that if he concentrates hard enough, perhaps he can 
put the idea into the crow’s mind to peck Tigerlily’s eyes out, 
or at least to poop on Glorya’s Escalade. 
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He wonders when his custom blowgun will arrive. Tulare 
has been growing a very special kind of plant - something 
that produces a chemical that causes almost instantaneous 
paralysis in humans when injected. What the effects are on 
cats is unknown, but an ideal test subject is in range of sight.

Through his binoculars, and with a pleasure just shy of 
ecstasy, Tulare witnesses a vehicle abatement truck making a 
stop at Glorya Minderhoff ’s monstrocity of a camping trailer, 
which she likes to park on a city easement. The officer steps 
out of the truck and inserts a ticket under the wipers on the 
windshield. The best part for Tulare is that this time he wasn’t 
the one who called. 

Tulare owes his elevated mood to another fortuitous 
event. Just yesterday, he saw a silver Mercedes with a small 
oval bumper sticker bearing the colors of the Belgian flag 
parked outside Joan Stephens’ house. He pays close attention 
now to the white van parked down the street with a “Moon 
Valley Chem-Dry” sign – a sign that he guesses is a temporary 
magnet since it is crooked and the service number displayed 
is fake; Tulare dials it again to make sure. Not that he is 
interested in what company Joan Stephens hires to clean her 
carpets, but he is sure that the silver Mercedes and the white 
van are both surveillance vehicles, and yet they aren’t talking 
to each other. It's unclear whether or not they're even aware 
of each other. They can’t fool ole Tulare. 

He takes a long, self-satisfied breath and finishes the 
dregs of his coffee.  The trail comes to a dead end – it always 
did – with Cheryl Lundquist, aka Joan Stephens, a woman 
everyone else at the Bureau had written off as a young, naïve 
trophy wife. Maybe she was. Maybe she doesn’t understand 
what it was she knew. Tulare predicts there will be a burglary 
sometime in the next two weeks, and it will seem random to 
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the local police, who are busy arresting drunks in the plaza 
fountain, according to the police scanner. 

Tigerlily shoots out from the Alvarez’s front yard jungle 
and makes a mad dash across the street. Tulare fastens the 
high-speed nozzle on his hose. “Three lives and counting,” 
says Tulare, turning the dial setting from mist to deploy.
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22.

All Writing Is a Disease

Henry, Colin’s long-time agent and friend, arrives just in 
time for Colin’s release. Colin called Henry because he 

still has a landline, and Henry’s number is the only one Colin 
remembers by heart. He picks up his keys and wallet. His 
clothes are still fragrant with pond scum. “My cell phone is 
missing,” he says to one Officer Roscoe. Though Lt. Daly has 
gone home, Colin senses his story has been exchanged over 
shifts and that he is now the source of some inside joke at the 
station. Everyone seems to be straining to suppress laughter 
as he walks by.

“Do you really want to meet this morning?” asks Henry, 
who drove from a neighborhood in Berkeley where time 
stopped sometime in the early ‘70s. 

Henry was Colin’s friend before he was his agent. It was 
Colin who suggested Henry become an agent when Henry 
finished his Stegner fellowship and decided he hated writing, 
but he never meant Henry to take it so far. Henry is a few 
years younger than Colin but with less hair, which seems to 
have sprouted with a vengeance on his chin and neck since 
the last time they saw each other. 

“Don’t let the university know, okay?
“Could this be any more cliché, Colin?” asks Henry, 

rolling his eyes. “Crime writer/drunken professor, first night 
on sabbatical in jail. This sort of prank is only good for sales 
if you’re brilliant. And you are, much of the time, only not at 
this particular moment since you have no manuscript.” 

“I’m working on something new,” Colin lies.



134 | LISA SUMMERS

They agree to meet at Cosmo's in an hour. Henry kindly 
offers Colin some time to shower but Colin forgoes this idea 
because he is already here, downtown and it’s nothing a little 
sink bath can’t remedy. 

Colin hums as he walks back across the plaza towards his 
car. The morning light sparkles through the luminous Gingko 
trees that lord over the sidewalks. Some men in orange vests 
herd leaves out into the gutters with blowers. The noise is 
deafening. He hears the rumble of a street cleaner not far off. 
Like buses, street cleaners are ambient sounds, the music of 
workaday bustle, perfect for warding off existential loneliness. 
Street cleaners and garbage trucks are the sounds of a city 
waking up. Leaf blowers, on the other hand, are the bugles of 
Inferno. 

“But I take delight in the juice of the barley,” he sings to 
drown out the noise. The street cleaner is coming around 
the corner. He sings, “She’ll be coming around the mountain 
when she comes…”

Colin sees his trusty Camry, the morning sun glinting off 
the gold paint. His is the only car left parked on the street. 
He races towards it, dressed like a chain gang fugitive in his 
overalls and flannel shirt. He reaches his car at the same time 
as a meter maid carefully installs a ticket under his wipers. She 
smiles broadly at him, her purpose fulfilled. She has one of 
those overly gummy smiles, and her little square teeth have 
been worn down from years of gnawing on rocks.

“It says right there on the sign that street cleaning is every 
other Saturday of the month,” he protests. She puts the pen 
back in her shirt pocket and pats it with her hand. The meter 
maid, smug little tyrant that she is, gives him the once over 
and smirks. Colin smiles. “Now that I’ve earned a ticket for 
my negligence, can I leave the car here?” 
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She shrugs unsympathetically. “I’ll be back in three hours.” 
She buzzes off in her electric cart with the officious air of 
a zealot. Colin rummages in the trunk of his car for a clean 
shirt and pair of slacks and stuffs them into his old leather 
book bag.

Cosmo’s Café and Bookshop is bustling this morning. 
Steam escapes from mugs of coffee and tea, swirling with tiny 
dust particles in the streaming sunlight that shines through 
the tall windows. The noise of grinding espresso beans and 
the smell of roasting coffee revives Colin though his stomach 
is sour. He slips unnoticed past the long counter line to 
change into his clean clothes. Thankfully, shop bathrooms are 
not so carefully monitored as they are in the city because 
small bucolic towns that depend on tourist dollars are in the 
export business when it comes to the homeless. 

Colin gives his face a quick rinse and brushes his teeth. 
He needs a shave too but that will have to wait. He takes a 
moment to examine his face in the mirror; he's older than he 
likes to admit. “Wrinkles should merely indicate where smiles 
have been,” he says to an eldelry man who is probably just 
leaving the bar next to the theater. 

“Here, here,” the man replies. He mumbles something else, 
then farts, and closes the stall door.

Shuffling back into the café, Colin takes care not to 
let his legs touch because the inside of his thighs are red 
and raw. He orders his coffee and a pastry and scans the 
crowded café for a table. When the barista turns his back,  
Colin removes his four last remaining copies of Dark Green 
Star from his book bag and places them on the counter on top 
of a stack of dog-eared paperbacks with the small, handwritten 

“A Buck a Book” sign.
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Through the milling crowd, Colin spies Henry sitting at 
a table near the window. He has his laptop open on top of 
a large manuscript. This disheartens Colin as he doesn’t like 
to be reminded that there are those who submit marketable 
works of fiction - future bestsellers - each day. It's obvious that 
Henry hasn’t planned to stay long; his jacket is still on and 
he’s checked his watch twice in the time it has taken Colin 
to navigate the floor without spilling his coffee. Henry drums 
his fingers on the table and smiles at Colin like one smiles at 
a dog caught chewing on the toilet bowl brush.

“Can I get you something, Henry?” Colin asks, setting his 
coffee down.

“A viable manuscript and an espresso.”
“You think it’s over for me.”
“Sit down, Colin. What’s going on?” 
“It’s early in the day for such seriousness.”
“Colin, how long have I been your agent?” Colin looks at 

the manuscript on the table.
“What’s that? The Other Girl on the Train?”
“Colin.” 
“Sorry. Just trying to lighten the mood. You’re grim, Henry.” 
“Colin, this isn’t really my thing. Martina Cornish, I went 

with that. A wine country cozy? I’m not sure. I wish you’d go 
back to the hardboiled stuff.”

“What? You think it’s over for me?”
“No, not really. Listen, this has happened before and you 

got through it. I’ll call you in a month or two to see how it’s 
going. Get some rest, Colin. You look tired. I’ve got to get 
home to my family. I came here to tell you that I have faith 
in you.” Henry rises and gathers his things. Colin doesn’t tell 
him his fly is wide open. 

From the corner of his eye he sees a woman, reading a 
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comic book about a giant squid. She has long, black hair in 
curls like sentient, black tentacles. There is something unique 
about this woman, this Medusa in the land of Lotus Eaters. 
The barista calls out “Rachel!” The woman retrieves two 
paper cups of coffee and pays for the comic book. Then, at 
the last minute, she offers the confused barista a dollar and 
walks off with a copy of Dark Green Star. As she is leaving, 
Colin hears the sound of an unmistakable ringtone.

“Henry,” says Colin. “Do you believe in fate?”
“I believe in book sales,” Henry answers. “Which have 

nothing to do with fate or talent for that matter.”
Henry is already on his cell phone by the time he makes 

it to the door, probably talking to a twenty-something 
cyber crime writer who lives off the grid in the Santa Cruz 
mountains. Colin watches the woman through the windows 
– Rachel was the name the barista had called – as she walks 
briskly across the street towards a green minivan. She hands 
one of the cups to a very irritated looking man in the driver’s 
seat whom Colin assumes to be her husband and thinks he 
might also recognize from the pub. 

As the van pulls away, he reads the bumper sticker: “Who 
Died and Made You Darth Vader?” She is the one, the very 
woman who nearly drove him off the road and into oncoming 
traffic, where his life passed before his eyes in the chrome grill 
of that potato chip truck. Sadly, all he remembered feeling 
was that it didn’t add up to much.
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23.

Café Amore Fate Latte 

Early in the morning the doorbell rings, waking the entire 
Alvarez family. If ever there were a wrong moment to 

ignore the hand-painted “No Solicitors” sign,  two middle-
aged Watch Tower emissaries with arms full of pamphlets 
picked it.

Her eyes barely open, Rachel tells them, “If you want a 
vision of Hell, you’ve come to the right place.” The women, 
both dressed in slacks and matching blazers, are easily 
convinced of this truth when they look past Rachel into the 
house. They exit quickly and without a word. 

Juno and Charlie have passed through the worst. Rachel 
is able to convince Miranda to watch them for a few hours so 
she can make it up to Oliver by watching him play baseball. 
Miranda generally lacks sisterly affection, and she often treats 
the twins as little more than poorly trained pets. Rachel 
overhears Miranda talking on the phone with her friend 
Emma and learns that there is a party they want to go to. A 
bargain must be struck. 

It is always a little painful to watch Oliver play baseball, to 
watch him swing wildly, blindly at every ball and miss as if it 
were a piñata and not a baseball, to watch him drop even the 
easiest catches only to then sink into a heap of crippling self-
doubt by the end of the fifth inning. He really has no instinct 
for the game and Rachel is not sure he has much love for it 
either. As someone generally averse to sports culture, Rachel 
doesn’t understand why Rob insists that he push through the 
season. But Oliver never complains. She suspects the uniform 
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has something to do with it. She even made the mistake of 
calling it his baseball “costume” once, betraying her private 
agenda to foster a love for theater in her most sensitive child. 
On the stage he might instead play the role of a baseball player 
instead of suffering through the reality television shit show 
that is Little League. She understands the toll this all takes on 
Oliver, and this breaks her heart because he is so absolutely 
wonderful.

Rachel pours herself a cup of coffee from the pot and 
grabs the charged phone. Thankfully, the pot is still hot, but 
it has a suspicious, low-octane aroma. Rob and Oliver are 
waiting in the minivan when Rachel comes running out, her 
wet hair dripping down her back. Miranda follows her. “I just 
want to say for the record, if anyone vomits I’m not cleaning 
it up.”

“Just give them ginger ale. Beatrice can help you, too.”
“Yeah, right,” she scoffs. “When she’s not writing her 

Womanifesto.”
“I heard that!” shouts Beatrice from somewhere.
Rachel pushes aside the equipment Rob has piled up in 

the front seat of the minivan. Rob gnashes his teeth and looks 
obsessively at the clock while she settles in. She takes a sip of 
her coffee. “Decaf,” she says, trying to break the ice. “Really?”

“Thanks for shoving me off the bed.”
“You were snoring.”
“Wake me up next time. I think I bruised a kidney.”
“You have a spare.”  The cell phone rings again. The 

number on the screen is 310 area code. Then a text comes 
through. “Need to discuss Dark Green–.” The message cuts 
out.
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Rachel insists on stopping by Cosmo’s for a jolt of caffeine 
to jump start this long day. Rob isn’t thrilled about waiting 
but, when she offers to get him one of the gooey sticky buns 
Cosmo’s is famous for, he relents. 

While Rachel waits in line she watches two men talking 
near the window. She thinks one of them might be the same 
man arrested at the plaza the night before but she isn’t sure. 
Her coffee order comes up. She pays for the coffee, the sticky 
bun, and throws in a comic book about a giant squid for 
Oliver. Next to the register is a small stack of one-dollar 
paperbacks including, of all things, Dark Green Star. The last 
twenty-four hours are a one-thousand-piece puzzle with a 
missing box top. Now all she needs to do is separate the edge 
pieces from the middle.

“Do you believe in fate?” she asks the barista.
He smiles and says, “I have a girlfriend, and I'm flattered, 

but, yes – I do.”
She tips the barista with the last dollar in her wallet and 

walks away.



THE GREEN TARA | 141

24.

A Really Good Detective Never Gets Married

Pancho loves Shaky Grounds Coffee. When the chain 
came to town a few years back, it instantly became the 

social center of the community. The place is still hopping all 
day long. The store manager, a spiky haired transplant from 
San Jaun Capistrano named Callie, hires high school students, 
musicians, and artists to work the counter so long as they 
can make heart shapes in the steamed milk. Embracing an 
anarchist’s approach towards customer turnover, she doesn’t 
care how long the locals stay for the cost of a single cup of 
overpriced coffee as it all comes out of bottomless corporate 
coffers.  

Local coffee shop proprietors who have spent years 
shooing away cash poor teenagers, lonely old men, and 
nursing mothers from precious seats reserved for wine country 
tourists, not to mention demanding a high minimum for the 
use of wi-fi, cried foul in the newspapers, wrote letters to the 
City Council and complained to the Chamber of Commerce. 
In response, the Planning Commission turned around and 
approved the permit for Shaky Grounds’ expansion. Only 
Cosmo’s was able to keep its loyal clientele. 

Also, Tulare appreciates the coffee grounds the baristas at 
Shaky Grounds bag and make available to frugal, resourceful 
gardeners such as himself. He doesn’t care much for coffee 
but he buys one anyway as a token of appreciation for the free 
grounds. Just to test the tolerance of coffee shop’s corporate 
neighbor, he makes it a habit to park his delivery bike in front 
of the sparkly Williams-Sonoma next door while he sits on 
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their wicker furniture finishing his coffee and reading a free 
local paper where all the real news is in the world. 

Across the street is an old Victorian farmhouse, one of 
the last surviving residences on Broadway. It occupies the 
liminal space between a dog bakery and a now defunct fire 
station converted to a distribution warehouse for a corporate 
winery. The farmhouse is ideal for surveillance of the comings 
and goings at Shaky Grounds and he knows the tenants well, 
as they are the first on his produce delivery schedule. Even 
the most hardened criminals of the world go in for an iced 
caramel macchiato once in a while. 

Tulare wheels his tricycle across the street. The farmhouse 
is painted in a sort of squash blossom yellow that glows like 
a Maxfield Parrish painting underneath a massive live oak in 
the front yard. Living in the house is a woman of about fifty 
by the name of Francine Faultlilly, who cares for her elderly 
mother, Mrs. Sadie Louise Faultlily. Francine’s rather flattened 
facial features and her tight mouth reminded Tulare of a 
flounder – a flounder who is always happy to see him. Mrs. 
Sadie Louise’s sunny name does not convey her gathering 
stormclouds nature. She is mythically aged and makes him 
think of some old crone in a cave cutting strings to shorten 
the lives of those she despises.

 Tulare has been delivering vegetables to mother and 
daughter every week now for two years. The Belgian pinged 
on his radar a few weeks back when he took up residence 
at a jewelry shop a few doors down from Shaky Grounds. 
Tulare, never a believer in coincidences, haunts his footsteps. 
The Belgian is a fastidious, precise man who makes his visit 
to Shaky Grounds coffee at precisely 9:45 on days he works, 
which is every day but Sunday. Like all psychopaths, he drinks 
black coffee.
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Francine has chronic cabin fever. This works to Tulare's 
advantage and he offers to sit with her cankerous mother while 
she goes out to run errands. As Sadie Louise Faultlily hails 
from some backwater holler in the South, she adores Tulare 
and expresses her grim affection by outwardly scorning him. 
His ambiguous twang makes her feel like she is back home, 
she says, and “not with all these fruitcakes in California.” She 
is generally a woman of few words. 

Tulare unloads a few heads of lettuce, onions, radishes and 
a dark green bunch of dino kale. Francine thanks him, grabs 
a garish vinyl handbag on the table, and politely pushes past 
him. “Your visits mean so much to Mother. She’s always a 
little homesick for her people!” Francine breaks into a hog’s 
trot when she is halfway across the lawn. Mrs. Faultlily the  
elder lasts for about six minutes until she falls asleep on her 
high-backed red damask chair, a structure she grows out of 
like a burl on an ancient tree. 

The lace curtains are always drawn in the house. Tulare 
knows that Francine gets her thinning hair done at a beauty 
shop in the strip mall. It was his business to know such things 
in his former career. As soon as Tulare hears the old woman 
snore, he walks quietly upstairs to check the batteries on his 
camera, a tiny device attached to the outside of the window 
frame. He has a clear shot of the front of the jewelry store. 
After forty years, he is still stitching together the frayed edges 
of the crime that eluded him, the one that sent him into early 
retirement, roaming like a madman in the tropics for years. 
He is close now; he can feel it. 

Tulare sends a photo in to another former colleague who 
refused to retire from the lab. His friend, who is approaching 
seventy, confirmed that the man is, in fact, a certain Belgian 
jeweler with a reputation for impeccable reproductions and a 



144 | LISA SUMMERS

thick file. That this Belgian has virtually materialized before 
Tulare’s eyes within weeks of the news of the discovery of the 
Green Tara forgery in the harbor only confirms his suspicions 
that Joan Stephens has some part yet to play, whether she 
knows it or not.

Tulare walks gingerly back down the stairs only to find the 
old woman has hobbled into the kitchen for a glass of water 
and an aspirin. “The kale gets stuck in my dentures,” said Mrs. 
Faultily. “Nobody knows how to cook greens properly in this 
God forsaken state. You need a good piece of salt pork to cook 
greens.”

“You are right about that,” agrees Tulare. 
“Why aren’t you married?” she demands.
“Marriage and my line of work weren’t compatible,” says 

Tulare.
“You mean to say you’re a fruit,” says the elderly woman.
“I mean a good detective never gets married.”
“Detective? A detective who grows vegetables? Never 

heard of such a thing. You’re a fruit.” She returns to her musty 
damask throne and promptly falls back asleep after muttering, 

“Just as fruity as they come.”
The parlor smells of the grave. Tulare opens the window to 

let the breeze in and removes a very compact telescope  from 
his vest pocket. He parts the lace curtains and waits. Within 
minutes, the Belgian appears. When he comes back out of the 
coffee shop, he is not alone. A short, squat man with slicked 
back black hair, pleated trousers and a white button down 
shirt trots several paces behind him like a lap dog trying to 
keep pace with a Doberman. Tulare focuses the lens on the 
man. “What?” he says out loud.

“What!” shouts the elderly Mrs. Faultily. “What? What the 
devil!” Her head bobs, then she nods off and resumes snoring.
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Tulare is sure that he recognizes this little stooge of a man 
who walks with the cocky swagger of an ex-cop. To be sure, 
he will need a picture. 

Things are getting more interesting by the minute.
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25.

Beware the Barrenness of a Busy Life

Rob parks the minivan near the baseball fields and scuttles 
Oliver out impatiently. “Come on, come on. We've 

wasted enough time.” 
Rachel, still nursing her cappuccino, counts three “My 

kid can beat up your honor roll student” bumper stickers. 
Walking towards the field with only Oliver at her side, she 
feels naked, anxious, stripped of her merit badges. Oliver and 
Rob disappear into the dugout while Rachel crawls through 
the bleachers, passing at least twenty people she’d rather not 
see, until finally she finds a seat at the top where she sits 
among the fathers and coaches with restraining orders. 

All the parents sit on padded, portable bleacher seats. Rob 
has offered many times to buy her one but she turned his offer 
down on principle alone. As soon as Rachel sits, the icy metal 
of the bleacher penetrates her sweatpants, sending electrical 
currents into the bones of her pelvis and coccyx; she admits 
privately to a huge error in judgment. Even though players 
are supposed to be younger than twelve years of age, a few 
boys already sport mustaches. Rachel’s attention turns again 
to the cell phone when it rings. Each player on the other 
team is running out every possible ball, strike and whatever 
the other thing is called, keeping one miserable boy at bat, 
and it is only the third inning so she returns to the dugout 
to ask Rob for the car keys. “I’ll be right back. I promised I 
would drop that phone off,” Rachel says to Rob.

“You’re gonna miss my game,” says Oliver. 
“No I won’t. The other team is only in the third inning 
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and you still have to warm up.”
“I’m hungry.” She knows right away that Oliver wants 

something from the Snack Shack – Little League’s juvenile 
crack house excuse for a concession stand. The garbage that 
they sell draws kids to the window like a bug light.

“Dad can get you something from the Crack Shack, right 
Rob?” 

“Don't call it that,” says Oliver, moping.
“Right, Bud,” says Rob. Rob always calls Oliver “Bud” 

when he isn’t actually paying attention to what Oliver is 
saying. Rachel thinks nicknames are a form of subjugation 
and she told him so once - a provocation that only resulted in 
Rob retaliating by calling her “Bud” for the entire day. That 
Rob is unusually glued to his phone today does not escape 
Rachel's notice.

Once in the minivan, Rachel struggles to recall the former 
Mrs. Colin Penley’s directions to the house, but her mind 
palace is shrouded in heavy mist. She drives in the general 
direction, turning off the highway about three miles north 
where she then follows a narrow, winding road. There is no 
sign for Bickerstaff Lane, but she eventually does see a small 
white cottage near a pretty field  - a scene missing only a man 
in a hot air balloon and a tornado. 

The road, overhung with a canopy of oaks and long beards 
of lace lichen drooping from low branches, is full of potholes. 
The gravel driveway is lined with clumps of prickly pear cactus 
and ornamental grasses and a variety of perennials that only a 
true gardener could coax into enduring four years of drought. 
The southern border of the meadow is an abandoned orchard. 
Tiny blossoms drift about on a mild breeze. The cottage has 
a detached garage, also painted white, that probably housed a 
tractor in a former life. Beyond the open meadow is a dense 
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forest of oaks, bays and madrones that casts dark shadows, 
swallowing up the light on the hillside. 

The place has an irresistible charm. Rachel puts the 
minivan in park, gets out and walks to the front entry of the 
house, passing through a stone archway that supports purple 
sprays of wisteria. She falls instantly in love with the house; 
it has the right balance of modesty, history, and charm, and 
already she is imagining herself here, in the ruins of fallen 
aristocracy.

Nobody answers when she knocks. Around back she finds 
a small garden and a covered screen door. She knocks there 
too, admiring the purple bearded iris standing tall among 
the spreading clumps of delicate white flowers. No one is 
home. Rachel goes back to the front porch to see if there is 
an obvious place to leave the phone. 

She has a strange feeling  in her stomach and decides 
to check in at home. Miranda is supposed to answer the 
home phone, but does so only after letting it ring seventeen 
times, because her i-phone has been confiscated for the 
fifteenth time as everyone who is anyone in the world already 
knows. She picks up in suspiciously good mood. “No, Mom. 
Everything is great here. Take your time. The twins and I are 
playing a game of Sorry.” Rachel hears Charlie shout in the 
background.

“Jason got another Sorry!” 
Rachel says it out loud. “Miranda? Who is Jason?”
“Nobody's puked yet. Take your time. Gotta go. We’re 

starting another game Love ya! Bye!” Miranda hangs up.
After searching for an ideal spot, Rachel's sets the cell 

phone down next to the potted geranium directly under the 
doorbell. It is out of her hands now. She really just wants to 
go sit on that little wooden bench under the boughs of the 
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live oak that resides over the southwest corner of the garden. 
Who wouldn’t want to watch the butterflies flit around this 
quaint little paradise?

By the time she returns to the baseball field, the fifth 
inning is just beginning. She’d been gone for less than an hour 
and already a league official is in the parking lots breaking up 
a shouting match between a dad and a coach. Rob’s head is 
buried in the lineup huddle with Coach Mueller and a few 
others. The ratio of assistant coaches to players is roughly 1:2. 
Rachel sits on the bottom most bleacher, now warmed by 
the sun. 

Debbie Mueller sits several yards away, clicking her 
French manicured fingernails on the metal bleachers where 
she reclines luxuriously in a padded bleacher chair with arm 
rests and a cup holder that contains a 20-ounce caramel ice 
coffee drink topped with a thunderhead of whipped cream. 
Debbie leans back to talk with another woman whom 
Rachel recognizes in only a general sense. They are gossiping, 
no doubt, about some huge fundraising party thrown by the 
elementary school PTO, or - and this is a horrifying thought 

- about the check Rob gave Dave to cover the grocery store 
fiasco.

Debbie wears skinny jeans that are so tight they seem to 
be shrink-wrapped around her legs. Perhaps sensing Rachel’s 
stare – this is a bad habit she’s never been able to shake – 
Debbie glances over in Rachel’s direction, whispers in the 
ear of other woman who then turns a narrowed eye towards 
Rachel. Rob sends Rachel a text asking her to buy a granola 
bar and a red-flavored Vitamin water for Oliver. She herself 
wants some black licorice so she slinks reluctantly to the 
Crack Shack, where mature adults sell 16-ounce bottles of 
blue and pink Gatorade to five year-olds who, in turn, offer 
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sticky, wadded up dollar bills over a counter they can barely 
reach. Rachel takes her place in line behind two of them, 
disgusted with the world and with herself for taking part in it.

Through the chain-link fencing of the dugout, Rachel 
passes the granola bar and red Vitamin water to Rob. Oliver 
taps his foot and bites his nails. The other boys are huddled 
around Coach Mueller in his trademark t-shirt, “Coaches 
Coach, Parents Cheer.”

“Okay, guys. This is a tough team. If we win, we have the 
second best record in the League so far this season.” 

Coach Mueller's son Jared is first at bat. Without a hint of 
effort, Jared hits a double. Debbie chats with the Crack Shack 
volunteer. Rachel tries to position herself close enough to 
hear what they are saying. Debbie is known for talking crap 
about the other players in her big, outdoor voice. 

Next up is Oliver. Dave Mueller visually tracks Oliver's 
pop fly out towards home base and gives Oliver a big pat on 
the back when a left fielder drops the ball in the foul zone. 
Dave turns towards Rachel in the bleachers. He waves to her 
and winks, giving her a thumbs-up. “He hit great in practice 
this morning!” Rachel smiles than returns Dave’s thumbs-up 
just as Debbie’s comment stings her in the behind.

“It’s too bad Dave has to play the whole lineup. Otherwise, 
we might have a chance. You know what I mean?” Rachel 
wants so badly to bite back, but she knows only Oliver will 
suffer in the end. And she will never escape the checkout line 
incident.

Oliver clearly has the jitters. His knees are shaking. He 
swings twice, missing both pitches. “It’s okay, Bud! Choke up 
on your bat a little!” Shouts Rob.

Debbie’s voice escalates. “What the hell! Hit the ball. I 
says to Dave, ‘the kids have got to hit the goddamned ball. 
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This ain’t badminton.’”
Oliver strikes out. On his way back to the dugout, tears 

run down his reddened cheeks. Rachel moves over to Rob 
and asks him to speak with her from the dugout. 

“I’m going home,” she says. “Miranda has her hands full.”
Rob knows better. “It’s just a game. He has to learn to 

man up a little, Rach.”
“Who are you? Emperor of the Duck Dynasty? He’s nine, 

Rob.”
“He’s too hard on himself when you’re here. He has fun 

when you’re not sitting in the bleachers with a pissed off 
expression on your face, totally freaking him out.”

“Good, you stay and have fun. I’ve seen enough. I was 
on board during coach pitch but I guess I’m not on board 
anymore. Maybe it’s not always me, Rob. Maybe Oliver 
doesn’t like baseball.”

The sleeplessness of the night, the fact that free time is 
spent on watching the grass grow in an artificial landscape 
laced with Roundup and fertilizers that gives her headaches 
– Rachel is fighting to acculturate to this strange world she’s 
woken up in and she is losing. It occurs to her that maybe 
she is crazy. If only she had a pair of wings, to see things from 
high above, diminished and precious. What she needs is some 
perspective.

Without risking further annoying Rob, Rachel leaves. 
He is, after all, only doing what he understands and loves, 
being a father in his own father’s way. He isn’t the “let’s make 
dreamcatchers on a rainy day” kind of guy. And her father 
was missing in action, so what does she know anyway? So 
she begins to walk. In the parking lot, a young father quite 
literally jumps out of his Subaru. The car is full of children 
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and they are banging on the closed windows, faces contorted 
in horror as if they’ve been trapped in a car about to plummet 
over a waterfall. He opens the hatchback. A stroller, a diaper 
bag, coolers, and sports equipment spill out onto the ground. 
The man kicks the tire and then a baby wails inside the car.

Rachel hurries past, fighting the impulse to be of some 
service to the poor man. Again, the act of walking awakens 
her senses, and she steps into tune with some greater harmony. 
She tries not to think about what she is going home to. If 
only there were more time to walk. 

Beatrice answers the door. “Mom?” she says smiling. “You 
know Glorya, right?”

“Yes? What about her?”
“She came over and banged on the door. I think she’s 

trying to figure out who called the police to have her motor 
home ticketed. And then she said that if she ever finds out who 
called the police on her, she’s going to report every building 
code violation in the neighborhood.” A threat clearly aimed 
at either her or Tulare.

“She said that to you? I didn’t call anyone,” says Rachel. 
She is incredulous. 

“Don’t shoot the messenger, Mom. She was talking to the 
new neighbors on the corner. She was effing pissed. I just 
overheard.”

“Please, watch your language.”
“Oh, and by the way, Methane ate the last box of tampons. 

Not that it matters to me, but Miranda ripped the house apart 
looking for one.” 

“Found one!” shouts Miranda. A muffled announcement 
about studying with friends precedes her as she floats down 
the stairs, stoop, and walkway, and then climbs into the open 
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car door of someone Rachel cannot see through the tinted 
windows. They speed away, rap blaring from the speakers as 
they round the corner into the heart of Buckeye Creek Estates.

Juno, fully recovered from her stomach flu, is out of her 
mind with housebound energy. Rachel is fairly sure the red 
irritation at the corner of her nose is going to be impetigo. 
She never should have said a word like that out loud – a word 
with such conjuring powers.

Later. Inside, Charlie sits on the couch with the paperweight. 
The glass sphere is spinning on the base, playing tinkly music 
to the tune of “Diamonds Are a Girl’s Best Friend.”

He shakes the globe gently until the sand rains down on 
the miniature beach club and hotel. 

“Joan gave that to me. Be gentle.”
“Mom, Mom! There’s something else inside. Listen,” he 

says and shakes it harder. 
“Where is the rest of the stuff in the box?” asks Rachel.
“In the garage,” says Beatrice. “The boas were making me 

sneeze.”
Rachel gently removes the paperweight from Charlie’s 

hands. “I’ll have to take it to the jewelry shop to have it fixed.”
“Mother’s Day is next Sunday,” says Beatrice. “What are 

we doing?”
“You didn’t plan anything?” says Rachel, because this is 

not a question but an acknowledgment. She knows full well 
Rob will wait until the last minute, organize the kids into a 
card making session with crayons and printer paper at the 
kitchen table, buy some doughnuts, and call it a success only 
to later punish Rachel all day with a disapproving silence 
for her ungratefulness. And then he will say something like 

“You’re responsible for your own happiness,” and she will 



154 | LISA SUMMERS

consider killing him.
Beatrice shrugs and says, “Why? You’re just going to spend 

the day feeling sorry for yourself like you always do,” before 
leaving the room.

Rachel carries the paperweight upstairs to the bathroom 
to put it away for safekeeping. She shakes it and thinks 
longingly about the beach. Someone bangs on the bathroom 
door. Startled, she fumbles then knocks the paperweight off 
the sink. It hits the tile floor, but it doesn’t shatter. A small 
compartment where the music box is housed breaks through 
the rust and gunk that cover the tiny hinges and opens. Two 
things spill out: an old key on a key ring from a Santa Monica 
bank and a ring – an exquisite blue gemstone in an antique 
setting of platinum or white gold. 

Rob, who must have just come home, asks through the 
door “Everything okay in there?”

“Yes. I was just trying to lie down for a while. Everything 
is fine. Just fine.”

“You were going to lie down in the bathroom?”
“Rob!”
“Okay. Just light a match when you’re done.” 
Rachel waits until she hears the bedroom door close. 

She looks at the ring again. It is as beautiful as anything she’s 
ever seen - the blue of a Northern winter sky. Perhaps it is a 
sapphire.

Quickly she hides the ring back in the paperweight and 
closes up the tiny, concealed compartment. She shakes the 
paperweight and watches the sand fall gently upon Las Palmas 
Beach Club and Hotel and the tiny umbrellas on the tiny 
beach. Life, she thinks, in a bubble. 

“It’s mine,” she whispers to herself, laughing. “My precious.”
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26.

Jiggety Jig

Nearly an entire day has passed since Colin left his 
university office, and he has not yet been home. Feeling 

foolish and hungover, the quiet churnings in his stomach 
earlier that morning are now white caps on a stormy sea of 
gastric juices, coffee, and last night’s beer. 

He parks around the side of the house behind the carriage 
house on the gravel and goes in through the back door. 
Everything feels foreign, a dreamlike world where he knows 
this place to be his home but recognizes nothing. His little 
acre and a half of paradise is in dire need of an old fashioned 
spring cleaning. More than a month has passed since he was 
last up, busy with midterms and finals, and distracted by the 
nagging task of research for a book he now knows he’ll never 
write. He puts his head down in his arms and sleeps.

It isn’t until after his shower, until after he’s opened up 
the house and made a strong pot of tea that he notices the 
front screen door is propped open. He bends down to pick 
dead blooms off his favorite potted lemon geranium and sees, 
impossibly, his missing cell phone. A green minivan waits to 
turn onto the highway at the bottom of his driveway. The 
driver is the woman from the café. He is sure of it.  Is she 
stalking him? He considers the possibility. The minivan leaves 
little dust devils on the gravel drive, before peeling out onto 
the road. 

His phone is not only working, but fully charged, and 
there are three messages from Katherine and two phone calls 
from a Los Angeles area code. He tries calling Sam’s number 
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but nobody answers. He calls Katherine.
“Didn’t you check my messages?” she shouts at him.
“No, I lost my phone. Apparently someone returned it.”
“Yes.  A woman found it in the park. I gave her your 

address.”
“Now it all makes sense,” he says, not meaning to. “Rachel. 

I think her name is Rachel.”
“She said she doesn’t know you,” says Katherine, foregoing 

the urgency of the matter at hand to illicit some discovery 
about Colin’s private life through sheer provocation. He 
gets a secret pleasure from this. “Where have you been?” 
she demands. Colin says nothing. He doesn’t need to tell 
Katherine where he’s been or where he’s planning on going. 
In fact, it would be unwise to tell Katherine anything about 
where he's been.

“Well? What is so important?”
“It’s Sam. He’s left school. It’s not like him to not check 

his messages.”
Yes, he wants to say, it is just like Sam not to check his messages. 

It is absolutely like Sam to disappear without word to anyone. 
Sam is clearly a different son in his mother’s eyes.

“Did you try his roommate? Aldus or something?”
“Dolphus? Dolphus is in rehab in Palm Springs. Doesn’t 

Sam tell you anything?”
“Apparently not,” says Colin. “He’s an adult, why should 

he check in with me when he has you?”
“He’s not an adult, Colin. He’s a twenty-one year old with 

a mood disorder. Do you even know him at all?”
“I’ll let you know if I hear from him,” says Colin, pulling 

Katherine’s stinger out of his ear. 
“Colin,” her voice softens. “I’m worried about him.”
“I’ll talk to him, Katherine.” 
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“Please do,” she says. “Maybe he could come stay with you 
for a while. We’re traveling this summer.”

“Ah-ha.” Here is the heart of the matter. He bids her a 
curt goodbye.

Colin stands on the porch and listens to the sound of the 
country. It is good to finally be home. 

He does not call Sam. If Sam decides to leave school, it is 
fine with him. Let him work at a soul killing, minimum wage 
job for a while and then he’ll appreciate school. It is time to 
stop babying the poor kid. 

Colin goes into the house with purpose this time and 
pulls the sheet off the table where his vintage typewriter sits. 
He never actually uses it - he just likes looking at it. If it 
could speak he's sure it would berate him without mercy. He 
turns on his laptop to check his email and reads the news. 
Nothing much but a few stories about the collapse of global 
ecosystems, mass genocide, GMOs, zero percent snow pack in 
the Sierras, another sex scandal with a senator. Finally he finds 
what he is looking for on a fringy, conspiracy theory blog – a 
story about the discovery of the Green Tara forgery. Still, even 
after forty years, nobody is asking the right questions.

He notices a second message on the phone. He listens 
to it only to discover the voice on the other end belongs to 
none other than Frank Roscoe from the LA Times. Roscoe 
covers crime and he covers it well. He has a few questions 
about the history of the Green Tara heist and wonders if 
Colin might call him back. Colin goes over what he’s going 
to say to Roscoe in his head. He wants to tell Roscoe that 
when he first researched the book, he’d been working for the 
LA Times himself, covering film industry scandals. He was low 
on status but nevertheless had a talent for infiltration. Plus, his 
Transatlantic accent granted him a degree of cultural capital 
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in California, and he began to circulate among the elite of 
the doomsday hedonists. That’s how he came to know the 
clientele at Las Palmas. 

The official report was that the jewels had been lost at 
sea during a high-speed chase out of the harbor. But Colin 
heard rumors that a famous, nefarious forger known simply as 

“The Belgian” was behind it. The Belgian was as Hollywood 
a villain as they came - not only an elusive master forger, but 
some said murderous. Nobody ever confirmed his existence. 
He moved in the shadows. Yes, he has quite a story for this 
Roscoe. Colin dials the number.

“Frank Roscoe,” says the man.
“This is Colin Penley returning your call,” Colin attempts 

to sound officious. 
“Colin Penley. Penley. Doesn’t ring a bell,” says Frank. 

Colin hears horns and diesel brakes in the background.
“You called about the Green Tara heist I believe,” says 

Colin.
“Oh! Yes. Of course. So sorry. Your book – Dark–
Colin finishes his sentence for him so as to prevent any 

further butchering of his art. “Dark Green Star. I wrote it in 
the late 1970s.”

“Right, right,” says Roscoe. “The premise of your book 
was that there was a double heist.”

“Yes. But my book was a speculative account of the heist 
– not facts.”

“Listen, I was wondering if you could shed any light on 
that actress who died after the heist in a car crash. Cheryl 
Lundquist. Do you know anything about her?”

“Well, only that she’s dead. And no I don’t think she had 
anything to do with the burglary.”

“Can you think of anyone who might have known her?”
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These are strange questions. The only person to show 
an interest in Colin’s theory was a FBI field agent named 
Pancho something, an oddball  from Oklahoma, or maybe it 
was Texas – he can’t remember – who’d disappeared into the 
metropolitan hive of LA after the heist and was probably long 
dead by now. He was at first interested in Colin’s theories. 
Colin had even sent a copy of his manuscript to the agent, but 
he’d never heard anything back.

“Sure. But –”
 “Hey – I’m stuck in traffic and I am going through a 

hole. Can I call you back?” says Roscoe.The line goes static, 
and the connection is lost. Considering how fixated on the 
theft of the Green Tara he once was, Colin now finds he is 
too lethargic to care. The necklace probably changed hands 
several times or the giant emerald was cut into pieces and 
resold. For now, weeds need pulling, tomatoes need planting 
and a new novel needs writing.

The cell phone buzzes in his pocket. Phillip. “Bored yet?” 
he asks.

“It’s only been a day.”
“Remember my friend Dvora? She runs the Community 

Ed Satellite office for the junior college. She needs a writing 
teacher. She’s got a waiting list for crime fiction since her 
cozy mystery lady backed out.”

“You didn’t.”
“I did. Call her. The nutters come out of the woodwork 

for these things. You’ll get a few characters out of the deal. 
Plus, Dvora is good people.”

“I’m extremely busy.”
“How’s the book coming?” Philip asks. Silence. “Mingling 

with the natives?”
Colin writes down her number.
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27. 

The Key That Unlocks the Heart

One of the Shirleys scratches at the back door. Though it 
is still morning, Joan can’t summon the will to walk all 

four of them so she digs around in her purse for a ten. She 
only has a fifty. She calls the Alvarez house phone. Beatrice 
agrees to come over as soon as her parents return from a 
baseball game. It is always worth paying someone else to 
collect and bag the turd production of four dogs. Plus, she 
has run out of fun ways to spend her money and even getting 
dressed has become a chore. She toasts a stale dinner role for 
breakfast with a piece of soapy cantaloupe.

Joan sits down to pay a few bills but finds that her hand 
shakes and she can’t write her signature properly. The letters 
are like stick figures dancing in a strobe light.  A box of photos 
remains open on the dining room table. She pours herself a 
cup of coffee – at least the machine is automated – and stares 
at the box for a few minutes, summoning the courage to face 
the past.

Faded photos of her late husband arouse sleeping memories.  
More and more lately, the ghosts of her former life appear in 
sharp relief against the fuzzy continuum of her daily life, each 
day repeating itself. More photos – people whose faces are far 
too young for how she feels inside, places that are gone but 
somehow still here. She finds the one and only photo she has 
of Casper. How easy he was on the eyes! But then he fell for 
her. And then, before he was murdered, he gave her a ring. It 
was a beautiful little thing – a blue diamond set in diamonds 
on platinum. Casper gave her a key to the safety deposit box, 
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and she’d hidden that, too. The ring - what did she need a 
ring for anyway? She still thinks about Casper, robbed of life 
so early. But wasn’t she also robbed of her life? 

One of the Shirleys yawns and puts her paws up on Joan’s 
knee to be scratched behind the ears. “We’re rich enough, 
aren’t we, my darling? And anyway, that stupid necklace is 
good and lost, buried where nobody will ever find it.” And 
there the cursed necklace will stay, she thinks, until a more 
worthy soul discovers it.

Just as Joan is about to spike her coffee, the doorbell rings. 
“Mrs. Stephens? It’s me, Beatrice. I’m here to take the girls 

out for a walk.” Beatrice speaks very slowly, annunciating 
each word like she is talking to someone who is either deaf 
or totally senile. She holds a mason jar in her hands with a 
bouquet of handpicked wildflowers.

“I brought these for you,” says Beatrice. “Mom said you 
needed a little cheering up.”

Joan, feeling as if she might fall to pieces, gives Beatrice 
a hug. 

“So very thoughtful of you, honey,” says Joan. “They’re 
absolutely lovely!” She puts her arms around Beatrice, kisses 
her on her warm, freckled cheek, and hands her four leashes 
and a roll of blue baggies.

It is either time to live again, or time to die.
When Beatrice returns, Joan hands her the fifty.
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28.

Deal Breaker

Monday morning. Rob parks his truck in the back 
parking lot of Fiesta Plaza, a small strip mall where 

his company Tri-Tech Environmental and Geotechnical 
Services, Inc., moved into a storefront once occupied by a dry 
cleaners. The other commercial spaces are dark, cavernous 
voids with faded “for lease” signs in the windows. Rob has 
an appointment with an old friend from grad school named 
Jimmy Crane. When Rob comes into the office, Crane is 
sitting in one of four chairs salvaged from Salvation Army 
itself, once located to the right of Tri-Tech in a commercial 
space now occupied by a Dollar Tree. 

Crane is the regional director of environmental 
compliance in the domestic production division of a large and 
notoriously vicious oil company. Crane, a company man to 
his very bone marrow, is looking for a consultant to manage 
well monitoring on their stations from Roseville and Reno. 
Crane looks around at the old dry cleaning fixtures. Norma, 
Rob’s office manager, pours Crane a cup of coffee and offers 
him a baked pastry of flour and powdered sugar from the 
panaderia across the street. 

“Hey Jimmy. Do you remember Norma?” 
Crane nods. Norma is from Merced, the third youngest in 

a family of eleven children. She is Rob’s savior. The mother 
of three polite and well-groomed children and the wife of a 
vineyard manager, Norma can solve all software compatibility 
problems, order office supplies, make spreadsheets, and keep 
the small office running like clockwork. Rob has trained her 
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to draw groundwater contour maps when pressed. He tries 
not to hold Rachel to this high standard of efficiency but it’s 
hard not to when he’s barely scraping up enough work to 
make it. It’s just too hard not to.

Jimmy thanks Norma for the coffee.
“I’ll be out for the rest of the day, Norma. You can reach 

me on my cell if you need to.” They both know Norma will 
have nothing urgent enough to interrupt Rob’s one and only 
bite on a job this month, but Norma just smiles.

“Si, sure.”
Rob and Crane get into Rob’s truck. 
“You know,” says Rob, “I couldn’t get through a day 

without Norma.”
“How did your old firm feel about you snagging her?” 

asks Crane. “Speaking of snagging, how are things with the 
wife and kids?”

“Well, put it this way – I wish there was a little more of 
Norma at home, minus the crucifixes. The kids are great. I 
think we’re up to five but some days I’m not sure.”

Crane, who is divorced with two daughters he never sees, 
nods indifferently and takes a phone call.

Rob texts Ned, whom Rob hired despite his possession 
record, to say that they are en route. Ned reports that he is on 
site already, hiding up in a tree. Rob doesn’t share this with 
Jimmy Crane. Rob wants to see for himself if the reputation 
of the drilling company doing work on the mortuary is the 
result of a single, misrepresented accident or if they really are 
as incompetent as everyone says they are. He is betting on 
the former, in which case he will be able to negotiate for a 

“restoring the faith” rate. Crane, already in the area, agrees to 
come along as a second pair of eyes on the condition that 
Rob agrees to have a beer with him and watch the Giant’s 
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game.
Rob explains to Jimmy that a plume of formaldehyde 

and other unnameable constituents is migrating in the 
groundwater table. “I want to see how the contractors handle 
themselves on the job. They got in some trouble last year, but 
I think it was a freak incident. I know a few of the drillers and 
they’re usually pretty good on protocols.” 

Crane gives Rob a curious glance. Of all places, the 
mortuary is located across the street from the high school 
where Miranda is enrolled. As far as he can tell from Miranda’s 
grades and the automated calls from the attendance office, she 
attends the high school on an “as needed” basis. Besides the 
mortuary, a taco truck and an empty commercial real estate 
building make up the “business district” of this end of town. 
The whole corridor is an eyesore. The mortuary building 
is a peach colored grain silo tipped on its side. To the rear 
of the building is the parking lot and under the parking lot 
are the leaking tanks. Across a narrow pothole-filled street 
from the parking lot is a dense group of redwood trees and 
a single Sycamore the size of a small skyscraper. That’s where 
Ned is. Rob sees one of the drilling crew setting up next 
to the mortuary chapel. A procession of mourners is slowly 
entering in the front, bearing a casket arriving from a service 
somewhere in town.

“So how’d you hear about these guys?” asks Crane. 
“Before I left my old firm last year, this site had just come 

in as a new ‘incident.’ At least one underground storage tank 
was leaking.”

“Leaking what exactly?”
“The soup of the dead.’
“What?”
“That’s what my daughter calls it.”
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“Looks like they’re tapping a water line,” says Crane. “They 
have no idea what they’re doing.”

Rob agrees. 
Crane ogles a few of the high school girls crossing the 

street to the Quick Stop in what looks to Rob like black 
bikini bottoms. To Rob’s horror, the girl in the middle of the 
pack, wearing the shortest spandex, is Miranda. 

“Damn, I love girls’ volleyball, don’t you?” says Crane, with 
a lascivious cackle.

“That’s my daughter Miranda in the middle,” said Rob in 
an attempt to cut Jimmy off before he says anything that Rob 
will have to clock him for. “She’s the varsity setter.”

“I hope you lock her up at night, man,” says Crane. Rob 
flinches. Crane hasn’t changed much since graduate school.

Rob anticipates correctly that Crane is going to start 
talking about how much he hates environmentalists and a 
nebulous group of people he calls “libtards.” Rob promises 
himself never to get Rachel and Crane in the same room. 
Crane rants for a while about ephemeral wetlands - the bane 
of his existence. Rob pretends to listen but texts Ned while 
the crew prepares to drill. “Ned,” 

“Here,” Ned responds.
“Did they clear all the underground lines?”
“As far as I can tell. I can’t see everything. In a high branch.”
Rob doesn’t have to wait long for their fears to be 

confirmed. There are a few men waist deep in a trench. There 
is a flurry of rushing about between the other workers and 
men in orange jackets waving flags at the drill operator. Rob 
and Crane gasp simultaneously as the drill rig punctures an 
underground water main, sending a monstrous geyser skyward 
along with the young guy in an orange vest receiving a free, 
water main enema. The downpour beneath the sunny skies 
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looks like a special effects storm. First, there is an inch or 
two of water and a small stream running down the side road 
and in the next minute it’s a flash flood. The water pools at a 
storm drain that is clogged with leaves.

“This isn’t good,” says Crane.
“No, no it isn’t,” says Rob.
“The water must have entered the chapel,” says Crane. 

“Look.” Bewildered mourners scurry out following a man 
who Rob guesses to be the funeral director. “No way,” says 
Crane, grinning. “This is prime. Pass the popcorn.”

Another water line bursts. Rob guesses someone turned 
the valves backwards in a moment of panic. The blast knocks 
the funeral director into the chapel door behind him. He 
crawls around on his hands and knees in the water, searching 
for his glasses. 

Ned texts. “OMFG.”
“Ya.” Rob texts back.
Rob runs through the mental file he keeps of possible 

jobs for unemployed geologists. Fracking is the only thing 
that comes to mind, and he’d never hear the end of it at home. 

By the drilling area, the water spewing out of the broken 
pipe has now liquefied the already damp ground, undermining 
the back wheels of the drill rig. The rig slowly begins to sag. As 
the fire station is only a block away a fire truck arrives quickly, 
sirens blaring, to turn off the water main. Public Works arrives. 
Rob and Crane watch while the unmanned drill rig releases 
its tenuous traction on the ground and continues to slide into 
the slippery mush of the water-blasted hole. The dripping 
funeral director moves in furious lunging steps towards the 
fire chief near the side of the building. Soggy mourners stand 
across the street, under the tree where Ned perches unseen 
in his branch. 
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“This is going to cause a delay in the cremation, you think?” 
asks Crane, who is laughing so hard he is wheezing.

“Most likely,” says Rob. “At least no one got hurt.”
“Yet,” says Crane.
At that very moment, the 40-ft tall drill-rig mast topples 

over. 
There is a blast inside the chapel. The front door of the 

vacated mortuary flies open, tears away from its hinges and 
lands on the grass.

“A good reason to check up on contractors,” Crane says 
triumphantly. “Can I buy you a drink, Rob?”

“Yeah, that sounds great right now,” says Rob, just as 
the local news photographer exits the Quick Stop with his 
camera in hand. The alarm sounds at the high school. Over the 
loudspeaker a high school administrator orders the students 
to shelter in place.

Crane, who isn’t phased by any of this, takes a call.
“If you don’t mind travel,” says Crane. “I was just on the 

phone with the lead on a job in Reno. We’ve got a big project 
and our head geologist just broke his leg. You could be home 
on the weekends. We’ll pay for gas and lodging too.”

“No kidding. I’ll consider it,” says Rob, knowing already 
that he will accept the offer even if they’re paying in coupons.

“Think of it as a ‘Get Out of Jail Free’ card,” says Crane 
in a self-satisfied voice. “How about a beer? The Giants are 
getting spanked.”
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29.

The Other Flip Side of the Coin

Felix and Hiram have been holed up in Agate’s double-
wide in the Bear Flag Trailer Park for four days now. 

Felix’s health is returning under Agate’s skilled care. Hiram 
is improving as well, consuming much-needed calories by 
feasting on Agate’s superb cooking. Hiram borrowed money 
from Agate to pay his friend, the same one who got busted 
knocking over the Easy Stop in Mercy Springs, to hotwire 
and drive the Saturn to Sonoma. Just in case any of the other 
residents decide to report the arrival of unregistered guests 
to the HOA, they park the car under a covered carport and 
throw a boat cover over it that stinks of algae and diesel. 

Tonight Agate lays out a feast of chicken tamales in mole 
sauce with a prickly pear salsa. Felix, who’d been eating at 
Denny’s until he couldn’t afford it, feels his stomach lurch.

“Agate, you are an angel,” he confesses.
“I know how to cook, that’s true. My friends say I could 

have married any man I wanted just for my chicken mole. So,” 
she paused. Felix wonders why Agate never married but he 
has an idea. “Are you going to visit this lady friend of yours?” 
Agate catches him off guard.

“I can’t. Not yet. I need to find work, to be presentable,” 
he says. 

Agate isn’t fooled. “Why? Have you seen her lately?”
“Last year when I was here. That was the only time.”
“I told you my ladies used to clean her house. She’s super 

loca, Felix.”
“We have a history.”
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“Cuckoo birds have histories too. Why else would anyone 
have four shitty little dogs all called Shirley?”

 “It makes perfect sense to me,” says Felix, whose parents 
could never keep track of their children’s names and often 
called them Miguelito, the name of their geriatric Chihuahua.

“She used to stash stuff like a squirrel – in the sugar, in the 
laundry soap, inside boxes of all the crap she refused to get 
rid of,” says Agate. This is all very interesting to Felix, who 
maintains, according to his higher self, a merely academic 
interest in the stolen necklace. Agate doesn’t know anything 
about the Green Tara so Felix doesn’t bother to bring it up. 
Agate sticks mostly to tabloids and telenovelas. 

“In all those years you didn’t steal nothing?” asks Hiram, 
who’s been sitting in the hot tub for the better part of the 
afternoon and now stands in the dining area giving off steam.

“No way. I had five girls working under me. Can you 
imagine? Funny thing is, by the time I quit, I was making 
good money – twenty-five an hour under the table which 
is better than most around here. Some teachers make fifteen. 
That’s the wine country for you – nothing paying service 
jobs, millionaires with mansions they never live in, poor kids 
moving houses all the time because nobody can afford the rent 
and now AirBnBs. Nobody believes me when I say how poor 
the Valley is. They think it’s all wine country weddings and 
mineral baths and hot yoga.” Agate stirs the pot. Its contents 
release the scent of the earth, chocolate and simmering meat 
that permeates the room.  “That’s why I bought a trailer. It’s 
not much but it’s mine.” 

Agate points a wooden spoon at Hiram.“And thank you, 
by the way, for perpetuating the stupid racist, sexist myth 
that cleaning ladies steal. Rich people steal – from you and 
from me – but the only difference is that they do it without 
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conseqences. I don’t want what they have. Plus, all those old 
ladies love to give you stuff so you won’t steal, because all of 
them assume you’re going to. A lot of worthless junk. But 
Crazy Joan, she gave me this!” Agate points to a crystal ashtray 
on the coffee table.

“You don’t smoke,” said Felix. He lifts the ashtray, barely.
“Exactly,” said Agate. “But I could get twenty bucks on 

e-Bay for it, if I’m willing to eat the thirty bucks in postage.”
Hiram admires the ashtray. He does a few curl-ups with 

it and that makes Agate laugh. They sit for a while, letting 
dinner digest and enjoying the cool evening air.

“It’s not so hot here like it was in Los Banos,” says Hiram. 
“I like those rows of vines growing on the hills. They look 
nice.”

“Sure, they’re pretty,” says Agate, “but you can’t eat wine 
grapes. It’s not food. Good people grow food, not booze.”

“You know,” says Felix, feeling relaxed from the tequila and 
completely ignoring the thread of the current conversation. 

“My eyesight isn’t so good anymore. And my legs hurt all the 
time. All I ever wanted was a little place in Nayarit - maybe a 
bar or a boutique hotel - on a quiet beach with good fishing. 
Once, you know, a Columbian drug lord who came to the 
beach club bar had been so impressed with me as a maître d’ 
that he offered me a job on his estate that came with my own 
house. I turned it down, of course. He didn’t know I knew 
who he was. He had this crazy zoo. I think he was eaten by 
one of his own lions.”

Agate’s had enough small talk and gets down to business.
“So. My nephew Ricky owns a landscaping service – mow 

and blow. He is doing very well but he needs reliable guys 
who speak a little English. He’s offered to take Hiram on. 
All you got to do is clean a few driveways, maybe trim a few 
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bushes, pull a few weeds.”
“What does it pay?” asks Hiram.
“Aye!” Felix shouts at Hiram. “You were just offered a job, 

with no references, no questions asked. And you’re asking 
about salary?”

Felix knows that Hiram likes machines that make lots of 
noise. Boys his age from Hiram’s background always do - the 
noise drowns out the high-pitched wail of hopelessness.

Ricky comes over later that evening to meet Hiram, whose 
training with the leaf blower takes all of five minutes. After 
Hiram blows road dust around Agate’s trailer out onto the 
highway, Ricky is satisfied. As if twenty minutes of listening 
to the rocket launch decibels of the two-stroke engine and 
the rain of particulate matter made up of road soot, brake 
dust, pesticides, and herbicides used in and around the trailer 
park isn’t enough, Felix, with his delicate nose, detects the 
unmistakable stink of dog shit in the mix. What is the world 
coming to? 

“When I lived in Acapulco, groundskeepers weren’t just 
janitors; they were trained, highly skilled tradesman,” Felix 
says to Agate.

“People don’t care about that stuff here. They want their 
houses to look like the business parks where they work. 
It’s a small world after all, Felix. The insides are just as bad. 
Everything matches. And let me tell you something else I 
learned - for rich people, the cleaner the house, the dirtier 
the secrets.”

Agate goes outside to chat with a neighbor, leaving Felix 
to his thoughts.

Felix tears a piece of paper from a spiral notebook Agate 
keeps by the phone and makes a few notes, writes a small 
story about what happened so he doesn’t become confused 
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later. It is difficult to keep all the moving pieces in focus. He 
read the book Dark Green Star that came out a few years 
after the burglary. The book suggested there had been a 
double heist. This has proven true with the recent discovery 
of the forgery. The writer, according to Felix’s take on things, 
could not have put forward anything the FBI or local police 
didn’t already know other than wild guesses. But there is one 
thing nobody but Felix knows. He had never forgotten what 
had gone down, despite how much he had forgotten about 
everything else. The night before the heist, Tommy’s younger 
brother Casper came to sit at the bar after hours. He had that 
lovesick look about him. He sat there pouting and flipping a 
coin over and over again on the counter. Felix was supposed 
to be keeping an eye on him but Casper didn’t know that. He 
just sat there flipping the coin and sighing.

Felix, feeling older brotherly towards Casper, offered him 
some advice. “She’s married. Don’t waste your time.”

Casper said to him, “I’m in love.”
Casper turned the coin over and over in his hand before 

he got a phone call that he excused himself to take, but the 
phone cord only reached so far. Felix went back to cleaning 
up and closing out the tabs of the few remaining customers. 
But with his sharp fox ears, he heard everything. “What do 
you mean there are three?” Casper lowered his voice and 
listened to the caller for a while. “Which one goes in which 
box?” 

 When Casper returned to the bar, he was visibly distressed. 
Felix assumed his mood had something to do with Cheryl. 
“You’ll get over it. Plus, the odds are stacked against you. There 
are only two sides to a coin.”

“Some coins have three sides,” was what Casper said. Three 
sides to the coin. It took him years to make sense of this.
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They sold these paperweights as souvenirs at Las Palmas 
– instead of snow there was sand that rained down upon a 
sunny beach and a tiny miniature of the hotel and beach club. 
Casper wanted one.

“Put it on my brother’s tab,” he told Felix.
Felix gave him a paperweight. It came with a small velvet 

pouch in which a tiny key was kept to turn the music box. 
Felix pretended to wash glasses and wipe the bar down while 
Casper put another key and an exquisite ring set with a 
beautiful gemstone into the compartment where the music 
box was housed. Before closing it, Casper held the ring up 
to show Felix. “That’s a blue diamond. You can’t believe how 
much it's worth.”

“She’s already married,” Felix warned him.
“I’m going to pop the question,” he told Felix. Casper was 

drunk.
“That will only make things complicated,” Felix said.
“It doesn’t hurt to ask.”
“Sometimes it does.”
Felix wiped the counter down and put the last of the 

glasses away. It was time to close up and send this sad puppy 
to bed before he got into trouble. Casper left, presumably to 
go to Cheryl’s room. But he did not turn up the next day at 
the beach club or the next day. One week later he was found 
floating face down San Pedro Harbor, bloated, his eyes eaten 
out by fish. Felix, who recalled this conversation but had yet 
to understand the meaning, said nothing to the police. The 
papers reported Casper’s death as a drowning. Felix wasn’t so 
sure.

Later, when he was sitting in his cramped quarters in 
Mazatlan watching a fat green iguana scale a tree, it came to 
him. The third side of the coin, he thought. There wasn’t one 
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forgery but two. Casper was supposed to put the forgery and 
the real Green Tara into two separate boxes but he switched 
them. One of the forgeries had been discovered in the San 
Pedro Harbor. Then the trail hit a dead-end. It is possible 
Cheryl had and still might have the real Green Tara, or knows 
its location. It is possible.

This is why he needs to talk to her. A large reward is 
being offered for the necklace again. Maybe she’s scared. If 
she knows where it is, he could bring it in, take the heat and 
keep her out of the news. They could split the reward, and he 
could protect Hiram from a future of blowing brake dust and 
cigarette butts from one end of a strip mall parking lot to the 
other, until the day when he will no longer hear the sound of 
his own thoughts. 

The revving outside goes on and on.
After half an hour more, Felix cracks a molar.
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30.

An Exercise in Caution

Tuesday. Once the kids are home from school and settled, 
Rachel begs Beatrice to hold down the fort while she 

goes for a jog. This amuses Beatrice. Rachel has accidentally 
burned up all her child-free hours on chores and shopping, 
and has already made repeated promises not to leave Beatrice 
with Charlie and the twins since the incident at Lucky.

“I’m desperate, Bea,”  Rachel hears the desperation in her 
own voice.

“You’re always desperate,” says Beatrice. Rachel is sure 
Beatrice will one day land a career as a hostage negotiator.

“You would be, too,” Rachel pleads.
“You never ask Miranda.”
Rachel whispers because Miranda is also in the room. 

“Would you want Miranda to babysit for you?” It is a well-
established fact in the Alvarez house that asking Miranda for 
any kind of help is an exercise in futility. Miranda has been 
known to suddenly forget that she is responsible for a small, 
vulnerable human life and simply walk out the door when 
the spirit moves her. That she made it through a Saturday 
morning with the twins was nothing short of a miracle. She's 
lucky nobody thought to call CPS.

“You’ve got a point,” says Beatrice in a low, co-conspiratorial 
whisper. “Please tell me that you’re not going out like that.”

Rachel has on a pair of old running shoes and Rob’s 
basketball shorts.

“I wish I wasn’t,” she says.
“I’ll do it for ten bucks,” answers Beatrice.
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“Whoa. What about doing it because I need you to help 
me.” Rachel protests.

“You’re a desperate woman – you said so yourself,” 
counters Beatrice. “Okay, eight dollars. Beatrice points to her 
watch. “We’ll even get started on homework, right Oliver? 
And it’s math, your favorite, Mom.”

“You drive a hard bargain.”
“Tick tock, tick tock,” says Beatrice. 
Oliver crosses his arms and shakes his head.
Downstairs, Rachel fumbles as she puts the leash on 

Methane, who rolls over and whines, pawing at Rachel for 
mercy. Methane resists all forms of exertion.

Oliver decides to take a stand against his sister’s totalitarian 
rule. He stages a protest by wheeling his bike out of the garage 
and waiting by the curb without uttering a word. 

Beatrice calls out the window of an upstairs bedroom. 
“Mom, what’s your Internet password?” Rachel doesn’t answer 
but simply shakes her head. “I need it for Charlie’s homework.” 

Rachel shouts back. “He’s in kindergarten.”
“Juno needs it,” shouts Juno, hiding under the window.
Rachel gives in. “MotherHubbard72!.”
When she finally mobilizes her legs she can feel all parts of 

her body jiggling independently, like running down the street 
in a suit made of Jello she can never take off. Methane darts 
across her path towards a squirrel. Rachel trips on the leash, 
then falls onto the metal frame of the double stroller that has 
rolled out of the garage without her noticing. 

Oliver rides off. “Oliver! Oliver! Stop!” 
Glorya Minderhoff races down the street over the speed 

humps at about forty-five mph in her shiny, white Wells Fargo 
wagon, bouncing across an asphalt prairie. Oliver seems to 
have heard his name and, somehow assimilating the squirrel’s 
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suicidal instincts, jets out into the middle of the street. Glorya 
swerves and honks and keeps honking until she takes the 
corner on the two outside wheels of the Escalade. 

Beatrice shouts out the window. “Watch out, Ollie! She's 
fast and furious!’”

After much back and forth, Oliver takes his place at 
Rachel’s side. She jogs about two hundred feet before passing 
a square jawed dog tied up in the back of a large black truck.

“Don’t look at it,” she tells Oliver, who has given the dog 
such a wide berth that he has ridden off the trail path and into 
knee high weeds. The dog snarls and explodes into a fit of 
vicious barking, its mouth level with Rachel’s head. Methane 
cowers, wrapping Rachel’s legs in his leash until she topples 
over like a felled tree.

“Shut up,” Rachel says to the barking dog, trying to 
untangle herself on the ground. With a mighty snap of its 
great neck, the dog breaks free from its tether. Methane races 
down the bike path with his tail between his legs. Oliver 
abandons his bike and runs up the stairs of a neighbor’s house 
to hide. In the flurry of activity, the pursuing dog catches 
sight of Tigerlily cruising along Mr. Tulare’s fence. It sets 
off after the cat and vanishes in Tulare’s back yard. Rachel 
hears nothing – only silence; the dog never reappears. Rachel 
gathers Methane and the bike and limps towards home. 

Rob is sitting on the stoop with a beer, waiting for her.
“Go get Oliver. He’s behind a fern in the Wilson's entryway.”
“We need to talk.”
“Now?”
Rob has never been good at reading a room. “I need to 

take that contract job I told you about in Reno.”
“Oh,” Rachel moans, breathing in short shallow breaths, 

trying not to feel the excruciating pain, the sudden tightening 
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of the throat and sphincter, that only a tail bone injury can 
induce. 

“I’m leaving for Reno, probably Thursday. I won’t be gone 
for more than a week at a time. At most. Maybe I should call 
your mother to help you out?”

“Should I call you a cab?” Rachel hisses, then she tiptoes 
painfully past him on the stairs.

Later that evening, when the kids are in their rooms 
doing everything in their collective power to postpone sleep, 
Rob attempts to start a real conversation about their financial 
situation. This conversation always leads to Rachel needing 
to find a job. 

“What would you suggest I do?” she asks. “If I go back to 
work, who is going to cover the extra forty hours a week at 
home?”

It is no use. Rachel knows that working men seldom 
understand the economics of motherhood and Rob, although 
more helpful than most men, tends, like most men, to 
overestimate his contribution to keeping things running at 
home while underestimating hers. She limps into the house 
to take a shower. Sadly, as she undresses and sees the beginning 
of a large bruise. 

Rachel goes through the motions of homework, laundry, 
and a bedtime so drawn out that the evening threatens to 
repeat itself before she finally crawls into bed. Dark Green Star 
sits on her bedside table. Sometime around 2 a.m. she wakes 
with the book open on her chest. Her tail bone throbs. She 
goes into the bathroom and closes the door so as not to wake 
up Rob. There is no toilet paper in the bathroom so she opens 
the cabinet to replace the roll and sees the paperweight Joan 
gave her. What would it be like, she wonders, to negotiate 
equal terms for her marriage without the fear of poverty and 
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squalor hanging over her head? 
She opens up the small compartment in the paperweight, 

removes the ring and turns it over a few times in her hand 
before putting it on her finger. It fits nicely, but not so nicely 
that she wouldn’t sell it for a moment's feeling of equal worth.
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31.

The Lady of the Lake

On Wednesday at around noon, Rob pulls off the highway 
into the small cul-de-sac of pseudo log cabins where 

his brother, Greg, lives when he isn’t off shooting photos of  
swimsuit models or scuba diving with some luscious peach 
in a remote tropical paradise. His custom built cabin, made of 
old growth redwood, is not only spotless but features all the 
upgrades in entertainment to be found in any self-respecting 
bachelor pad – flat screen television, stereo system, elliptical 
trainer, and a very impressive alarm system. Before Rob’s 
arrival, Greg reset the alarm with specific instructions about 
locking up.

Rob manages to open the front door without setting it 
off. As it is a weekday and nobody seems to be coming and 
going from the cul-de-sac, and since there is still brown snow 
and ice piled up next to the roads, he doesn’t see the point 
in turning the thing back on completely. The beeping of 
opening doors will suffice. He locks the door manually. Greg 
is careful about giving out keys. There is a lot about Greg’s 
life that Rob envies.

Rob finds a cold beer in the fridge and then sees the note 
on the table. “Bro. Be on the lookout for my psycho ex. She 
didn’t take the news well about Teresinha. Use the deadbolts. 
Enjoy. –G.” Scribbled hastily at the bottom is, “P.S. Really. No 
joke - lock up.”

The last of the snow is melting from the trees and the 
lake looks inviting. Rob knows the minute he puts his foot 
in, he’ll regret it, but somehow the idea of bodily immersion 
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in freezing water seems to be exactly what he needs. He read 
somewhere that ice baths are supposed to help with fatigue 
and rejuvenation. He'll stay close to shore. Then he will plant 
himself on Greg’s black leather sectional and have his choice 
of eight hundred channels, all showing games he could never 
watch at home and maybe a few channels just for pleasure. 

He changes, grabs a towel, and goes out through the 
sliding door down the little gravel path to the water’s edge. It 
takes much more courage than he predicted to step into the 
icy lake. A few people in kayaks watch him from a distance 
and one cheers him on. “Do. It! Do. It!” Finally, Rob wades 
in deep enough to dive down. The water takes his breath away. 
His testicles disappear into his body, shriveled to the size of 
currants. This was and is a bad idea. Lightheaded, he’s not sure 
he can even get out now.

The kayakers cheer as Rob extracts himself from the water 
and races towards Greg’s cabin. His feet are already numb and 
the pea gravel feels like broken glass. Once inside, he runs 
upstairs and turns on the hot shower. He stands beneath a 
torrent of scalding water  – his brother doesn’t go for low-
flow showerheads – and comes alive for the first time in 
months. The bathroom fills up with steam and he feels the 
urge to sing. The moment calls for “Sweet Child of Mine.” 
That Rachel hates this song only intensifies his urge to sing 
this beloved anthem of his youth. Yes, he thinks, Tahoe will 
be a welcome reprieve from the stress of home, where he is 
always walking on eggshells and has to take a number to use 
his own bathroom. 

Rob is so lost in the warmth of the water and the tingling 
in his extremities, he doesn’t hear the front door open. Nor 
does he sense the presence of a tall, French model on the 
other side of the steamed glass, stripping down to nothing on 
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the bath mat. Needless to say, he suffers quite a shock when 
he feels the contours of woman’s body pressing up against 
his back, when he sees the long tan fingers sliding down his 
stomach towards his groin. “I never knew you could sing,” 
says a woman’s voice.

Blinded by shampoo, Rob regains his senses and shouts; 
his arms flail wildly about. He rinses the water from his eyes 
to see who has joined him and instantly wishes he had not. 
It would have been better not to see the heavenly creature 
standing naked in the shower with him, all alone in his 
brother’s house. 

She falls back against the wall of the shower stall and stands 
there, immodestly. Rivulets of water cascade  like strings of 
glass beads down her suntanned breasts to her navel. “Who 
ze hell are you?”

“Rob! Who are you?” His hands move to cover himself.
“You are Greg's brother.”
“Me? No. I mean yes. I’m Greg’s brother.”
“I'm Claudette. His lover? He told you about me?”
Rob shakes his head.
“Innocent mistake.”
They consider each other for a moment. The way she says 

“lover” instead of girlfriend turns Rob’s legs to gummy worms. 
The corner of Claudette’s mouth lifts in half smile. “Ah, oui. 
Did he varn you about me?” 

“He, uh–
She moves in closer towards him. He backs up into the 

faucet handle. Taking a towel from the top of the shower, 
Claudette, blonde, lithe and bronzed from the sun, wipes 
the suds from his face. He bites his lip. Meanwhile, with the 
heat, Rob’s testicles have come down from the hinterlands to 
warmer climes, and his loins quickly begin to thaw.
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“Well, well,” said Claudette, placing a hand on her perfect 
slender hip and grinning devilishly. “You know what zay say 
about chance encounters?”

“What?” All the blood has drained from his head, and Rob 
can no longer think.Claudette extends an invitation of sorts.

Later, there will time to think. Later, he will take a stand 
at home. But thinking and standing are not for now. Now he 
is on his knees.
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32.

Shrinky Dink

Never go to a doctor whose office plants have died.
– Erma Bombeck

That afternoon, with Rob gone and the kids still in school, 
Rachel decides to pay a visit to her old therapist – the 

going cost of an anxiety med prescription. The door of Dr. 
Katz’s office is one of many in a row of closed doors that 
line the second story breezeway of a medical office complex. 
There are no human beings on the premises, just an empty 
square courtyard of evergreen shrubs in concrete planters. 
The complex is eerie and seems almost staged for a post-
apocalypse television series, and she half-expects teenage 
zombies to come tumbling out of one of the offices. A single 
sickly tree has survived in this shadowy garden, reaching 
upwards towards the small patch of light with spindly, bare 
branches in a symbolic gesture of self-negation.

A few cement benches in the courtyard suggest human 
visitation. Rachel sees the random hedge of bottle brush in a 
dark corner near the laser hair removal office, dropping sticky 
bristles on the sidewalk so that when anyone leaves the office, 
unwanted fur grows from soles of the shoes instead. 

Outside Dr. Katz’s door is a brass plaque engraved with 
the number 9. Rachel checks her teeth and lipstick in the 
reflection. The door opens to release an escaping client who 
Rachel doesn’t want to have to recognize. She buries her face 
in a magazine. 

Dr. Katz is a short man with an impish grin who wears 
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slacks, a short sleeve Hawaiian shirt, and no shoes. His toenails 
are usually painted with glittery blue polish and he has more 
forehead than face. The aesthetic of his office evokes the 
horror of the Naugahyde renaissance of the ‘70s, accessorized 
with accents like the macramé owl hanging over the bubbling 
fountain on a sideboard. Dr. Katz knows the drill, so his 
approach is to sit and smile until Rachel feels compelled to 
break the tension of the silence by getting to the point. 

“I need anti-depressants,” she says.
“Oh? What makes you say that?”
“Preferably something that won’t make me fat,” Rachel 

says, then rephrases her condition with “Fatter.” 
Dr. Katz, a self-proclaimed Bodhisattva, rarely charges 

more than seventy-five dollars per visit and is happy to 
prescribe generic versions of any and all anti-depressants 
and anti-anxiety medications. He always has appointment 
times available. The basis of what he calls a “compassionate 
practitioner” philosophy is a Krishnamurti bumper sticker 
that he keeps on his desk: “It is no measure of health to be 
well adjusted to a profoundly sick society.”

“Here, take a fortune cookie,” says Dr. Katz, still smiling as 
he hands Rachel a cookie. “Let’s talk about what’s going on. 
It’s been a while.” 

Rachel takes the cookie, cracks it open and reads the 
fortune. “Fame, riches and fortune are in your immediate 
future.”

Dr. Katz puts his fingertips together and remains silent, 
as if sensing that Rachel is in a hurry. They have a brief 
conversation about her state of mind, the kids and their 
respective challenges, Rob’s taking a job in Reno, his lack of 
engagement, their lack of money, her lack of options. After 
ten minutes or so of listening, Dr. Katz’s Cheshire Cat smile 
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falters and his left eye begins to twitch. He prescribes rest and 
tells Rachel to take better care of her health, sign up for a 
class or something intellectually stimulating, get a little more 
exercise and a lot more sex. Rachel endures his pointless 
advice and bolts with the prescription. 

Having potentially inherited a ring of some value from 
Joan – she doesn’t know how much it is worth – the fortune 
in the cookie is the one positive takeaway from the session. 
Maybe the ring is worth a grand or two. Enough to cover 
their late mortgage. 

On the way home, she stops to drop the prescription off 
at the Pharmacy and buys a lottery ticket.
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33.

Beware of Flying Objects

Friday. By the end of the week the bruises on Rachel’s 
tailbone have turned from blue to purple to a lurid shade 

of green. Exercise that engages her lower extremities is now 
out of the question. When Rob shows up from Reno in the 
afternoon, she is at her wit's end. The twins move pillows 
from chair to chair like tiny courtiers, believing that their 
mother has literally “busted her ass” as they overhear Rob 
say teasingly to Rachel. With Rob there is always a not-so-
hidden meaning in his words; he is implying that he busts his 
ass everyday. 

Ironically, the physical pain has brought focus to the 
problem of money; the first order of business is to get the ring 
appraised and pay the mortgage and fines. But Rachel doesn’t 
mention anything to Rob, just in case he’s taken care of it.

Rob goes out to throw the softball with Charlie and 
Oliver at the park. He is in an unusually good mood. Rachel 
makes a cup of tea and joins Juno in the backyard where Juno 
pours imaginary tea into a ceramic thimble from a cheapy 
teapot handed down to Miranda by Rob’s mother Inez. 

“How is it?” Juno asks.
“I love a spot of tea in the aftah noon,” says Rachel, in her 

best British accent. 
“You’re not very good at that,” says Juno, who saves her 

extra thimble for an American Girl doll with dread locks.
“At what, dahling?” asks Rachel.
“At talking like that,” said Juno. “I don’t like your accent.”
Rachel feels oddly offended. “I guess you’ll have to serve 
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tea to the dog. I don’t drink tea with cheeky little scamps.”
 Juno promptly abandons her tea party when she finds a 

millipede under a stump and occupies herself with counting 
each individual leg as she pulls them off, one at a time. Methane 
snaps at carpenter bees, an activity that doesn’t require him 
to actually stand up. Rachel is totally non-essential to their 
collective fun so she puts her head down on the blanket and 
falls asleep in the fading sun.

After her nap, Rachel goes back into the house to get 
ready for dinner. Rob’s cell phone buzzes on the kitchen 
table and falls onto the floor. Casually, Rachel picks it up and 
looks at the screen. There is a text message from an unknown 
caller, all emoji: moon, stars, night sky, a martini glass. She puts 
the phone face down on the table and takes a deep breath; 
the text is either a wrong number or a joke with a reasonable 
explanation. It could be nothing at all. But things are never 
nothing. Her heart begins to pound. She feels like she might 
cry, both for fearing the worst and not being in a position to 
ask.

Miranda materializes in the doorway. With her lank black 
hair and heavy bangs, her faded, skinny jeans and thin frame, 
Miranda looks downright dangerous. “I’ve got a giant stack 
of papers for you to look through. They’re selling those 
supersize-me tubs of cookie dough again to raise money for 
the athletic program.”

“Cookie dough!” shouts Juno.
Miranda ignores her and continues, “It just means new 

uniforms for the football team. Don’t buy any. The football 
players are all zitty future rapists. Anyway, the dough is full of 
transfats and it comes in a bucket, if that tells you anything. 
But I need a check to take the PSAT. Please don’t forget or I’ll 
never go to college and be stuck here with you and dad and 
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your petting zoo of Furbies “
“That sounds just as horrible to me as it does to you, honey,” 

says Rachel, holding out her hand to receive a stack of papers 
the size of a small phone book A crumpled math test falls out 
of the middle. The grade written in red is “F.”

“College might not be an option anyway.”
Miranda shrugs her shoulders and saunters off. Even her 

walk is suggestive of someone who knows the world will bow 
down to her.

Thumbing through the papers, Rachel comes across the 
Adult Community Education schedule. Most of the classes 
focus on computer programs geared towards those wishing to 
re-enter the workforce and a variety of health and wellness 
classes – Yoga, Nia, Zumba, Salsa, Hula for Seniors, and Tai Chi 
for Arthritis Sufferers. There are four different classes listed 
under “Long Term Care Planning for Aging Parents,” another 
under the title “Reiki for Your Canine Companion,” “Crop 
Circles – Myth or Magic?” “Palmistry,”  “Communicating with 
Archangels,” and fifteen different classes about winemaking,  
and growing, selling, tasting, and marketing wine that Rachel 
doesn’t bother to read. Finally, in the back of the schedule she 
sees a class under the title “Writing Crime Fiction That Sells” 
with Instructor TBA. Though it sounds interesting, it’s nothing 
worth driving to Santa Rosa for. Then she remembers Colin 
Penley. She wonders if this might be him.

Throughout dinner, Rachel doesn’t say a word to Rob. 
Rob smiles and pretends not to notice but he is obviously 
thinking about something that is making him happy. Rachel 
guesses it’s the person – no, the woman – who texted him. 
She loses her appetite and announces that she is going for a 
walk. Twilight is her favorite time, she tells her family. If he has 
a secret, the truth will out. 
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The evening is pleasant and she feels a great sense of relief 
for having avoided an ugly scene. She walks and walks, as if 
walking will reveal an answer to a question not yet uttered, 
wandering deliberately down side streets that aren’t on her 
usual route. She walks until night falls.

Holly Street has somehow remained one of the only 
unincorporated country lanes in the neighborhood.  Crickets 
sing in the dark hollows of the shrubs and the night air is 
warm and scented with lilac and blooming Buckeye. 

Where Holly Street takes a sharp left at the pearly gates 
of Buckeye Creek Estates comes the sound of tires screeching 
and a revving engine. Bouncing over potholes approaching 
the size of underground bunkers, a car races towards her. 
She steps quickly off the road as a small black car zooms 
by, bumping comically along on bad shocks over the holes 
and ruts. The windows are tinted black but the passenger side 
window is down. A man’s arm shoots out to hurl a loaded 
plastic grocery bag towards Rachel. He probably hadn’t seen 
her standing under the dense cover of the Acacias. The bag 
brushes the back of her head before landing deep in the ivy. 

“Slow down!” she shouts, but the car is gone.
Rattled, she continues walking but something does not 

feel right. She sees a small pickup truck parked in a gravel 
driveway and the shadow of two heads turned face to face in 
the back window. The light goes out in the cab. 

At least now she understands that Miranda isn’t out 
studying for her math final. She knocks on the window of 
the truck. What happens next is both predictable and painful.

Rachel escorts Miranda home. Fuming, Miranda maintains 
a distance of ten or so paces ahead of Rachel at all times. They 
hear sirens as they walk, but Rachel doesn’t think much of it. 
She has her own sirens to silence.
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At home, Miranda runs to her bedroom and slams the 
door. The door opens and Beatrice is evicted. Miranda slams 
the door shut and locks it.

Rachel takes a sleeping pill and wakes at sunrise to the 
crowing of a rooster. Glorya, who fought the passage of 
the backyard chicken ordinance as if chicken coops were 
sanctioned brothels, will have something to say about a rooster.

The house is still quiet. She makes a cup of coffee to wash 
down an anti-depressant Dr. Katz gave her, and sits down at 
the computer to investigate how to sell estate jewelry. It is 
Saturday but instead of sleeping in, all the kids are up at seven. 
Rob comes downstairs and gives her a distracted kiss on the 
check then runs out for coffee and pastries. She imagines that 
he is going out to have a private conversation with someone 
new, someone putting the pep in his step. These thoughts are 
not helpful – they are a baseball bat to the knees. 

The rest of the morning Rachel feels robotic, a deer frozen 
in the broken headlights of her own future. She sits on the 
stoop until her tail bone begins to pulse with a red poker heat. 
She hears Glorya Minderhoff ’s nasal, cloying voice. Rachel 
peers out of her jungle to see the white Escalade parked in 
front of the house four doors down that just sold to a rich 
corporate power couple. Rachel hasn’t met them yet, and she 
is no hurry to do so, knowing full well that all the homeowners 
of Buckeye Creek Estates want the old neighbors out. 

This couple has been remodeling for three months. They 
still spend most of their time in the city where their two 
children go to private dual-immersion schools. Rachel knows 
all this from Glorya, who sold them the house for forty-five 
thousand over asking price, which they paid in cash, before it 
went on the market. 
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Glorya is standing on the porch of the house talking to 
a person inside when she sees Rachel. But Rachel is still in 
pajamas and not wearing a bra and has been fighting tears for 
the better part of the morning, pretending to have allergies. 
Glorya waves her over. Rachel tries to refuse but goes 
reluctantly and apologizes immediately for her appearance. 

“All I’m missing is a mumu and a cigarette.”
The woman remains inside the darkened doorway, looks 

past Rachel and waves to a young couple in a Porsche SUV 
who Glorya brags also recently moved to Buckeye Creek 
Estates. “Did you hear about the burglary?” asks Glorya. Rachel 
shakes her head. “They got four houses in town, including 
Joan’s house. She was out, thankfully, or maybe she was just 
out cold!” Glorya overdoes it with her pseudo neighborliness. 

“Anyway, the police said they didn’t take anything, which 
meant they must have been looking for quick sale items. Of 
course, Joan isn’t talking.” Glorya whips her head around and 
stares expectantly at Rachel, who suddenly realizes this is the 
reason she’d been brought over. “Has she said anything to 
you? We’re just all very worried about her house. And her, too, 
of course.”

“Of course,” Rachel answers. She wants to tell the woman 
that Glorya is full of crap. 

“She shouldn’t keep valuables at home. I think she forgets 
to lock her doors.”

“Don’t be too hard on her. She’s all by herself in that big 
house. Did they have any idea who did it?”

“They’re searching the house now. No fingerprints.”
Nobody is going to learn anything from Joan. It’s time 

to talk about an alarm system, or at least some working locks.
“What time was the burglary?” For some reason Rachel 

imagines that the burglary had taken place in broad daylight. 
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The idea of armed thieves in her neighborhood with the 
younger kids at home, and while Miranda was out wandering 
around, horrifies her. At least Rob was home, even if he wasn’t 
present, yet it came as a total surprise to him that Miranda 
slipped out under his watchful eyes.

“They think they were here around 9:30. Someone heard 
a car peel out on Holly, but you know Holly Street – gang 
bangers coming and going, dealing drugs.”

This last statement is Glorya’s polarized view of the 
world in a nutshell; if you don’t live in the upgraded Merlot 
model with two kids, a husband in wine sales or finance, and 
a hybrid crossover SUV, you are, by default, a low-life, drug 
dealing gang banger. Why would Glorya possibly care that 
Holly Street is one of the last holdouts for musicians and 
artists in the valley, and also a rooster?

The woman finally comes out of the doorway to 
introduce herself. She is a petite, pale wisp of a woman with 
sharp features and a chilly disposition. Standing in a halo of 
pastel yellow light – from her hair to her skin and clothing 
– everything about her is bloodless and chilly. “Mrs. Tybalt-
Kirkus,” said Glorya. The woman extends a manicured hand. 
Not surprisingly, Mrs. Tybalt-Kirkus’s hands are tiny and her 
skin is icy, reptilian, inhuman. After Rachel shakes it she wants 
to wipe her hand on her pajamas. 

“Rachel,” says Rachel nodding.
“Zhe-ne-vy-ev.”
Glorya jumps in. “It’s like Genevieve but French. Her 

family is French.”
“French Canadian,” corrects Mrs. Tybalt Kirkus. 
“Rachel Fischer-Alvarez – half-Jewish married to a half-

Mexican. Buckeye Estates is a regular Ellis Island, isn’t it 
Glorya?” 
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Glorya raises an eyebrow. While they exchanged their 
chilly introductions, Glorya cranes her neck to peer into the 
Kirkus house. “Your floors are fabulous. “

“Brazilian cherry,” says Genevieve. “Excuse me please, I 
have a conference call at 9:30.” She waves to Glorya, mouths 
the words, “See you tonight” and shuts the door without so 
much as a nod goodbye to Rachel.

“This neighborhood is gonna pop. Wow! The market is 
hot, hot, hot!” Glorya claps her hands together. “She’s got 
style, doesn’t she?”

“I don’t know,” says Rachel, crossing her arms over her 
unharnessed breasts. “She looks like Lady Galadriel on a golf 
tour.”

Glorya takes a call and blows kisses to Rachel as she 
scurries back to her Escalade, leaving behind a cloud of J’adore.

Rachel goes back inside and calls her mother Connie, not 
because she really wants to talk to her but because she needs a 
mother right now and her own mother is going to have to do. 
Connie reminds Rachel that she has been traveling in Europe 
for the past three weeks with a group of women – Rachel 
doesn’t ask what interest they share but she’s guessing it’s culty. 
She listens to thirty minutes of coma-inducing details about 
her mother’s vacation– the airport delays, the flowers in the 
hotel lobbies, the food in the hotels, the other Americans they 
met, all the potential Patient Zeros – before she can relay the 
only interesting news she has to share that doesn’t involve kids’ 
sports, performances or what infectious diseases are going 
around school – the burglary.

“What do you think they were after?” asks Connie, very 
eager to hear more. 

“I go to help her with the dogs and to check up on her. As 
far as I can tell, she collects junk – mostly dog figurines and 
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tchotchkes.” Rachel omits the blue diamond.
Connie says she is planning to come see Rachel as soon 

as the jet lag wears off. That will be at least a week. Anytime 
they talk on the phone, Connie feels compelled to multi-task 
by washing dishes. The truth is – and nobody knows it better 
than Connie, which is probably why she clangs around so 
much with the pots and pans on the phone – boiling a pot of 
noodles and taking care of a child on the same day is enough 
multi-tasking to justify a week of bed rest. “Well, hopefully 
the police catch the thieves. It’s such a nice neighborhood. I 
really wish you and Rob could have bought one of the newer 
houses.”

Rachel tries her best to ignore her. “These people have 
no imagination.”

“New is nice.”
“But the people aren’t.”
“They have money. You don’t need imagination when you 

have money. You pay others to have imagination and then you 
hire a cleaning lady.”

“I wonder if we should get an alarm system.” 
“I wouldn’t bother,” says her mother. “The toilet seat in 

the front yard sends a message.” It is true – there is a toilet 
seat in the front yard. Oliver used it as a headstone when his 
fighter fish died, but it is hidden in the overgrown privet 
hedge. 

“Mom. I – ” Rachel wants to tell her mother that life is 
overwhelming her, that she needs her.  

“I’ll see you soon, honey. Oh - Let me know ahead of time 
if anyone is sick.”

Speculating about the burglary and why Joan Stephens’ 
house was targeted in particular keeps the kids busy for the 
rest of the afternoon. Beatrice takes the twins over to look at 
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the broken window before dinner. 
“Ms. Stephens is back,” says Charlie, running into the 

house. “She gave me this!” Charlie holds out a little Christmas 
ornament from the White House. “Juno got one too but she 
gave it back to Ms. Stephens. She said it was too grown-uppy.” 

“Honestly, Mom,” says Beatrice. “You need to teach her 
some manners. She’s like Tinkerbell with Turrets.”

“I don’t want her stinky stuff,” says Juno.
“She kicked everyone out of her house,” says Beatrice. 

“She said nothing of value was stolen because she doesn’t keep 
anything in the house except for a loaded rifle, and she said 
she would use it if the thieves decided to come back. Then 
she yelled at the police and told them to go away. She’s a little 
whacked.”

“She said ‘get lost’ not ‘go away’,” says Juno, channeling 
Oliver.

Rachel remembers the bag tossed out the window of the 
speeding car. If Joan stashed a ring in a glass paperweight, what 
might be in that bag? She will wait until dark to investigate. 

Dinner is grilled cheese and tomato soup and a salad bar 
salad in a box for her. In the middle of it, Rob gets a call 
from Tahoe. Under normal circumstances, Rachel might have 
asked him to return the call later, but she insists that he stay 
and finish the conversation at the table, being confident that 
she will pick up any attempt to speak in code. But the caller is 
Crane - she can hear his nasal voice through the phone. 

She turns her mind to the plastic bag in the ivy. She has 
to get there before someone else finds it, though this is an 
unlikely scenario as the ivy on Holly Street is full of broken 
glass, condoms, and trash jettisoned by teenagers who park 
there to avoid the truancy officer. 

“I’m going to take the dog for a quick walk,” Rachel 
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tells Miranda. “Doctor’s orders. Both the dog and I are on a 
reduction plan.”

Miranda crosses her slender arms and smiles innocently at 
Rob. “I’m going out too.”

“No you don’t,” says Rachel. “You’re staying put.” She 
leaves before Miranda can argue, but then goes around to 
the backyard to pull Methane along for his voiding ritual. 
The dog protests. Methane wants nothing else from life than 
to stay put. She ties a little blue bag around his leash. The 
chemical out-gassing from poop bags makes her eyes water. 
Regardless, a crapping dog is a good enough excuse to be 
tromping through the ivy without raising an eyebrow. 

Rachel’s pulse quickens when she sees the plastic grocery 
sack sticking up out of the ivy. She runs to it and squats behind 
Methane. She tears open the bag. Inside is an assortment of 
odd items – Joan’s whole bathroom drawer has been dumped 
into the bag. Included is an empty bottle of perfume, some 
half-used lipsticks, the top of an electric toothbrush, a few 
giant safety pins, a jar of Noxema that must be at least thirty 
years old. Wrapped in half a roll of toilet paper, is a set of 
false teeth. Rachel recoils and drops them on the ground. She 
almost expects the teeth to start clacking after her. They do 
not separate, however. When she pokes at them she finds they 
are sealed shut. Then she picks them up with the toilet paper 
and shakes them. They rattle. Something is inside – real teeth 
maybe. 

Quickly stashing all the items back in the bag, Rachel 
decides that disposal will have to take place someplace else. 
Methane finally heeds the urge and wanders over to squat 
behind a tree, looking guiltily at Rachel. This gives Rachel 
the idea to put the items in the doggie bag and the dog poop 
in the grocery bag in case anyone sees her on the way home. 
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Tripping on Methane’s leash, she drops the false teeth on the 
asphalt; the impact breaks the seal. The teeth relinquish their 
secret – a small key. Also, written in faded ink on a very old 
napkin, is a sequence of letters and numbers: PCH-N-MM23.

There has to be a story here. 
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34.

Who Has a Friend in the Diamond Business?

Monday. Having spent the weekend together in a 
temporary ceasefire, Rachel says good-bye to Rob at 

5:00 a.m. Shortly after falling back asleep, she is startled by a 
braying donkey in the distance and decides just to stay awake 
so she can snoop around on the Internet a little without 
children looking over her shoulder, asking her why she is 
looking at pictures of diamonds. She starts with the “you’ve 
got a friend in the diamond business” people. The variation 
and beauty of the cuts amazes her. If the gemstone on the 
ring is indeed a blue diamond, it will be worth quite a bit – 
diamonds don’t devalue with time, she learns, or, at least not 
time on a human scale.

Driven by a sense of grief and betrayal, and by the 
new urgency of self-preservation, she triples the recipe for 
almond butter pancakes and cuts the stems off three baskets 
of fresh strawberries, makes a pot of coffee for herself and 
Miranda, who has taken up the habit since last week. She 
packs thoughtful, well-balanced lunches for everyone and 
throws in individual packages of Annie’s Cheddar Bunnies for 
good measure. A healthy black market for Cheddar Bunnies 
operates in the lower grades of elementary school and Juno is 
the schoolyard dealer. Charlie trades his for his favorite vice, 
fruit roll-ups, which are on the contraband item list in the 
Alvarez house for some very good reason Rachel no longer 
recalls. 

She has to get them off, and out of the house and her hair, 
without delay; she has research to conduct. The first order of 
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business is to have the ring examined by an expert – to see if 
it is worth selling at all. The thought occurs to her that maybe 
Joan doesn’t know what she’s given to Rachel. To what degree 
Rachel might be considered complicit in taking advantage of 
Joan’s senility is ambiguous. Joan drives her red Jaguar like a 
bumper car but at least she can still put gas in it. Glorya, who 
wants nothing more than to be on hand if Joan decides to sell 
her house, keeps meticulous notes on her “condition.” It will 
surprise no one if Glorya tries to strong-arm Joan into listing 
her home. Rachel will make sure that never happens. But that 
doesn’t mean Joan won’t one day wake up and remember that 
she’s accidentally given Rachel a very valuable ring. 

When Beatrice does not come down, Rachel climbs 
upstairs to check on her. She finds Miranda finishing up last 
minute homework at her desk but Beatrice is nowhere to be 
seen. Before Rachel can even ask, Miranda points to the bed 
and says, “In the crack. She won’t come out.”

Rachel leans over the bed. Sure enough, there in the crack 
is Beatrice, her tear-stained face pressed tightly against the 
wall. “I’m not going to school.”

“What? Why? Are you sick?”
“No.”
“Okay then. What?”
“I’m just not.”
“Roland Kramlich told her she was flat chested.”
“Thanks!” Beatrice yells, then hisses, “You’re such a bitch.”
“Mom! Did you hear that? Of course you’re going to let 

her get away with it, aren’t you? She never gets in trouble for 
anything. But me, I hang with a boy I’ve known since like 
pre-school while you’re like lurking around, spying all over 
the neighborhood being all ‘I need some me time’ and I get 
grounded. Mom! Are you listening to me?” Miranda is quite 
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the performer. She exhausts Rachel.
“I’m pretty sure Jason was driving when you were in pre-

school,” says Rachel. 
A commotion downstairs interrupts the negotiations 

and then the smoke alarm goes off. Rachel races downstairs. 
Oliver is trying to get a toaster waffle out of the toaster with 
a wooden spoon but the toaster is still on, and the end of the 
spoon is aglow, sending curls of smoke towards the ceiling. 
Juno eats sugar puffs from the wax liner of a cereal box she 
must have found buried in the cabinet along with the goldfish, 
– forgotten, expired, and fossilized.

“I made pancakes. Why aren’t you eating the pancakes 
I made?” Rachel opens the sliding glass door and fans the 
smoke out. The spoon is no longer on fire but it’s now been 
transformed into an instrument of intimidation, which might 
come in handy. The three children give each other glances.

“Mom,” says Oliver. He puts his hand on Rachel’s shoulder. 
“Your pancakes are weird. Methane won’t even eat them.” 

“I like Dad’s pancakes better,” adds Charlie. “They’re fluffy.”
Rachel pours another cup of coffee, tidies up the kitchen 

and goes back upstairs.
“You’re going to be late,” she says to Miranda, who gazes 

into the mirror as she applies thick black eyeliner with the 
precision of a plastic surgeon. “You’re not Ankhesenamun, 
honey. Let’s go.”

Beatrice is still in the crack. “I’ll tell you what. If you get 
ready, I’ll get you a padded bra,” says Rachel. 

Beatrice shifts and tries to lift her head but instead she 
falls deeper into the crack between the bed and the wall and 
becomes truly stuck. “You don’t get it. I don’t want boobs. 
Why does everything think I want boobs? I want to stay this 
way, that’s the point. When you get boobs, you get your period. 
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I don’t want my period.”
Rachel pulls the bed away from the wall. Beatrice lands 

with a thud on the carpet. “Well, there isn’t much we can do 
about that.”

“Miranda said I have to use pads.”
“Miranda is not your mother.”
“She said I can only use tampons when I’m not a virgin.”
Rachel considers the Costco-size box of tampons she 

recently brought home at Miranda’s request.
“You can use whatever you want. It’s your body and it’s 

nothing to be afraid of.” This is a blatant lie. Rachel’s own 
fertility terrifies her. Plus, Beatrice will now have to live 
in perpetual fear that she might bleed through her clothes 
or her feminine hygiene product of choice will fall out of 
her backpack at the wrong moment. There is a reason it’s 
called “the curse,” Rachel thinks – menstruation is both an 
evolutionary raw deal and a hard sell. “But right now I really, 
really need you to go to school. I have a very busy day. If you 
want me to beat up Roland what’s his name, I can do that for 
you. Or better  - we’ll tell Mr. Tulare.”

Beatrice climbs out of her trench, laughing and crying 
at the same time. Still in her pajamas with her hair a tangled 
mess, she is never going to be ready for school on time. If 
there is one morning that Rachel needs to go smoothly, it 
is this one. Only a diamond ring stands between financial 
ruin and keeping a roof over their heads. But the longer she 
has the ring in her possession, the greater the potential for 
something to go wrong. She needs cash and she needs it now.

“Mom,” says Beatrice on her way out the door. “How can 
you be busy? You don’t even work.”

At around eleven o’clock, Rachel wanders into the 
jewelry store next to the post office and Shaky Grounds 
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coffee, pretending to inquire about having her daughter’s ears 
pierced. “Out of curiosity,” she asks the jeweler, a scrutinizing 
white haired man of about sixty with a heavy-lidded eyes and 
a thick accent. “I inherited a ring from my aunt. I’d like to 
have it appraised. Do you do that here?”

He nods and returns to work.
Just then a very suntanned man with white hair comes 

in. Rachel can't help but stare at him. There are lines in his 
face where his wrinkles are when he squints. He is so tanned 
that he is orange, and his teeth – they have to be fake – are 
a blinding white. He cocks his head towards the jeweler, and 
the jeweler gives him a conspiratorial nod. The jeweler goes 
into the back room and is replaced by an assistant. She is a 
stout, trudging woman of about the same age as the jeweler. 
The suntanned man winks at Rachel and disappears behind 
the counter to a back room, leaving behind a chemical trail of 
cheap aftershave and spearmint chewing gum. The assistant 
regards Rachel, narrowing her eyes slightly. “Are you helped?” 
she asks. Her accent throws Rachel.

“I was just inquiring about appraisals,” Rachel answers, 
unsure of which eye to engage.

“Come back Tuesday,” says the woman, rather curtly. She 
ushers Rachel towards the door and through it. When she 
steps outside, she turns in time to see the woman spin the 
sign around to “Closed” before lowering the shades, and she 
leaves feeling she has just discovered, totally by accident, that 
the jewelry store is a front.
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35.

Campus Tours

Colin taps his fingers on the counter inside the Adult 
Education satellite office, waiting impatiently for a 

human to materialize. A television blares in a back room but 
otherwise the place is abandoned, as if a plague has swept 
through the campus. The office is dismal and musty with faux 
pine paneling and florescent lights, all turned off, thankfully.

“Hello? Is anyone here?”
He waits a while longer but secretly he’s hoping that the 

class has been canceled so he can tell Phillip that he tried, 
really, and then get back to the business of waiting out the 
rest of his sabbatical in front of a vintage Smith Corona and 
reruns of Columbo.

Inside the Adult Ed office, someone in a back room is 
watching The Twilight Zone. He hears Rod Serling’s voice: 
“You're traveling through another dimension, a dimension 
not only of sight and sound but of mind; a journey into a 
wondrous land whose boundaries are that of imagination. 
The office does indeed have a Twilight Zone feel. That same 
someone turns the television off. An attractive black woman, 
roughly his age with silver cropped hair, emerges from a back 
room, carrying a microwave safe dish of steaming pasta. Her 
face, though serious and intelligent, betrays a slight annoyance 
when she sees him standing there.

“May I help you?”
“I am here to file my paperwork for the writing class. We 

spoke on the phone.”
“And? You are?”
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“Colin Penley. I was told you needed someone to teach 
an introductory crime writing class and I’ve got some 
community service hours to fill.”

His joke falls flat. The woman does not remember but she 
tries. Colin imagines her searching through a drawer full of 
single socks until she finds what she is looking for. “Oh yes. 
So sorry. You must be Phillip’s friend. I’m Dvora.” Her face 
softens just a bit. “I thought you were someone else.”

“Pleasure, Dvora. I was kidding about community service.”
Dvora looks longingly at her lunch going cold on the 

desk. “Well, obviously you don’t know what we pay. You still 
have to fill out paper work. This is America.” She removes a 
thick packet of forms from a file cabinet and sets them on the 
counter. 

“I’m not sure what Phillip told you about me, but he’s a 
liar.”

“Phillip? Yes, he has a sense of humor all right. He said you 
might stop by and we’ve got a waiting list just in case you 
really did want to do it. I think the word went out through 
our mailing list. Most of our writing teachers focus on self-
publishing these days.”

Colin is silent while he considers the significance of this 
statement, and what it suggests about the students. 

“Here you go, Colin,” says Dvora, handing Colin an 
enormous tome of papers. “What do you usually teach?”

“Freshman Comp, World Lit. Literature of the 
Enlightenment, Age of.”

Dvora writes something down on a form and looks at 
him blankly. “Right. Well, I did a PhD in Southern Literary 
Traditions. Look where it got me. I also work part time at 
Trader Joe’s.”

“So what happened to the last teacher?” Colin asks.
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“Respiratory infection,” says Dvora. An awkward silence 
hovers in the office. “Plus, her crime fiction didn’t sell, so it 
was false advertising. That was brought to my attention by 
one of her students.”

“It’s like Area 51 out here.”
“UFO Sightings class is a perennial favorite.”
“So, who are most of your students? Just curious.”
“Mostly retirees. We get a lot of postal workers, too, for 

some reason. I have to be honest with you - the attrition rate 
is high. You get down to one and then we cancel.”

Colin is still trying to wrap his mind around teaching a 
writing workshop. If only he could teach a class in memoir; 
inspiration could be mined for pennies on the dollar in a 
memoir class. “When is the class scheduled to begin?”

“Next Wednesday. Would you like to see your new 
classroom?”

Dvora hands him a campus map and a key. The copy of 
the map is damp and has an odd smell. “My goodness. Is that 
mimeograph?” asks Colin.

Dvora re-animates. “You bet. I found it in an old storage 
shed and hauled it in here since nobody will fix the damn 
printer. The smell of damp copies brings back memories.” 
She turns away, lost in some misty grammar school reverie. 

“Just bring the key back when you’re done. You already have 
five students.”

“Five?”
“Five is good. Crop Circles had only one enrolled as of 

this morning.”
Colin meanders though the high school buildings, 

following a map that makes no sense. The buildings of the 
campus could be a failed study in Brutalism by some nihilistic 
architectural intern who found his calling in self-storage 
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facilities. The few trees on campus are planted ten or so feet 
below ground level in giant square wells with no human 
access except by rope ladder or some underground bunker 
that’s hidden from view. The benches around the edge afford 
a person an opportunity to stare down onto a quadrant of dirt, 
the biggest ash try on Earth, to pray he doesn’t fall in. Colin 
decides the tree wells must be public art.

A few long-suffering oaks demarcate a creek bed that 
is also full of garbage liberated from overflowing metal 
dumpsters. Colin locates a half-size portable building perched 
precariously on cinder blocks. He unlocks the door. One 
portable over, a custodian hangs a sign on the door: “Danger! 
– Hazardous Chemical Storage.” The custodian nods at Colin 
and winks. “It keeps the students out during summer break. 
And the bums.” The janitor walks away. Within seconds, the 
sign falls off the rusted hinges, banging and clanking down 
the metal stairs. The custodian shuffles back over, takes out a 
hammer from his toolbox and nails the sign to the door.

Across a bare field, a few teenagers listen to loud music 
with a heavy bass and obscene lyrics. An M-80 explodes in a 
garbage can, and the teenagers cheer.

Colin finally succeeds in opening the lock. An intense 
odor of mildew and decay lingers in the doorway. He hesitates 
at the threshold until a morbid curiosity takes hold of him 
and he steps inside where he has to either hold his nose or be 
sick. He finds a light switch on the wall. A series of florescent 
panels flicker. Large water stains spread across the ceiling like 
brown fans. Colin squeals and instinctively jumps backwards 
as a rat scurries under a desk. He locks up and jogs back to 
the office.

Dvora is finishing packing up for the day when Colin 
hands in his keys.
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“So, you found your new classroom?” She grins at him.
“Is that what we’re calling it?”
“We’re short on maintenance staff due to budget cuts. 

FEMA didn’t cover the Adult Ed buildings after the creek 
flooded.”

“Maybe we can hold class at the pub.” 
Dvora laughs and locks up behind Colin. “Bring a floor 

fan. That’s what the last teacher did.
“Oh?”
“Before she lost a lung.”
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36.

Signs

Felix sits in the front seat of the landscaping truck, pretending 
to be talking on the phone. He wears a baseball cap and 

a green work shirt. That is as far as he goes with disguises, as 
he knows being Mexican in a landscaping truck renders him 
invisible enough. He also believes that the planets are aligning.

Across the decades, Felix has always wondered if Cheryl, 
now Joan, had something to do with the heist. But now he 
is thinking instead about how much he’d like to see her. He 
never truly mourned her death; perhaps he refused to believe 
it. At Las Palmas they could be who they truly were in each 
other’s company - conspiring impostors. 

 Felix ruminates. He doesn’t really have a plan, but there 
has been a sign, and a sign is all he needs. And yet, he is 
surprised how much he wants to see her again, to relive 
memories of their time together at the beach club, the stars 
that came and went, the parties, the music – long before Los 
Angeles mutated into the 1,700 square-mile meteorite impact 
zone it has become. All anybody has to do, he thinks, is to take 
one look at the Los Angeles River to witness the collective 
history of human desecration. 

Things were different back then – it was a nation at a 
crossroads. Who is he to say if the road taken was the right 
one? That answer is in the stars. Like the dry riverbed, Felix 
too is full of latent possibility; he must swim with the current 
in this flood of fortune, expand for the restored flow, bathe in 
raindrops of starlight. 

Sitting in front of the house, Felix speculates whether or 
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not the woman living inside it might really have forgotten 
him. Were they truly friends or had he only been a convenient 
distraction from the myriad dramas in her life? He doesn’t 
think Cheryl would be the type to change her name unless 
she were in some kind of danger. She and her husband – the 
producer – were in a car accident on a treacherous curve 
of the PCH. That was right after the heist. He died and the 
newspapers pronounced her dead a few days later “from 
complications.” Complications, it turned out, as in not dead.

Hiram and Ricky work the front and back yards of several 
houses on Cheryl’s street. Where, Felix wonders, sipping a 
double iced mochaccino in the front seat of the cab, are the 
children playing in the driveways, kicking a ball down the 
street? Where are the old abuelas and abuelos, and the cousins? 
Where are the women gossiping over fences, hanging laundry 
with chickens and small dogs at their feet? The houses are very 
nice and extremely clean, yes, but there is no life here. Even 
the hellhole in Los Banos had some semblance of community. 
Buckeye Creek Estates is Limbo.

Felix waits for Ricky and Hiram to finish up, hoping that 
Cheryl – Joan – Cheryl will come out of the house. The 
moth of longing flutters in his heart. Fate has brought him to 
her for a reason. 

Felix checks El Oráculo, his favorite horoscope site, on 
Ricky’s i-Phone. 

Are you getting your hopes too high with a new 
opportunity? Don’t give the possibility a second thought. 
There is no such thing as being too hopeful right now, 
because the good energy you are feeling is good on its own. 
Even if everything falls through and the worst case scenario 
comes to fruition, you will still be better off for having let 
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yourself believe in the best. Second guessing your feelings 
is just plain silly -- just feel what you feel and don’t worry 
about what may or may not happen. Only true love holds 
the promise of hidden treasures.

Another sign.
After Hiram blows the last driveway, they pack up to go. 

While pulling away from the curb, Felix sees the blinds part 
in the front room of Cheryl’s house. The heads of four small 
dogs appear one by one and began to bark ferociously at Felix 
and Hiram, jumping into view and disappearing like rabbits 
on a trampoline.

“I’d like to put those dogs in the truck and drop them all 
off a bridge,” says Hiram.

“You’ll do no such–" Felix stops. Hiram gives him an idea. 
Perhaps there is a way to lure Cheryl out after all. “Yes, put 
those dogs in the truck,” says Felix, repeating Hiram’s words. 

“Heh?”
“You were always such a smart boy.”
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37.

Wyoming: Where the Men are Men and the 
Sheep are Lying Little Tramps

Rob leaves Reno around five thirty, after checking in 
with Jimmy Crane. The day is cool, even for mid-spring. 

White clouds hover over the cold, mirrored surface of the 
lake. The ski resorts are closed now, but the old snow is still 
piled up along the highways in high banks. The roads appear 
to be cut from the remains of an medieval fortress wall, grime 
blackened with oil and exhaust. 

Rob doesn’t love Tahoe – the dirt yards littered with 
the scattered debris of a seasonal boomtown, abandoned 
refrigerators, old plastic playhouses, and other unsorted 
garbage piling up in the half-thawed front lawns and little 
decks that perch over vast parking lots. The communities 
where the people who actually work at the ski resorts 
are a kind of living landfill. It all makes him anxious. His 
impression of life in the Sierras is that to live here requires a 
lot of gear, off-road vehicles – a lot of stuff. Half of the men 
are in camouflage, the other half are in Spandex. 

As he speeds down the highway towards Auburn, his 
mood worsens. He tries not to think about the incident in 
the shower the previous week, but the more he tries not to 
think about it, the more he remembers. It was an accident, he 
tells himself. Nothing happened that he could be blamed for. 
The unexpected pleasure in the misunderstanding, an excited 
state of possibility and the awakening of desire in him he’s 
given up for dead; isn’t he a man after all? A man has needs.

Perhaps he will never see her again. Anyway, she is his 
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brother’s ex. Claudette wouldn’t be the first woman Greg 
dismissed as crazy after he grew bored of her. 

Rob is stuck in traffic backed up for miles and he is still 
forty five minutes from Sacramento so he sits there, eating 
chips and drinking Orangina, listening to the game on the 
radio. Ordinarily, he wouldn’t have minded much. It’s a far 
better and safer place to be than running around, dodging 
mental artillery from Rachel while the kids bring the house 
down. And for this, he’s getting paid. But he’s tired of sitting 
around, stuck, waiting.

After an hour more of inching along, the traffic finally 
comes to a grinding halt. There is flicker of a thought, then a 
spark. What if he stayed in Tahoe?  Rachel doesn’t understand 
a thing about drilling schedules. They can and often do run 
into weekends. And after all, he is working. Doesn’t he work 
night and day trying to keep his family fed and clothed with 
a roof over their heads? Hasn’t he given up every weekend 
to help out around the house? And what thanks does he get? 
Sneers from Miranda, Beatrice is her mother all over again, 
and Rachel is dead set on turning Oliver against him with 
all the tap shoes and Gene Kelly bologna. As for the twins, 
it’s still early. Then there is Rachel – she is always telling him 
to take whatever opportunities come his way, suffering, like 
her mother, scavenging at the poverty line of the mind. They 
need every dime right now and it isn’t like Rachel is going 
back to work anytime soon. She is certainly in no position 
to argue.

After another twenty-minute mile, he turns the truck 
around. He tells himself that it’s a quality of life decision that 
he’s making here. He has to take advantage of his time away, 
take a little Rob time for a change. Maybe he’ll buy crampons 
and minus 50-degree bag, become a mountain man and move 
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to Wyoming down around the Wind River Range where he 
did field work after grad school. Maybe he’ll drag his spoiled 
family kicking and screaming into a wilder, harder country 
where they might learn a thing or two. Something has to give 
– he cannot go on like this.

Driving back towards Auburn, he remembers that Rachel’s 
mother is coming to visit next week. He called her himself 
– really, it’s clear to everyone that she needs some help – but 
he knows Rachel will perceive his going behind her back as 
an open act of war. To invite Connie in a crisis is to court the 
fall of Troy. He knows that Rachel will look this gift horse 
in the mouth and that she will blame him in the end for any 
casualties. No, why go home to that? 

Meanwhile, his Helen awaits.
Once he reaches Greg’s house, Rob leaves a message on 

Rachel’s cell phone then dials Claudette’s number. The rest of 
the evening is a blur.

He wakes up the next morning at four and races down 80 
in a state of nerves. As he pulls into the driveway around seven, 
he finds his hands are trembling, not so much a result of what 
he’s done, but from his absolute certainty he’ll be discovered. 

“Hello! I’m home!” Rob sets his bags down in the living 
room and tip-toes into the kitchen, looking around as if 
he’d entered a stranger’s fantasy of domestic order. “What 
happened here?” 

Rachel bops into the kitchen in new workout clothes – 
not the tattered hand-me-downs she usually wears. At first 
Rob takes her for another woman.

“Oh. What? What do you mean?” asks Rachel, as she 
finishes wiping down the counters with white vinegar and 
an old rag. She opens one of the cupboards to put the salt 
away. The cupboard is immaculately organized, with jars of 
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increasing size on each ascending shelf, each full of grains 
and beans, seeds and nuts. A delicious aroma escapes from the 
Crockpot on the counter. “I mean, where did you get all this 
energy? The place looks great.”

 “Excuse me,” she said. She opens the door. “Be back in an 
hour,” says Rachel, and blows past him.

Rob sits down at the kitchen table. In the local newspaper 
he learns that the high school girls’ volleyball team won their 
league and Miranda never mentioned a thing, nor had Rachel, 
who never goes to away games. Miranda’s picture is in the paper 
and she is credited for her “team spirit” and her “spectacular 
performance.” In the police blotter he reads a blurb about a 
recent burglary in the Buckeye Creek Estates neighborhood 
and the girls’ high school wrestling coach is going to jail for 
sexual misconduct charges. Housing prices are skyrocketing - 
the best time to sell ever. There are stories about four or five 
fundraisers for basic services and opportunities that Rachel 
would argue more enlightened countries provide their citizens 
through taxes and social programs. And yet he has to admit, 
he is fundamentally opposed to both fundraisers and taxes. 

He simply isn’t cut out for California. It is time to take 
back what little manhood he’s managed to salvage and get 
the hell out. Somewhere out on the high steppes of Wyoming, 
the elks are bugling.
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38.

Noise: A Stench in the Ear

The drive home is a little harrowing as Colin has forgotten 
his night driving glasses. The oncoming cars emit 

extraordinarily large halos on the dark country roads. He half 
expects to turn a corner and drive right up a ramp into the 
mother ship. 

When at last he arrives home, he kills the engine and sits 
on the porch to listen to the sound of chorus frogs in the 
ditches. Soon, when summer comes and the ground is dry, 
they will be silent. He wonders where they go to wait out the 
heat and the long days and all that dryness.

 Colin fumbles for his keys in the fading light outside 
his front door then becomes aware of the reek of cigarette 
smoke lingering on his doorstep. The door is ajar. Inside the 
shades are drawn and the house is pitch black. He hears an 
old record skipping on the turntable. The song is “At Last.” 
The records and turntable are one the few concessions from 
Katherine in his divorce agreement and only one person he 
can think of who loves Etta James as much as he does. There 
are two socked feet crossed on the coffee table, lit only by the 
coal fire glow of the cigarette burning in the ashtray. 

“It’s only me, Dad,” says a voice.
“You said you’d call first, Sam,” says Colin, feeling his way 

into the living room along the walls and bookshelves. His son 
sits upright facing the window to the garden. 

“Yeah, I know. I was in a hurry so I came right here.”
Colin turns on the lamp and opens the shades. Sam looks 

away – a sure sign he is hiding something important, and that 
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he secretly longs to reveal it. Sam, who was always thin, is 
now emaciated and pale with large black circles around his 
eyes. Katherine was right to worry about him, but of course 
he will never admit that to her.

“You came right here from Los Angeles?” asks Colin, taking 
a seat and bracing himself for whatever storm is coming.

“Yes. Greyhound, then I hitched from Oakland.”
“Does anyone else know you’re here?”
“No.”
They sit in silence for a moment. No alternatives come 

to mind.
He buries his head in his hands. Colin pats him on the 

back. “We don’t have to talk about it now.”
“Can I stay with you for a while?”
They’ve been through this before. “Of course. What’s 

going on?”
“I need to recharge. I’m out of steam.”
“Out of steam as in depressed?”
“Sure. Depressed.”
“Stay as long as you need. But you must call your mother. 

She’s worried sick.” Sam nods. Colin feels compelled to add, 
“And, you can’t do nothing all day. You have to get up everyday 
and do something, even if it’s jumping jacks or making coffee 
and cleaning the pot.” 

Sam laughs and nods. “I get it, Dad. I will do something 
every day.”

Colin collapses on the couch. He feels ill-prepared to offer 
his only son any life lessons, considering how his own life’s 
fire has fizzled. But, like Katherine once said, he is perfectly 
well equipped with arms and ears, and that is all Sam is asking 
for at this particular moment. “Your mother and I didn’t 
always see eye to eye but she was right about the things that 
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really mattered.”
“Then why did you get divorced?” asks Sam.
“I’m not always sure. Sometimes being nice is more 

important than being right, I suppose.”
“She said sobriety wasn’t your thing,” says Sam.
“I guess she was right about that, too,” Colin says.
“Sorry,” says Sam, sinking down lower into the couch.
“It’s okay. But don’t forget to call her. I’ll never hear the 

end of it if you don’t.”
Colin makes up the bed in the spare room. He doesn’t 

have much food in the house so he snips some chervil from 
the garden, a few greens, and whips up an omelet with the 
last of the dry jack cheese and toast.  They sit for a while in 
the waning light, listening to Etta James. The air temperature 
drops suddenly and Colin gets the idea to start a fire. After 
a while, the evening sky makes good on its fickle promise, 
beginning with a light patter of raindrops on the roof. It only 
lasts a moment.

“I’m glad you came, Sam. No sense suffering all alone 
when we can suffer together.”

Sam smiles. They watch a NOVA special on PBS about the 
incomprehensible vastness of the universe. Halfway through, 
Sam falls asleep, and Colin suffers a mild panic attack.

The next morning Colin wakes up around seven with 
the Green Tara on his mind. Sam is wrapped in a cocoon of 
blankets and pillows in the spare room, having moved off the 
couch sometime during the night. After coffee and toast and 
some frantic tidying up, Colin wanders out into the backyard 
to weed – a mindless activity that always helps him think. He 
has been outside for just twenty minutes, lost in the meditative 
task of pulling oxalis from the vegetable beds, when the high 
pitched whine of a gas-powered leaf blower violates his ears, 
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shrill and at a frequency specifically engineered to disable the 
human nervous system. 

Four old and glorious valley oaks form a canopy over the 
long gravel drive next to Colin’s house. The trees are currently 
flaunting the vulgar promiscuity for which oaks are known, 
embodied in their annual bounty of catkins. The leaf blower 
operator wears his two-stroke engine monkey on his back. 
Since even the operator seems to realize the pointlessness of 
blowing dust out of the gravel, he has taken it upon himself 
to blow every last catkin from the lower branches of the 
trees. Then he has a pile on the ground he can blow up and 
down the gravel path until he runs down his two hours of 
contracted work. Outraged, Colin goes inside. 

He turns the classical music up on his stereo system, but 
the tiny dust bowl follows him inside. Soon his entire kitchen 
is covered in a thin layer of dust and he begins to sneeze with 
such force that a spot of blood shoots out of his nose and 
lands on the black and white linoleum tiles. He goes back 
outside and waves his arms to get the leaf blower operator’s 
attention. The man points to his earphones and shakes his 
head. The operator mouths the words “I can’t hear you.”

“I know you can’t hear me!” Colin shouts. The operator 
turns the leaf blower off, stands in place and smiles innocently, 
as if he has no idea in the world what a man pointing to the 
cloud of brown dust, holding a protective handkerchief over 
his nose and mouth could possibly wish to say to him.

“It’s too loud,” says Colin. “I can’t work.”
“If I turn it off,” the man shouts, “I can’t work!”
“Blowing dust across the surface of a planet formed from 

gas and dust from a fume-spewing two-stroke engine isn’t 
work, it’s free market futility on a Stygian scale.”

The man just stares at him, and spits on the gravel. 
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“Can you just stop and I’ll say you finished when the 
owners come home?”

“I bought this blower myself. I have kids.” 
“And I suppose you have a business license and the proper 

signage on your landscaping vehicle? And you know the legal 
decibel limit?” Colin knows the municipal codes; Lt. Daly 
was kind enough to give him a print-out of them on his way 
out the door. He just hopes that this guy doesn’t know that 
he is outside city limits. “I’ll tell you what. I need some help 
in my garden. I’ll pay you whatever you make doing that to 
come help me get my summer garden ready. I’m talking real 
gardening, not dirt herding. And both of us will be spared 
early hearing loss and glyphosate residues in our lung tissue. 
Whaddya say?”

The man sneers. “I say–” He turns his leaf blower back on, 
revs it five or six times, and produces a cloud of particulate 
matter to rival the Beijing sky, where it will then hover for 
the remainder of the afternoon. As neighbors on either side 
of Colin hire the same landscaping service, this theater of the 
absurd will resume the next morning, contaminating his little 
country cottage with the pink noise of alienated labor. And 
those neighbors have a tennis court surrounded by Monterey 
pines that are showing signs of stress from the drought by 
dropping brown needles everywhere.

Colin goes inside and chews an edible allergy medicine 
tab. He putters about for a while, checking on Sam every 
ten minutes or so until the leaf blower operator leaves in his 
dented white truck. Colin thinks he sees the man give him 
the finger as he drives down the driveway.

He goes back out into the garden to plant his six packs of 
lettuces and is hit, within minutes, with another blast of noise. 
The operator has simply moved two driveways over, and is 
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now blowing debris from the other neighbor’s property in the 
direction of the first neighbor’s property via Colin’s garden. 
These neighbors – a high tech attorney from Woodside and 
his wine country wedding planner wife – are setting up for a 
very large party judging from all the trucks that are coming 
and going. In just a few minutes Colin observes two catering 
trucks, a van loaded with sound equipment, and a mechanical 
bull tied down in the back of a flatbed.

The leading edge of the cloud generated from the blower 
rains down fine dust upon his salad greens. He suffers another 
sneezing fit and feels his chest tighten. The sneezing turns to 
wheezing. Colin runs back inside to seal up all the windows. 
Sam studies his father’s erratic behavior with the scrutiny of 
an entomologist watching an ant lost from its colony.

“Dad! Are you okay? Should you call a doctor?”
“No, no,” says Colin, clutching his throat. “It’s nothing – 

just those infernal machines. That sound - that’s the sound of 
the death throes of civilization.” 

“Can we go somewhere?”
“There’s a band at the pub at noon,” suggests Colin. The 

thought of getting out of the house is appealing.
“You might want to shower up, Sam. Maybe put a clean 

shirt on.” Sam nods and rises from the couch. “I’ll be right 
back.”

While Sam is busy, Colin lets himself into the neighbor’s 
property through the small gate in a long chain-link fence 
that has somehow survived rustification. Colin asks one of 
the caterers if she’s seen the owner of the house. She points 
to a short, slight man who is engaged in a very intense 
conversation with another man who is performing a comical 
pantomime of selecting wines.

“Excuse me,” says Colin. “I’m your neighbor. I live next 
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door in the white house.”
“Oh, yes! Of course. We haven’t met. My name is Thomas 

Efron Herschal. My friends call me Tad. Pleasure to meet you. 
What can I do for you?” Already Colin doesn’t like a guy who 
introduces himself by his full name and then uses a nickname 
like Tad.

“Well, it’s about your landscaper. Any chance you might 
ask him to refrain from using the blowers? Hurts the brain, 
you know. And not very climate friendly.”

Tad stiffens. The wine guy smirks and gives Tad a sidelong 
glance. “Well, as you can see, we’re having a large party. We 
need the place to be as clean as possible. Someone might trip 
on an acorn and then we’ll be sued.” Tad laughs.

“I’m actually very serious,” says Colin.
“So am I,” says Tad. His smile fades and Colin is now 

looking instead at the face of a goblin.
“Well, the noise is off the charts. And who knows what 

else is in the dust your guys blow around – rat turds, pollen, 
mold spores, herbicides.”

“Until they invent something better, I’m afraid leaf 
blowers are just another reality of the modern world. In 
terms of environmental protection, my company gave tens 
of thousands of dollars to the Land Trust last year and I drive 
a hybrid. Most of the week I telecommute to reduce carbon 
footprint. We are all doing what we can. Nobody else in the 
neighborhood is complaining about them.”

“Seeing as I am your only living neighbor,” says Colin, 
feeling his temper rise, “that’s no great surprise. Perhaps you 
might inform me when they’re coming. That way I could 
make arrangements to be gone.”

“Mondays and on weekends when we’re entertaining. My 
wife’s line of work requires that we entertain.”
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“So Tuesdays through Fridays no blowers?”
“Heavens no!” says Tad, recoiling as if Colin has made an 

obscene proposition. “I work at home those days. I couldn’t 
even answer a conference call.”

“Thank you,” says Colin. “I appreciate your understanding.”
“No problem,” says Tad. As Colin leaves, Tad returns to 

his pretentious conversation with the little sommelier to 
discuss the merits of a French versus Italian wine menu in the 
heart, no less, of the California wine county. But Colin has 
something to say and he’s going to say it.

“It’s very telling that this arrangement seems like a 
reasonable compromise to you, Mr. Hershy - that you would 
see no problem in asking a neighbor to leave his house to 
accommodate a pointless air strike on a dirt road under a 
forest canopy with a hurricane force hairdryer.”

Colin waits at the two men huddle to confer.
“I think we’re done here. And my name is Herschal. 

Remember it – you might see it one day on papers from my 
attorney if you trespass again.”

Colin takes a deep breath, counts to five inside his head 
and decides to evacuate. He will leave Mr. Thomas Hershal 
to Karma.

O’Mally’s lunchtime crowd is huge. Sam hides under a 
hooded sweatshirt. With his scruffy, unshaven face and skinny 
jeans, he looks like every other guy in his early twenties.

“I don't want to end up like these people,” says Sam, 
without a hint of irony, despite the fact that he himself has 
been living in a humanities bio-dome for two years without 
the balancing influence of sustained manual labor. 

“You have to look at the fingernails,” says Colin. “Soft 
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hands on a man is a dead giveaway he’s a douchebag.” Colin 
orders two beers and they find a place to stand in the crowded 
courtyard. The band is billed as a “cross blend of punk and 
Irish folk.” They really are from Dublin, or at least the lead 
singer is, and Colin finds this delightful. The rhythm of the 
singer’s speech has a calming effect on his nerves. For Colin, 
there is no lyricism in the vernacular of California – only 
parody. 

Sam accepts the beer. A lovely young woman in a green 
dress and a pixie haircut insinuates herself into the crowd 
until she is standing near him. Sam smiles self-consciously. She 
leans over and whispers something in his ear that perks him 
up. Colin tries to watch Sam without being conspicuous. The 
young woman points to another person across the courtyard, 
someone Sam recognizes and seems excited to see. He follows 
her through the crowd, out of sight. After an acoustic solo by 
the singer, the real band starts up. Colin is almost thrown 
backwards by the wall of noise coming from the speakers. 
Older members of the audience cover their ears. The crowd 
heaves and Colin backs up into the woman behind him. “Hi 
there,” says the redheaded woman. “Remember me?”

Colin thinks maybe he’d been wrong to suggest going to 
the pub, except to take the edge off the cutting loneliness and 
conflicts with neighbors for a while.

The redheaded woman waits for the band to break. 
Nobody can hear anything. Finally the first song is over but 
Colin’s ears ring. The lead singer mentions something about 
looking for a place to practice with his band mates while they 
are on a break from their U.S. tour. Laughter erupts from the 
crowd. Perhaps the comment is meant to be ironic, but in 
that instant Coin has an idea so perverse and so brilliant he 
can barely contain his excitement. He takes a deep breath to 
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reduce his girth, and inches his way through the crowd to talk 
to the lead singer, who is encircled by drunken, cloying fans.

Colin, avoiding the redhead, interrupts. “I have a 
wonderful little carriage house on my property. It’s available 
for rehearsals if you want it. Here’s my card.” Colin hands him 
a tattered calling card. The singer isn’t sure what to make of 
Colin’s offer.

“I’m serious,” says Colin. “It’s far too quiet where I live.”
Eventually Colin finds Sam, who seems ready to leave but 

slightly happier than when they’d arrived.
“Who was the poppet in the green dress?” asks Colin on 

the drive home.
“A friend of a friend,” Sam answers but doesn't elaborate.
“She’s very pretty,” says Colin.
“She’s my age, Dad,” says Sam.
“I didn't mean it that way.”
“I'm not exactly dating material.”
Colin doesn’t pursue the matter. His deviousness makes 

him giddy. He will clean out the old carriage house first thing 
in the morning and rent a generator if need be. And then he 
will buy top-of-the-line ear protection. 

At the driveway, Sam is asleep. Colin sees more comings 
and goings from the Herschal estate. He mutters to Sam, 

“Who calls himself Tad by choice?”
“What?” asks Sam.
“Nothing. Just thinking out loud.”
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39.

No Pressure, No Diamonds

Rachel has burned all her daylight hours sleuthing  – a 
hobby she is warming to by the minute. She stayed up 

late into the night doing housework with her new found 
energy. She’s made a personal commitment to a spotless 
house so that nobody will question what she does with her 
time. She needs to find out what Joan thinks has gone missing 
during the robbery, to make sure the false teeth with a key 
inside aren’t on her radar. At the moment, not a whole lot 
seems to be on Joan’s radar except for keeping the cabinets 
stocked in gin and making daily trips to the doggie bakery 
with the Shirleys where she gets, as she likes to say, “all the 
news that’s unfit to print.”

Rob tries in earnest to get her attention when he walks 
in a day late from Reno. Rachel feels the weight of heavy 
conscience, and she knows she must not allow him the 
chance to unburden himself. She ignores his ridiculous act, 
and won’t mention his absence. Instead she goes for a jog in 
new jogging clothes she’s ordered online with a gift card she 
bought for her mother who forgot about it and then gave it 
back to Rachel as a gift.

The first order of business is to find out if the ring is 
worth anything and then sell it. It may be worth nothing at 
all. She decides to accept some help from Mr. Tulare, who 
revealed an interesting piece of his mysterious past to her 
the previous evening when Rachel was outside in the front 
of the house helping Juno and Charlie chalk in a hopscotch. 
Mr. Tulare waved and came over to visit. At some point in the 
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conversation about pole beans, the true difference between 
moles and voles, when to lime your soil, he mentioned that 
he once worked as a detective in Los Angeles when he’d first 
moved from whatever great plains dugout he hailed from. The 
thought of Mr. Tulare as a detective didn’t surprise Rachel 
really. A man with an extensive gun collection, secretive 
horticulture projects, and an early retirement from a rather 
vague career had to have some sort of history. He casually 
mentioned that recovering stolen property, usually jewelry 
and rare coins, had been a specialty of his.

Just after Rob sent a text message to say he was driving 
back up to Tahoe because of an accident on 80, Rachel had 
an idea. She told Mr. Tulare that Rob’s career was in a holding 
pattern and that she had an old family heirloom she wanted 
to sell to tide them over, but she didn’t want Rob to know 
about it. Going with this purely fabricated story of the selfless 
wife, she then asked Mr. Tulare if he had any advice for what 
she should know going in. She feared she might be easily 
exploited as she’d never owned anything of true value in her 
life. What she really wanted to find out was if there was any 
way something that might or might not be stolen could be 
identified, and what risk there was to her if she were caught 
with the stolen property. It was Mr. Tulare who chose the 
jeweler on Broadway. He did know quite a lot about selling 
old jewelry.

“I’m at the age when people take up weird hobbies,” he 
laughed. 

“Like gem fairs?” 
“Lately I’ve been teaching myself about indigenous hunting 

tools.” Rachel guessed there was more to this eccentric man 
than met the eye, and she preferred to keep it that way. “Your 
secret’s safe with Pancho Tulare.” 
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After her jog, Rachel showers and put on a sharp blue 
dress that she hasn’t worn in years. Thankfully it’s a drop waist 
style, which is perfect because her waist has dropped out of 
sight. She puts on lipstick and a pair of heels. Rob seems to 
think this is all for him and pulls her close enough to press his 
groin against her when the kids aren’t looking. This used to 
be tolerable to her – a rain check for more to come after the 
kids were in bed. Today it feels like a violation. She tenses up 
like a board and he steps back.

“Oh, please,” she says, blows past him and heads out.

The downtown plaza is packed with tourists. Rachel 
hopes nobody will see her. She makes a mad dash for Vintage 
Jewelers, and then notices Mr. Tulare entering a large Victorian 
house across the street. She wonders if she told him too much 
but then puts the thought out of her head.

The little brass bell jingles a she enters the store. The 
interior is dark and cool. A faded turquoise velvet couch is 
pushed up against the wall under an elegant crystal chandelier 
that hangs from the high ceiling.  All of the old crown moldings 
are intact. Rachel salivates at a pirate’s booty of jewels under 
the walnut and glass cases. None of the price tags are visible 
as if to imply, “if you have to ask, you can’t afford it.” She’s 
done a little online research about the worth of diamonds but 
feels incredibly ill prepared. She is aware of the possibility that 
this ring isn’t set with a real diamond at all, and she will leave 
empty handed and humiliated. 

The jeweler doesn’t recognize Rachel form the other 
day, which is understandable, because neither does she when 
she catches her reflection in the glass storefront window. She 
looks like a woman who woke up fully dressed after having 
been asleep since 1991.
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“Yes? What can I do for you today?” asks the jeweler. 
He has a foreign accent that Rachel can’t place – Dutch or 
Belgian maybe, and a cold, formal manner of speaking. He 
scrutinizes Rachel over the top of his glasses, holds her in his 
tractor beam gaze.

“I’d like to ask about having an heirloom appraised for 
sale.”

“Did you make an appointment?”
“No, I’m sorry. I called and a woman who works here told 

me to come back. I’m not sure it’s worth anything.”
“I thought you said you wanted to sell it,” the jeweler 

says. He has a long, vertical scar over his left eye – an eye that 
wanders a little.

“Yes. Eventually. First I need to find out what it’s worth 
and then I’ll make my decision.”

“I see. And is it a loose stone or is it set in a ring?”
Just then Mr. Tulare walks in but he either doesn’t notice 

Rachel, or he is deliberately ignoring her. She leans in closer 
to the jeweler while Mr. Tulare wanders towards the back 
of the store to engage the same humorless saleswoman who 
shooed her out the other day in a conversation about an old 
timepiece in the back of a case. Rachel breathes a sigh of 
relief. If the ring is legitimate, she doesn’t want him to know 
what it is she has.

Rachel returns to her conversation with the jeweler. “It’s 
a ring. The gemstone has a pale, bluish color. I’m not even 
sure if it’s real.”

“Okay. Would you allow me to see it, or should I just use 
my imagination?” The man's smile is mocking, cruel. Rachel 
recoils.

“My aunt gave it to me. That’s all I know.” There is a certain 
thrill in making up stories about relatives that don’t exist. 
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The man’s somber exasperation gives way to his curiosity.
“Shall we?”
Rachel draws the drawstring pouch from her purse. She is 

suddenly self-conscious that her purse, a cheap knockoff, will 
give her away. Someone trained in sizing up customers will 
not likely overlook a handbag. She hesitates. 

“I can assure you that if it’s a real diamond, I won’t break 
it,” says the man. “I’m quite an expert in forgeries.”

What an odd thing to say, Rachel thinks. She is suddenly 
sure her ring is another piece of costume jewelry. It makes 
perfect sense that Joan would have a fake gemstone the size 
of an olive hidden away in the bottom of a paperweight. 
She hands the pouch over. The man pours the contents into 
the palm of his hand to feel the weight. He places the ring 
beneath the lens and takes a few notes, his inscrutable face 
never changing even when he finally lifts his head to look at 
Rachel, studying her like an insect pinched between tweezers.

He then turns his attention to the small velveteen bag that 
Joan gave her with tiny gold letters pressed into the side that 
say, “Las Palmas Beach Club and Hotel.” 

“Where did you say this aunt of yours lived?” he asks.
Rachel squirms. She wants to leave. This was a bad idea. 
“Indiana,” Rachel answers.
“Hmmm. That’s quite a coincidence that someone from 

Indiana would have a bag from the Las Palmas Beach Club 
and Hotel of Santa Monica, California.”

“No, the bag didn’t belong to my aunt. I had the bag.”
He seems to have decided something, and returns to the 

task at hand. But Rachel can feel that he has a hidden agenda. 
“Well, the gemstone is interesting. There are diamonds this 
color, but they are quite rare, actually. There are so many high 
quality synthetic diamonds on the market. But a diamond 
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this size with this coloration would be worth a large sum 
of money. It’s what is known as a blue diamond. This one in 
particular is a very unique specimen.”

“How can you tell?” she asks. “Just out of curiosity.” For a 
split second Rachel glances over in the direction of Mr. Tulare. 
As the woman assisting him removes a timepiece from the 
glass case, Tulare squats down and attaches something small to 
the baseboard behind a plastic coated wire.

“Rock in my shoe,” he says to the woman.
The jeweler’s demeanor changes instantly from impatient 

and condescending to professional and courteous. “Well, as a 
jeweler I can tell right away, even by the weight. Diamonds 
are much lighter than cubic zirconia – about one and a half 
times lighter – and even Asha diamonds are lighter. This ring 
feels the right weight for its size, which is considerable, by 
the way. Also, real diamonds don’t stay fogged for long. The 
heat disperses. Glass or other synthetics stay fogged. And a 
real diamond doesn’t have a bottom – the fakes have bottoms. 
Another thing to look for is color. You can see,” the jeweler 
holds the diamond to his light, “that this diamond has quite 
a lot of grey shades. Fakes will have a full spectrum of color. 
The light is dispersed, while colors in fakes –” he trails off. 
“Let me show you.” 

The jeweler unlocks a drawer. “Here is cubic zirconia. I 
am going to set it in white gold as a decoy for a client who 
lives in Los Angeles. You can see in this stone how the color 
is all at the top. And this does not scratch glass.” He ran the 
stone down the side of a piece of glass on his table. “Jewelers 
will also use a diamond test. You see this?” He holds up a 
gadget. “This is a simple, hand held tool that tests the rate 
of heat as it flows through the diamond. But this is not an 
average diamond, like I have already told you.” The jeweler 
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is trying to be nonchalant, service-oriented, all but his is 
speaking faster and sweating a little. 

“So it’s real?”
“Yes, I can assure you it’s quite real.”
“And what is it?” Forcing the jeweler to talk about the 

ring as an artifact rather that a thing of value helps Rachel 
stay calm.

“The metal is platinum. And the small diamonds alone 
would be worth something. In addition to the size of the blue 
diamond, the cut of the stone is very interesting.”

“Interesting?” asks Rachel.
“Yes, interesting,” says the jeweler, narrowing his eyes. 
“I am looking for an appraisal,” she says firmly. She is 

nervous that when the time comes for the jeweler to hand 
over this ring, he might refuse. She is beginning to feel trapped 
by this man, but she can’t exactly call over to Mr. Tulare. 

“You might get a few thousand for a ring like this. But 
then the broker takes a cut.”  Then, in an accusing voice he 
says, “I just can’t believe anyone would be so careless with a 
ring as exquisite as this one.” The jeweler is growing irritable, 
and his eyes have become predatory.

“You’ve been very helpful,” says Rachel, retrieving the ring 
from the jeweler before he changes his mind about giving it 
back. She drops it in the little velveteen pouch and quickly 
pulls the drawstring. Just then another customer comes in – a 
well-groomed gentleman of about seventy, Latino perhaps, or 
Italian. He is marinating in cologne.

The jeweler leans over the counter and puts his hand on 
Rachel’s arm. He hisses, blowing his sour breath into her face, 
“I can find you a buyer for this ring. Cash. No questions asked.” 

“I’ve decided to keep it,” says Rachel, recoiling from the 
touch of this viper. She looks over at Tulare to make sure 



THE GREEN TARA | 233

he has not noticed her but his attention is fully on the man 
who has just come in. The man hums to himself and moves 
down the cases until he stops at a necklace. A single emerald 
hangs like a Palmolive teardrop suspended from a fine gold 
chain. The man says to nobody in particular, “Esmeralda. Que 
maravillosa! Excuse me but did you happen to hear that a 
diver found a forgery of that famous necklace – what was it 
called – The Green Tara? In San Pedro, I think,” says the man.

Rachel watches the suspicious jeweler zero in on this 
loquacious customer. “May I help you?” says the jeweler to 
the man.

Rachel makes for the door. 
“I dropped off my watch for a new battery a few days ago.”  

The tension is palpable. 
“Name?” asks the jeweler.
“Echeverria,” says the man. Tulare stares at the man, 

unblinking, as if he’s walked into someone else’s dream. “Felix.”
Rachel leaves the shop and skips briskly back to the 

minivan. To her surprise, Mr. Tulare is at her heels.
“Selling something?” he asks.
“I was trying to,” says Rachel. “That family heirloom I 

mentioned.”
“That jeweler put a grip on you like a steel-jawed trap. 

Whatever you’ve got, get that thing out of your house and 
insured ASAP until those sons of bitches hitting houses in 
Buckeye Creek Estates are caught.”

“It wasn’t worth that much,” Rachel says. Really, she thinks, 
she never did get a quote. She doesn’t ask what business Mr. 
Tulare had at the jewelry shop or what it was he placed on 
the baseboard. The whole world seems to be a conspiracy 
of secrets not meant for her.  She is walking as fast as she 
can in heels away from Vintage Jewelers. “You can’t tell Rob. 



234 | LISA SUMMERS

Promise me you won’t. We’re late on our mortgage. I told 
you.”

Mr. Tulare’s wink seals this unholy pact. 
“I’d better get home before someone burns the house 

down,” says Rachel.
“Well, now, there’s a thought,” says Tulare, cool as can be. 

“Maybe that’s just what you need – a fresh start!”
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40.

An Answer in Search of a Question

That evening, when everyone is asleep, Rachel’s growing 
curiosity about the Green Tara heist gets the better of her. 

She creeps quietly downstairs to the computer. This kind of 
snooping is preferable to snooping around in Rob’s personal, 
personal affairs. After a short Google search, the name Colin 
Penley comes up. It is possible, unlikely but possible, that this is 
the same Colin Penley who owns the cell phone she returned. 
The photo looks nothing like him but the book was written 
more than thirty-five years ago. Thirty-five years ago she was 
ten. Regardless, one Colin Penley wrote a book in the late 
seventies called Dark Green Star – a book she recently paid a 
dollar for at Cosmo’s along with a double macchiato – about 
the heist that took place in the mid ‘70s. Penley put forth a 
few theories of his own, including one that suggested a high 
ranking LAPD officer had been on the inside. 

Colin Penley’s Facebook profile says that he is a professor 
of English literature at a small, private university in the South 
Bay but not much else. His timeline photos are of poor 
quality and mostly of British soccer players, and his posts are 
spaced out by months. He has a website that he seems to have 
grown bored of. There is some connection between Penley 
and another writer – a Martina Cornish – who Rachel has 
heard of. She Googles Cornish – voila! Cornish is the author 
of the Audrey Burgess mysteries, her mother's favorite. But all 
this leads nowhere.

Strangely enough, he posts something while she is at the 
computer: he says he will be teaching a crime writing class at 
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the satellite campus of the junior college. 
Events, people, dates began to form constellations in 

Rachel’s mind. She makes a list in a composition notebook:
1. Joan was at the hotel during the night of the heist, and 

she has a mysterious safety deposit box key plus a stack of 
receipts from a bank dating back to 1974. 

2. The bank has changed names but the address is the same 
– the corner of Wilshire and 5th in Santa Monica. Joan used to 
be Cheryl Lundquist before she was driven off the road and 
pronounced dead, presumably because someone thought she 
had the necklace. But she claims not to know anything about 
the fate of the necklace. 

3. Colin Penley wrote a book called Dark Green Star . 
Despite being on the front counter of Cosmo’s, the book has 
been out of print for years. 

4.Penley has an angry ex-wife and a cottage near Glen 
Ellen.

5. There are strange people appearing in the neighborhood 
– first, the silver Mercedes, then the carpet cleaning van with 
the crooked magnet sign. Nobody else but Glorya is home 
during the day to notice these things and Glorya is too busy 
picking out upgrades from tile to marble, from carpet to 
Brazilian cherry, to care whether or not someone’s house is 
being cased. After all, Rachel thinks, casing is essentially what 
Glorya does for a living. 

At about midnight, Rachel decides it might be a good 
idea to take Colin Penley’s crime writing class. 
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41. 

Stranger Than Crime Fiction

Colin has a runny nose and irritated, watery eyes. His skin 
is red and inflamed and it occurs to him that he’s been 

pulling weeds on a metaphysical level for quite some time. 
The weeds keep growing back. Sam, who never possessed the 
vigor of boyhood, made considerable progress in the garden. 
He is asleep on the couch again when Colin comes in to the 
living room after showering, to tell him he is leaving to teach 
a class. The blinds are down and the air is stale and oppressive. 

Sam sits up. 
“I thought we had an agreement,” says Colin.
“Sometimes it’s hard just to get up in the morning.”
“You need to open a window in here,” says Colin.
“Why? You’re allergic to everything outside the windows.”
“The house smells of misspent youth.”
A long, pointless silence ensues. Colin takes a deep breath 

and says, “We’ll sort this out.”
Sam sighs an exasperated sigh. “It’s not about fixing 

something that’s broken.”
“Then what is it about?” Colin sighs back.
“Being depressed is a disease, like alcoholism is a disease.”
Colin bristles. He regards his house as a sort of sanctuary 

from his addiction and the judgment of the greater world, 
primarily because he is used to being alone with his demons 
and has somehow managed to make peace with the cruelest 
of them, mostly by drinking. He can go back to his miserable 
little cell in the condo hive near the highway in the South Bay, 
waiting for an epiphany he knows will never come, or he can 
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be here now, for Sam. But it hurts to have his dirty long johns 
dragged out into the plain light of day by his own son. It’s not 
that anything is specifically wrong with his life. Never mind 
that his work stalled before he reached tenure. But nothing is 
exactly right with it either. It is no longer even possible, he 
surmises, for a man to live a life of quiet desperation, as the 
world has become much too noisy. He has no idea what to say 
to Sam, so he tells the truth.

“You know, I’ve made a career out of expounding the 
merits of Voltaire, Swift, Rousseau, Pope, and the enlightened 
ones who believed the advances of science and industry 
would usher in a new age of egalitarianism and progress for 
humankind. I teach this even while I know for a fact, and they 
know I know, that my students spend their hour and a half 
in class Snapchatting under the desks. So I have come to the 
wine country to be the cranky old geezer I was destined to 
be, allergies and all.”

“And that’s your answer,” says Sam, disappointed. “I don’t 
find that inspiring in any way.”

“I’m not trying to inspire you by pretending to be someone 
I’m not. I’m just telling you that I don’t have the answers – 
or I no longer believe in the answers I once thought I had 
because the questions have become less important.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
“I’m saying that you’re sensitive, Sam. Sensitive people 

have a harder time of it all. You have a choice to withdraw 
from this wretched mess of a world or to make something of 
it. But even if you don’t, you’re my son and I can only offer 
love and support, even if I’m no role model.”

Sam gave Colin a crooked smile. “Thanks, Dad. That was 
real.”

“I didn’t help at all, did I?”



THE GREEN TARA | 239

“You’re not going to stop drinking are you?”
“It’s a thought.”
“But you’re waiting for someone else to save you.”
“Aren’t we all?”
“No. Post-modernism has no Messiah.”
“Let’s talk about this more when I get home from teaching 

this class. I really want to have this talk.” 
“Dad,” says Sam. 
“Yes?”
Sam stares out the window. “Those guys you invited from 

the pub, the punk rockers from Dublin? They’re here.”
Colin runs to the window. “I’ll be damned.” He wishes he 

could be a fly on the wall to see Tad Herschal's face when this 
band plugs in. He runs outside and shows them the carriage 
house and where the bathroom is and asks them if they need 
anything else. Sam’s mood is improved by the prospect of 
younger, hipper company. The girl in green from the pub is 
with them. She smiles at Sam, and Sam smiles back, uneasily.

“Sam,” says Colin. “When that little weasel next door 
comes running over to complain about the noise, tell him we 
are outside city limits and there is no noise ordinance, since 
we are unincorporated.”

“Do you expect him to come over?”
“He’s working today. He’ll come over if he hears music.”
“What should I do if he calls the police?”
“Tell the police he has loud parties on the weekend and 

we have a mutual understanding since the other neighbors 
aren’t home.”

“You’ve really thought this through, haven’t you?” says 
Sam.

“Food in the fridge. Just make sure nothing burns.”
“And what about hubris?”
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“When life hands you hubris, make compost.”

An hour later Colin arrives at the Adult Ed campus 
parking lot. He hopes that nobody will show up. Enrollment 
is still open so there is the off chance that students will be 
waiting for him who are not yet listed on the roster that Dvora 
emailed to him. He walks across the high school towards the 
portables. 

Beyond the tennis courts there is a dry creek with a dusty 
canopy of trees and vegetation. A notice is posted on a very 
large and faded interpretive sign next to a bridge that is sprayed 
over with graffiti. The interpretative sign – what he can read 
of it – “interprets” the local watershed with elaborate water 
cycle info-graphics of what one might expect to find living 
in a healthy riparian corridor. Colin imagines the creators of 
the sign anticipated a more advanced civilization. The notice 
announces the success of a recent creek cleanup effort by the 
high school Earth Club. 

Swallows dart in and out of the willows, catching flying 
insects above the small trickle of water. Chicken wire cages 
are placed around saplings and native shrubs and the tall grass 
has been cut to mulch the new plantings. The only thing 
conspicuously missing is all the trash. Colin is momentarily 
subdued by this display of adolescent stewardship. He wonders 
how many uncounted people commit small, unseen acts of 
restoration every day, cleaning up creeks or dog shit off the 
bike paths, cutting back poison oak from trails or picking up 
broken beer bottles in a school parking lot. Indeed, if a creek 
might be cleaned and its banks replanted by teenagers, life is 
not so bleak as he fears. He and Sam will find a way.

Colin is lost in thought as he approaches the portable, and 
almost misses the line of black smoke spiraling up from the 
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center of a weed-strewn lot. The graveyard of diving blocks 
and the rectangular concrete plug implies the lot was once a 
high school swimming pool. A group of boys gather around 
a smoking plaid couch. Based on how much couch remains, 
and the presence of a plastic gas can, tipped on its side in the 
dirt and leaking gas, the fire must have been set in the last 
few minutes. The boys turn, stare blankly at Colin, and stroll 
away. The couch is not only burning, but multicolored flames 
dance as its upholstery, cushions, and framing are consumed.

Colin covers his mouth and nose and opens his phone to 
call the fire department. He looks around for his students. At 
first he sees no one, and he is relieved; he is suddenly worried 
that his own house might not be standing when he returns 
home as the wiring is faulty in the carriage house and the 
band is sure to plug in to every outlet in order to achieve a 
sonic boom. 

A woman with a head of black curls walks toward him. 
She moves quickly and erratically as if picking her way across 
a minefield. She holds a notebook in one hand and is trying 
to prevent a large cup of coffee from spilling in the other. The 
notion that the woman in the green minivan, his Rachel, is 
following him no longer seems preposterous. She slows her 
approach, pauses to stare at the sacrificial flames; they don’t 
seem to interest her much. 

“Hello,” says Colin. Rachel follows his eyes back to the 
burning couch. “You wouldn’t happen to be stalking me?”

She looks around to see if anyone is behind her. “Are you 
talking to me?” Colin nods. She pauses for a moment, working 
the question out in her mind, and then laughs. “That’s a crime 
fiction joke. I get it.” Pointing to the burning couch, she tucks 
her hair behind her ear, grins, and asks, “Is that our writing 
prompt?” 
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42.

The Donkeys of Santorini

The Adult Education satellite campus was further away than 
she thought it was. Just to make sure she was pursuing the 

right man, Rachel called the LA Times reporter who called 
Mr. Colin Penley on the night he lost his cell phone. The 
reporter was initially annoyed, impatient, but Rachel tossed 
him a small bone when she told him that Cheryl Lundquist’s 
death was staged to cover up the truth and probably the LAPD 
had something to do with it. Also, she had proof that Cheryl 
was alive. The reporter was intrigued and asked for more 
information. Rachel declined, saying her own investigation 
would be compromised. Newly irritated, the reporter said he 
would refer her to the conspiracy theories department if she 
had any questions about the stolen necklace in the future. 

Although Rachel considers herself entirely capable of 
one day writing a novel, she has no desire to do anything, 
including writing a novel, that is more labor intensive, isolating, 
tedious, and self-defeating than what is available to her every 
day. As soon as she arrives, she thinks this class was a stupid 
idea. If Colin Penley knows anything about the discovery of 
the forgery – if his opinion on what it all meant matters 
– he would have come up earlier in her Google searches. 
Logarithms don’t lie. 

Penley’s reign as the resident expert on what might have 
taken place ended long ago; nothing came of his theories and 
most likely the identified players in the heist are all dead or in 
diapers and eating through a straw. 

One writer did mention at the end of his article that 
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though Dark Green Star had never been picked up for a film 
adaptation, it did stand a chance now if the real necklace were 
to materialize. She thinks of Joan.

Rachel has no idea what her next move will be. It might 
all lead nowhere. Rob is leaving for Reno again in a few days 
and her mother is coming to “assist” in his absence. Everyone 
knows that Gramma Connie means well, but having Gramma 
Connie in the house is another story. In order to ease his 
guilty conscience – she is fairly certain his mistress is in Reno 
– Rob encouraged Rachel to enroll in the crime writing 
class after she verbalized a passing interest in attending, never 
foreseeing that her uncanny ability to root out the verboten 
activities of their children might also aid in her discovery of 
his own.

She finds the portable building behind the back parking 
lot on a shared campus of a Santa Rosa high school famous 
for facilities problems after a story ran in the newspaper about 
how only one of the toilets was in service for the entire female 
student body. A few people – three in total – linger around 
the metal ramp that leads to a door that appears to be shut and 
locked. A man Rachel guesses to be Penley walks hurriedly 
across the gravel carrying a leather book bag. A couch is on 
fire, sending curls of black smoke up into the air. She tries 
to make a joke but he gives her an odd look, as if he isn’t 
exactly pleased to see her. Despite the fact that she rescued 
and delivered his cell phone, they have never formally met.

She attempts an introduction. When he suggests she might 
be stalking him, she feels the blood drain from her face; so 
much for ice-breakers. As he struggles to unlock the padlock 
on the door, he introduces himself to the other students who 
have come up. “I’m Colin Penley. First names are fine. Just 
so we’re on the same page, this class is crime fiction not true 
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crime.”
A short, chubby woman with a bad short hair cut shifts 

anxiously on both feet. “I hope you last longer than the other 
teacher.”

Colin smiles meekly.
“Excuse me,” says a willowy woman of about sixty in 

a long, tie-dyed skirt, an enormous fanny pack and white 
aerobics shoes with matching tie-dyed tube socks. “Is this 
integrated pest management?”

“Vermin studies is next tenement over,” Colin winks at 
the woman then switches on the florescent lights. She blinks 
and stares but doesn’t move. She just stands there. Colin looks 
to Rachel like a man with a lot on his mind. “Sorry. That class 
is not here. But you’re welcome to stay. It’s not like we’re over 
enrolled.”

“What are you teaching?” she asks.
“Crime writing.”
“Oh! Crime writing!” She claps her hands. “I once 

committed a crime.” She gazes off into the distance, takes a 
few nuts from her skirt pocket and chews them noisily.

“You’re a natural then,” says Colin.
“My name is Tina – short for Clementine, like the fruit.”
“Oh my darlin’ –”
Tina’s face twists and contorts to an express of disdain, 

bordering on loathing. “Don’t do that.”
He smiles self-consciously. “Sorry. Welcome, Tina.”
Once Colin finally gets the door open, Tina floats in and 

occupies a seat behind a young Asian man of about twenty-
five who, after sizing up his classmates, looks at his Apple 
watch and makes a calculating glance towards the door. He 
introduces himself as Laz, “for Lazlo.” The short, chubby 
woman has yet to give her name.
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Colin gives a brief introduction about the cardinal rules 
of crime fiction and a little about his background but he 
doesn’t mention Dark Green Star. “Okay. We’re going to get 
into things. Write a description about where you grew up, 
leaving out all proper nouns,” says Colin, searching for chalk 
in the chalk tray. “Be right back. I need to grab some chalk 
from my car.” He leaves.

Rachel, the short woman, Laz, and Tina consider each 
other. Rachel tears a piece of lined paper from her spiral 
notebook and shares a pen with empty-handed Tina. They 
write in silence for a few minutes. She opens the first sentence 
with the words “We were lost in the woods.” Rachel is drawn 
under by a feeling of loss and fatigue. The continuum of her 
childhood freezes before her in a single suspended moment 
of unfilled potential. She writes:

I had few friends, except for a dog my mother let me adopt from 
the shelter after she and my dad split. My sister was much younger. 
After my father went to jail, she went to live with our grandmother 
for a while. We were never close. 

There isn’t much to say about the years leading up to and 
following a brief career as a environmental analyst for a state 
agency – an occupation she has no memory of – and then, 
soon after, as a mother and remarkably ungifted housewife  
who moonlighted as a no-job-too-odd Girl Friday whenever 
she could. 

She lists all the details about Marin County, California in 
the late ‘70’s that she can make interesting, omitting peacock 
feather and hot tub clichés. At the end of the allotted time 
she doesn’t have much except the terror of the mountainside 
killer and the rains that flooded Miller Avenue in 1982 when 
she had to walk home from elementary school waist deep in 
brown water, past a VW Beetle floating on its back. Has she 
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lived at all? She isn’t sure. 
This exercise is more difficult that she expected – trying 

to move a pen across the paper to make real sentences. Other 
people have stories to tell. She wills something to appear, a 
flicker, memory of that one eternal moment in which lifetimes 
are lived – like that famous French writer, what’s-his-name, 
and his cookies. Rachel is really just here for answers. 

Colin reappears in the doorway of the portable and stands 
stiffly like a man at the end of the plank, suddenly aware of the 
sharks circling in water. There is a faint scent of booze. His left 
eye is red and watery. He takes out a white handkerchief from 
his coat pocket and dabs it. “Allergies,” he says apologetically. 

“Anyone care to read what they’ve got so far?”
The short agitated woman attempts to rise from her chair 

but the chair is attached to the desk and her figure doesn’t 
lend itself to bending. Colin’s eye twitches involuntarily.

“Laurie. Laurie Shapiro.” The short woman announces 
with her two sheets of paper clamped in her clamshell fists. 
She walks to the front of the classroom where Colin stands, 
now a little alarmed. “May I?” she asks.

“By all means, begin,” says Colin, and steps away.
“This isn’t exactly about the place I come from. I grew up 

in the suburbs of Westchester. What’s to say? Hebrew school, 
tennis lessons, bat mitzvahs, bar mitzvahs, sleep-away camp 
and a trip to Israel after high school. Boring shmoring. There 
you have it. Oh, and I used proper nouns. I'm new to this."

Colin attempts to speak but Laurie Shapiro flicks her 
hand dismissively in the air while she abruptly cuts him off. 

“So anyway – 
He concedes and allows her to continue. “So last year 

my mom and I went to Santorini. She was sick and so this 
cruise was on her bucket list. There were so many Muslim 
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woman, veils and all, and I thought my mom was going to 
say something offensive. She’s like that. No filter, if you know 
what I mean. She’s eighty – why would she? And she had 
cancer, in remission, but I had to watch her constantly.”

“Where is Santorini?” Rachel asks.
“You’re kidding, right?” Laurie rocks back on her heels. 
Rachel shakes her head.
“Okay. Well, anyway, it’s a Greek island – beautiful! You 

can’t imagine. It’s like an old volcano or something. I’m not a 
geologist or whatever. Anyhow, my mom was sick. Cancer. I 
said that already. Sorry.”

Laurie gets a little choked up and has to take a moment 
to hold back tears. Rachel hasn’t planned on confessions. Tina 
gets up and begins to massage Laurie’s back. Laurie pats Tina’s 
hand gently but firmly to prevent any more patting. Slowly 
Laurie regains control of herself. “We decided to take this 
cruise, you know, in case it got worse quick – the cancer. She 
always wanted to see the Greek Islands but she doesn’t like 
all the different kinds of people so we thought we’d just sail 
around them. It’s really beautiful, like a postcard or an old 
movie. Little ladies dressed all in black, fishermen, the whole 
Greeky thing. I mean this part of the country is beautiful, too 
– don’t get me wrong. I’m here for the whole summer. But 
different. You know what I mean? The Greek islands, well – 
you gotta go one day.”

“I’m sure I would,” Rachel mutters.
“So it’s all whitewashed. The glare will kill you if the 

stairs don’t,” Laurie shudders a little. “And really steep with 
winding cobblestones road and all that. The whole island is 
surrounded by clear, blue sea – the Mediterranean, of course. 
It’s like a postcard everywhere you look. So my mom decides 
we should both go to the top of Santorini. I’m like, ‘Ma, no 
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offense, but you should stay on the cruise ship and rest.’ Well, 
you don’t know my mom. She gets an idea in her head and 
then it’s whoosh!” Laurie makes a sweeping, fighter-jet sort of 
motion with her short, thick arm.

“So she says, ‘Laurie, honey, I wanna go up there. There! 
We’re going. I won’t take no for an answer.’ And I say, ‘Ma, 
please. It’s about ten thousand stairs to the top. Remember 
what your doctor said.’ And she says, ‘Doctah, Schmactah. 
What does he know? He was born yesterday. Anyway, I asked 
that nice Oriental man if there was any other way up to the 
top and he said there’s a gondulluh.’” 

Laurie stops speaking for a moment to catch her breath, 
then looks at Laz and shrugs her shoulders. “I always have to 
tell her they like to be called Asians not Orientals.” Laz rolls 
his eyes. Laurie continues. “So I say to myself, ‘Laurie? When 
are you ever gonna be here again? So we go. We take the 
gondulluh up and then we get to the top, it’s incredible and 
then, and then what! Then we gotta make a choice coming 
down. Do you know what our choices are?” Laurie waits for 
an answer but none comes.

“So I’ll tell you. Choice number one: you can take the 
gondulluh down. Choice number two: you can walk down. 
Sounds good, going downhill – no big deal, right? But 
I’m tellin’ you – those same ten thousand stairs that also 
go downhill are steep. Choice number three: you can take 
a donkey. I say to the guy, you know – the whatevah who 
arranges for you to go to shore – I say, ‘A donkey? Like a 
reeeerhaaaw! donkey?’” Laurie’s imitation of the donkey's 
braying is loud and alarmingly accurate. Tina blinks rapidly. 
and Colin flinches.

“So I ask myself, ‘when am I ever gonna be in Santorini 
again? My mom could die tomorrow and what? I’m gonna 
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go home and say I took the gondulluh down to everyone at 
Beth Sholom? I don’t think so. So I decide I’m gonna walk. 
Why not, right? I’m only forty-two, I go the gym, I’m doing 
that paleo thing. Why not? So I put my mom right on the 
gondulluh, sent her on her little Jewish way and I go to where 
the stairs start. Nobody, I mean nobody anywhere. Then, you’re 
not gonna believe this. Then – guess what I see?”

“No idea,” Colin answers.
“Donkeys! Donkeys everywhere. It’s like they were just 

there, wild donkeys or something just hanging out on the 
stairs. Hundreds and hundreds of donkeys, all looking at me 
and I’m like ‘Now what?’ By this time I’m wishing I took 
the damn gondulluh but I gotta go down so I go up to the 
donkeys and I pet one on the head just to see what it would 
do and if it was going to charge at me, because you know, 
donkeys will take you down – won’t think twice about it – 
and I’m like ‘Nice donkey. Good donkey. Nice donkey. Okay, 
now, excuse me donkey. Coming through. It’s just me, Laurie 
from Westchester! Excuse me donkey!’ I’m there like Moses 
parting the Rea Sea, only it’s a sea of donkeys.” 

Laurie acts out the scene for the class, recreating her slow-
going navigation through the sea of donkeys in the way one 
might breaststroke through pond reeds. The visual image of 
Laurie alone on the top of the stairs at Santorini amidst herds 
of feral, stair-dwelling donkeys is so vivid in Rachel’s mind 
that she can only stare at the squat little woman in amazement. 
She never has stories like Laurie’s, who seems, despite her 
overflowing charisma, fully engaged in the project of living 
her life, such as it is. With the inertia building her monologue, 
Laurie inhales deeply and begins again. 

“So finally I get half way down and my legs are shaking 
from those stairs, cause they’re big and my legs are short if 
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you hadn’t noticed. And, I forgot to bring enough water; and 
there’s like a rug of donkey fur stuck all over my skin because 
of the sweat and you know, white sticky sunscreen – so itchy 
you can’t imagine – but I keep going because I don’t want 
those donkeys to get any ideas and follow me and smell my 
fear. All the way down the steps of Santorini are donkeys. No 
one ever tells you these things in the brochures. ‘Welcome! 
Welcome to Santorini! Descend the Stairs of the Sacred 
Donkey Herds in two-hundred degree heat.’” 

Laurie says a little prayer in a Hebrew mixed in with her 
native, Westchester County tongue. “Right? Like it was, you 
know, freakin’ Lourdes or something. I wonder how they 
even got a picture of the stairs without those donkeys in the 
shot. I couldn’t figure out what they could eat up there on 
the stone stairs. There’s not even any grass.”

Laurie sucks water from her water bottle and plants her 
hands firmly on her square hips. “I tell ya,” she says. “Santorini. 
I’ll never fah-get it.”

Colin applauds. “Neither will we!”
“I should audition for Survivor or something. Everyone 

says I’d win.”
“No doubt about it,” says Colin.

For the remainder of the evening, they discuss various 
projects they are working on. Laz is working on a graphic 
cyber-crime novel that focuses on a cyber-security breach, 
and he is well along in the process. Rachel doubts he will 
return to the class. Tina wants to write a story from the point 
of view of a mole who lives underground in the backyard of 
a serial killer, and Rachel doesn’t know what she wants to 
do, as is usually the case. She has almost forgotten about the 
Green Tara.
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Colin lectures for a bit about the importance of reading, 
setting aside time for writing, and then gives out a few writing 
prompts, the name of a small book on craft he likes, and tells 
everyone he’ll see them next week for the full three hours. 
Class is over, just like that. 

On the way out the door, Rachel stops to ask Colin. “I’m 
not officially registered in the class yet. I was hoping to ask 
you a few questions about the story I want to write, to see if 
it's a good fit.”

“You know what Jack London said. He said ‘You can’t 
wait for inspiration, you have to go after it with a club.’”

“Always some guy with the Jack London quotes,” Rachel 
mumbles. “Can I run my idea by you?”

“Yes,” he says, packing up his things and rushing her out of 
the portable, moving to be rid of her and the classroom with 
an equal degree of urgency. “Let's hear it.”

Rachel considers how best to lure him in. She decides 
on lying. “Well, I recognized your name in the online class 
catalogue.  I read your book Dark Green Star.”

At this he gives her a distrustful stare. “You are stalking 
me.”

“I guess you could say this is all very serendipitous. 
Especially when you hear what I have to tell you.”

He narrows his eyes at her. “What?”
“I was the one who dropped your cell phone off, before 

I knew anything about you or the recent discovery of the 
forgery. I’m not stalking you. I spoke with your wife and she 
gave me your address.”

“That was very civic-minded of you. You might have 
turned my phone in to the police station instead.”

“True, especially since you were headed there already.”
“You know, I think it was you that tried to run me off the 
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road earlier that day.”
“Probably,” says Rachel, growing nervous and defensive. 

“But don’t let it go to your head.” 
Colin hesitates in the doorway of the portable with the 

light still on as if she is a dangerous woman. All the other 
students are gone and they are alone. “I don’t think you’re 
here to take a crime writing class.”

“Yes and no. It all depends on your answer.” Rachel’s heart 
beats quickly and her hands are sweating.

“What’s the question?”
“Did you know that Cheryl Lundquist was never killed 

in a car accident on the night of the Green Tara heist, and 
that she is still very much alive? And did you also know that 
Casper Gleeson spent the night with her on the night of the 
theft?”

Colin’s mouth drops open. He regains his composure a 
little, stiffens and tries to convey to her,  this deranged woman, 
that this all means nothing to him. “And you know all this 
how?”

“I just do.”
“Look. I don’t know what you want. Tell me or don’t tell 

me. It makes no difference to me. I’m no longer interested in 
that story.”

“The LA Times reporter I spoke to today was interested. 
Very interested, in fact,” she lies. “And Cheryl Lundquist just 
so happens to be my good friend. Only that's not her name 
these days.”

Colin sighs. “In that case, drinks on me.” He gives her his 
phone number. “Don’t call before noon.”

Rachel enters his number into her contacts. “Try not to 
lose your phone.”
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43.

A Conversation

The hour is late. The lights in the Alvarez house have gone 
off, one by one, but still no Rachel. Pancho Tulare is just 

now turning on the hose to water his Sacred Datura, a plant 
he prefers to water at night, when Rachel’s green minivan 
bounces up onto the curb. This is good luck as she usually 
parks in the driveway. He doesn’t want to be seen. When 
she turns off the engine, it knocks a few times and then the 
minivan backfires, making Rachel jump in the driver’s seat. 
Her husband’s truck is parked in the driveway. Tulare doesn’t 
trust Rob much, or any man who averts his eyes when he 
speaks.

After hours spent weighing his options, Tulare decides 
that he needs to warn Rachel without compromising his 
own mission. If the Belgian thinks Rachel and Joan Stephens 
have some connection, and that they are sharing information, 
the Belgian won’t waste any time finding out what he wants 
to know. Thus far, nobody has recognized him, not even 
while he was inside the jeweler's planting a bug. Tulare, who 
appreciates his anonymity now more than ever, wants to keep 
it that way. 

Two other men are newly arrived on the scene; he is 
certain that one of them is Tommy Gleeson. He looks exactly 
the same other than he’s had his lips done and the beach boy 
blonde hair of his youth is now a frizzy white comb-over. His 
perpetual tan is now an Oompa Loompa orange. The other 
is LAPD, retired like Tulare. His name is Kryzowski. Tulare 
always suspected he was the one who took care of Tommy’s 
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brother Casper. Kryzowski is circling the Belgian and Joan 
like a shark drawn to the scent of blood in the shallows. 

Tulare never did discover the real reasons the case was just 
buried. He feels in his gut that there had to be someone on 
the inside. Now all he needs is for the Belgian to accept the 
offer and then he’ll follow him to his people. He is close now. 
The bugs in the shop are working perfectly as is the camera 
in the Faultlilys’ attic. He records the Belgian’s comings and 
goings. Tulare, old spider that he is, will weave his sticky web 
and finally catch this horse fly. But he needs a decoy – and 
that decoy is Rachel.

She opens the door of her minivan and Tulare hurries 
over to talk to her. He realizes too late that he is holding an 
object he doesn’t want her to see. She notices it immediately.

She stands very still. “Well, hello Mr. Tulare. Is that a blow 
gun?”

“What?”
“Were you planning on shooting someone with a poison 

dart?”
“Not poison - hallucinogenic. I have an interest in what 

you might call ‘indigenous technical knowledge’ since the 
whole planet is going to hell in a hand basket.”

“Ah,” says Rachel. 
“Like I told you, an old bachelor like me has got to have 

hobbies or he gets low. Plus, it's not for people."
Rachel has no time for Tulare’s Tigerlily problem. “Did 

you want to talk to me?”
“Ever heard of the Green Tara?”
At this Rachel’s ears perk up. His instincts have not failed 

him – she knows something all right.
“I’m not into New Age.”
“No. I’m talking about a necklace that was stolen from 
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a hotel vault in the early 1970s. It never turned up where it 
was supposed to and certain people, you know, people you 
wouldn’t want in your book club, are now looking for it again.”

“Yes. Okay, sure. It was in the papers a while back. They 
found it or something.” 

“I think Joan is involved. I can’t explain how I know.”
“Joan Stephens?” Rachel shakes her head. She moves 

in close as if to tell him some important detail about Joan 
Stephens but freezes when the porch light goes on.

“Rach?” Rob calls from the front door. 
“Gotta run,” she says. 
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44.

Belgian Waffles

Saturday morning, at about 3 a.m., Rob gets up to pee. He 
sees that Rachel is still wide awake, and attempts to warm 

their chilly silence. He’s been planning what he’s going to say, 
obviously. 

 “Listen, Rach. I know we’re having problems. But I want 
you to know that I’m not going anywhere. I’m here for you 
and the kids. Always.” His words are too overly rehearsed to 
Rachel’s orchestra ears; nothing in them strikes a sincere or 
remorseful chord.

“Were you planning on going somewhere?” she asks.
“I just told you I’m not going anywhere,” he answers, 

annoyed that she isn’t overjoyed by his willingness to break 
the ice.

“I understand. But is your not going anywhere a change of 
plans? It sounds like you’re trying to reassure me. But I never 
thought you were going anywhere. So I’m a little confused. 
And it’s the middle of the night.”

“I leave for another week in Reno first thing Monday 
morning. The job is going well and the money will be 
good.” And then -” Whatever it is he mumbles after that isn’t 
important enough to keep him up because he falls back asleep 
mid-sentence.

Rachel cannot sleep. She is thinking about the blue 
diamond ring. One of the toilets isn’t flushing properly. The 
linoleum in the kitchen needs patching. The backyard fence 
is falling down. The minivan probably won’t pass smog, and 
registration renewal is coming up. She picks up Dark Green 
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Star and thumbs through it. If Joan – Cheryl – had been placed 
in witness protection after a car crash, and they’d been run 
off the road as Joan claimed, then someone knew that Joan 
had information about the stolen necklace. But Joan seems 
so resolved, relieved even, to be done with that episode of 
her life. But what about the key in the paperweight, and the 
receipts for a bank box dating all the way back to the 1970s? 
These thoughts keep her awake. Could the necklace still be 
in the safety deposit box after all these years? She is too far 
from the facts. She must be careful about what she tells Colin, 
because if her information proves useful, what reason would 
he have to be her confidant?

At five a.m., insomnia prevails and Rachel goes for a 
power walk before the house wakes up. The country roads 
are quiet and lovely at this hour. Only the birds are awake. A 
layer of mist hovers above the still-cool earth while the first 
rays of sudden illuminate the silhouettes of valley oaks. She 
smells pancakes as she walks past one of the houses. Back 
at home, breakfast is black coffee and boiled eggs with a 
half a grapefruit. She braves the scale and discovers she has 
lost a few pounds, but she’s not sure which part of her body 
has surrendered them. The focus of her transformation has 
become practical - to move with increased agility and speed.

Miranda is the first up. She is bleary-eyed and irritable. 
She tells Rachel that a fight broke out between a boy from the 
high school and a girl from the on-campus school Miranda 
calls Teenage Wasteland, and that this girl has broken the boy’s 
nose and the video has gone viral and now, she wants to know, 
could she please drop out before she wastes any more of her 
life?

Rachel nods. “Of course. Just as soon as you find a full 
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time job. And you’ll be sharing a room with Juno because 
single rooms are reserved for students.”

“It’s not a school; it’s an insane asylum. My pyscho English 
teacher called the paramedics on herself six times last year   
while we were in class. We haven’t learned one thing all year,” 
Miranda ignores Rachel. 

“Sounds like hell,” says Rachel.
“You have no idea. Really, you don’t.”
Rachel allows Miranda to complete her rant. In fairness 

to Miranda, she is hardly college material so Rachel must 
admit to herself that there is little point really in keeping her 
in school if she is so determined to reject whatever small 
amount of useful knowledge might be imparted to her. There 
is always Gramma Inez’s standing offer to pay for Miranda to 
attend a Catholic boarding school for girls in San Diego.

A stack of dishes has been left in the sink since dinner the 
night before. Rachel runs the hot water and adds a few drops 
of lavender oil to mask the lingering wharfside stink of sea 
bass – a tip she read in a mommy blog.  Oliver makes a mad 
descent down the stairs in a laundry basket. Beatrice and Rob 
meander into the kitchen. Only the twins are still at large.

Rob wanders in and pours himself a cup of coffee. “My 
folks are celebrating their 50th wedding anniversary. I thought 
we might all drive down next week.”

Rachel hates the word “folks.” She also hates the way 
Rob is always shirtless at home, his animal member poking in 
and out of his threadbare pajama bottoms. “Fifty years. That’s 
marriage on a geologic scale,” says Rachel. Rob washes milk 
and cereal off the floor and gives a meek laugh. “I guess I 
should run my errands before you leave tomorrow.” Malaise 
settles on the Fischer-Alvarez house like a tropical fever. Then 
Rachel’s phone rings. It’s Colin Penley. 
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After a truncated conversation, they agree to meet at 
Cosmo’s Cafe. The twins tumble downstairs and whine until 
Rob agrees to make French toast.

There comes a knock at the door. Juno runs to open it, 
knocking over a potted plant.

“What happened to your lips?” asks Juno, talking to Glorya 
like she is her imaginary friend. “Your lips are bigger than last 
time.” Glorya looks over Juno and into the house, squinting in 
the glare of the morning sun. Rachel comes to the door, steps 
outside and closes it.

“I don’t want any children to escape,” she lies. Glorya is 
holding back tears.

“Tigerlily is missing. I had to put up signs yesterday.” 
Glorya points to the sign on the utility pole. Rachel follows 
her outside. Below the photo of Tigerlily, who stares straight 
at the camera like the devil he is, are giant letters that read, 

“Have You Seen My Cat.” Someone scratched in, “I have now!” 
It looks like Oliver’s handwriting. Rachel stifles a laugh.  

“I’ve put them up everywhere, even at the pet store. 
Tigerlily always goes into Tulare’s yard. I’m sure he’s done 
something to him.”

“Did you ever think about keeping the cat inside?” asks 
Rachel. 

“Cats are hunters, Rachel,” insists Glorya. “It’s cruel to 
keep them inside.”

“Of course,” says Rachel, who knows it’s pointless to go up 
against the logic of a cafeteria libertarian like Glorya. Rules 
and regulations only apply to HOAs.

“Also,” Glorya glances around before leaning in and 
whispering, “Did you hear about Joan Stephens? I think she’s 
got a new boyfriend.”

“And, you don’t think she should have a boyfriend.”
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“I mean she’s not a young woman. There’s a new car parked 
outside her house – a silver Mercedes. I’ve seen it twice.”

“Some women never lose it,” says Rachel. “I hope she’s 
getting more action than we are.”

Scandalized, Glorya’s jaw falls open like a broken drawer. 
“I’ll keep my eyes open for your cat.” 
Glorya waits expectantly for a moment. Rachel walks past 

Glorya towards the minivan, unlocks the driver’s side door. 
Glorya finally climbs into her Escalade just as Mr. Tulare exits 
his garage on his tricycle. He winks at Rachel as he rides past 
the sign. Pointing to the cat missing poster and laughing, he 
shouts, “Have you seen my coyote?”

 The Gay Wine Country Weekend organizers are hosting 
their event planning brunch on Cosmo’s back patio. Rachel 
finds a table hidden in the foliage near the fountain that 
makes a burbling sound she hopes will prevent eavesdropping. 
Glorya’s face stares up at Rachel from a brochure someone left 
at her table in ads she's purchased in the GWCW promotional 
brochures. GWCW second-homers are some of Glorya’s 
best clients. “Making wine country living dreams come true 
for fifteen years,” is her sales pitch. Foreclosures are Glorya’s 
specialty; in the brochure she calls them “transitional rental 
properties.” She’s been known to brag about the number of 
short sales in the Valley, even as working class families and 
long term fixed income tenants are getting the boot in record 
numbers, sent packing to relatives or crowded apartments in 
one of the many forgotten outskirts in the County. Rachel 
fears they might be next.

Rachel folds the brochure and puts it under the leg of her 
chair to stop it from wobbling on the uneven flagstones. In 
any case, nobody will notice Rachel and Colin in this crowd, 
as all the local gossips hang out at Shaky Grounds.
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When Colin shuffles in, he is disheveled with black circles 
under his eyes. He orders breakfast and coffee from the frantic 
waiter. Rachel has an aversion to watching mature men chew. 
He’s not exactly old but he has reached that age where Rachel 
imagines food, younger women, and his last colonoscopy 
occupy most of his thoughts. She hopes he won't eat and 
discuss the Green Tara heist at the same time. It is the sort of 
thing villains do in the movies while they explain in detail 
how they are going to murder the hero, who is also hungry 
but too afraid to eat.

“So,” he begins. “I feel like I already know you. And here 
we are.”He blows his nose into his napkin. “Do you believe 
in fate?”

“No, not really,” she answers. She suddenly wants out, no 
longer sure why she’s here. What chance does she have of 
finding a stolen emerald necklace worth tens of millions 
when those who had dedicated years to the investigations 
have come up with nothing? “Please tell me what you’re 
going to do with any information I give you.”

The waiter brings Colin a glass of fresh squeezed orange 
juice. It was listed on the menu at $6. Rachel wishes she 
didn’t notice these things.

“I’m going straight to the police,” he says, before swallowing 
the orange juice in a loud ga-gulp, gulp, ga-gulp.  

“You’re kidding,” she says.
“I am. Did you order?”
“I’m having coffee.”
“The Belgian Waffles here are superb.” At that moment, 

the waiter brings him a plate of fluffy waffles covered with 
strawberries, maple syrup and whipped creme that Colin 
attacks like a man who’s been living on finch eggs and 
rainwater. 
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“Shipwrecked long?” she asks.
“Huh? Oh. No food in the house.”
“Mr. Penley–
“I prefer Colin. Anyway, it’s Dr. Penley.”
Insisting on calling him “Doctor” is another strike against 

him. “Colin. Why did you ask me if I was stalking you?” 
Rachel wants to clear this bit up first.

“Ah, so we’re going to do formalities. Okay. Fair enough.” 
He tells her about the incident in traffic, having found his cell 
phone, seeing her in Cosmo’s with a copy of his book, coming 
to class, etc. “You’ve lured me here with a bit of delicious 
information so I guess it’s only fair that we get to know each 
other. You’re wondering if you can trust me.”

“I suppose I am, she answers, trying her best not to recoil at 
the word delicious – another word she hates because it sounds 
like chewing. Strike three. 

“And I’m wondering if you’re actually interested in crime 
fiction.”

“Are you?” Rachel asks.
Colin nearly chokes on his food. He swallows, wipes his 

face with his napkin and puts his hands on the table.
“Well, officially yes. I’m on sabbatical. I usually write under 

a nom de plume. I pen a series of cozy mysteries featuring a 
widowed sleuth in East Sussex village that is rather successful 
in that they keep the heat and water on. God forbid anyone 
should actually figure out I’m Martina Cornish.”

“That’s you? My mother loves those books! She’ll be 
shocked to know that Martina Cornish is a man.”

“Let me guess. Mid to late 60s, divorced, possibly remarried 
with a timeshare. Loves scrap-booking and low fat fro-yo but 
can’t stay on a diet. Loves Monet, Nordstrom’s Rack and 
‘Downton Abbey.’ Drives a Ford Focus or a Prius.”
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“RAV-4 and Antiques Roadshow”
“I’m losing my touch.”
“So what’s your book about?”
“My book? Oh,” he said dabbing the whipped cream off 

the sleeve of his coat. “It’s a mystery set in the wine country.”
“That’s a little vague.”
Rachel doesn’t really care to know, but she is sure he is 

going to tell her anyway, and he does.
“It’s about a man who has fallen into the ass crack of space 

and time and goes on a epic quest for an idea. Ultimately he 
realizes he no longer belongs anywhere, ends up in broke and 
disillusioned.”

“Sounds like writer’s block.”
“Yes. That’s a fair statement.”
Rachel is warming to Colin. One among the Weekenders 

tells a joke, and the decibels rise with canned sort of laughter. 
The waiter refills Rachel’s coffee and at last she succumbs to 
her hunger and orders a waffle and then adds a mimosa to 
help with Colin's chewing. 

“Actually, I do have a story idea.”
“Let’s hear it,” he says.
“I know this woman who was given a very unusual ring 

by an elderly woman. She gave it to her either by accident 
or on purpose – she doesn’t know. Anyway, she wants to find 
out how much it’s worth but she doesn’t want her husband to 
know so she goes to a jewelry shop because the ad says they 
take estate jewelry on consignment. While she’s in the shop, 
she notices certain things that are odd, like the sales staff and 
the store hours, and she begins to entertain the idea that the 
store might be a front.”

“Is this hypothetical or real?”
“Humor me.”
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“And what does the ring have to do with it?”
“The ring was given to its the original owner, a friend of 

the main character, by the guy who was supposed to deliver a 
stolen emerald necklace but ended up dead instead.”

“Go on,” says Colin.
“There’s a man that very much meets the description of 

the forger in your novel who works at Vintage Jewelers. He 
has a mean face and one eye sort of drifts, and a foreign accent 
that’s hard to place. And he would be the right age.”

“Hmm,” says Colin, mopping up the maple syrup on his 
plate. “What a coincidence. But the world is a big place and 
there are lots of people with foreign accents in it. He could 
be anyone.”

“I find it all sort of interesting, considering Cheryl 
Lundquist lives in town – under another name, of course, and 
the forgery of the Green Tara was just discovered last month.” 

“Let’s go back to that part about Cheryl Lundquist living 
here, in town,” he says. 

“It’s true. Why would I lie?”
“I can’t think of a good reason but that doesn’t mean there 

isn’t one other than she’s officially deceased.” Colin summons 
the waiter and orders two more mimosas. 

“Assume I’m telling the truth. Do you think someone 
tried to kill her?” Rachel asks.

“If she knows something about the necklace, it’s possible. 
And you say she was with Casper Gleeson on the night of the 
heist?”

“That’s what she said. But she’s forgetful these days. I don’t 
know if she remembers everything that happened.”

“I would really like to talk to her. Do you think she knows 
who I am? I’m sure she’s read my book.” He is fishing. “Still – 
I can’t imagine this is anything but coincidence.”
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“Her house was broken into a few weeks ago but nothing 
of value was stolen.” That isn’t entirely true, but he has 
questions that he wants answers to, and she wants answers to 
questions he doesn’t realize she is asking.

“You know what’s really interesting? If it’s a key someone 
is looking for, I was right all along. The necklace was put in a 
safety deposit box, moved by Casper Gleeson and before his 
brother could find out where it was moved to, he was killed. 
All anyone really needs to know is where the Green Tara is 
right now. But that’s like looking for a needle in a haystack 
in a parallel universe. Everyone believed Casper passed some 
information on the night of the heist.”

“Jo - Cheryl,” – it is hard not to call her Joan. “She told 
me she was with him. But I don’t think she had anything 
to do with the heist. I think she was just having a little 
extracurricular fun.” 

“I went to see Tommy Gleeson in prison. He wouldn’t 
tell me anything. He was so broken up about his brother. I 
don’t think he blamed Casper for falling for Cheryl but I’m 
willing to bet the car crash in Malibu that killed Cheryl and 
her husband was no accident. She knew something. And now 
you tell me that she is not only survived but is alive and well 
in the wine country.”

“Alive, yes.”
“Gin and tonics?” 
“I guess.”
“From what you’ve told me, it sounds like the hunt is on. 

All that’s missing is for that FBI agent to turn up and then 
we’d have a little reunion.”

“You mean Agent Turner,” says Rachel, recalling the name 
from the book.

“That wasn’t his real name. I had to change a few things. 



266 | LISA SUMMERS

His name was – Turlock – no, wait – Turr…What was his 
name…” Colin snaps his fingers. “Tulare!”

Rachel sprays mimosa all over her shirt.
“I’m so sorry!” She pats herself down with a napkin. 
“Are you alright?”
“What was his first name?”
“He had sort of an odd name, but he was an odd fellow 

with odd hobbies. I seemed to remember he liked botany. He 
was taken off the case after Casper turned up in the harbor 
and I never did understand why.”

“Do you remember his first name?”
“Yes. That I do remember. His name was Pancho, like 

Pancho Villa. I always thought he made it up. He was from 
the South somewhere.”

“He’s from the Panhandle.”
Colin studies Rachel. “You know him?”

“Unless there are many Pancho Tulares retired from 
ambiguous law enforcement careers and into guerilla 
horticulture, I believe at least one of them lives in town.”

Colin swallows the rest of his mimosa in one gulp and 
considers this new bit of information. “Where did you say 
that jeweler worked?”

Rachel gives him the name of the jewelry shop. The 
sweetness of the orange juice, the champagne, the heat and 
the growing possibility of Rob’s affair are wearing on her. She 
needs some air. The world is spinning. “I’m sorry but I have 
to go.”

“Wait!” he calls after her. “Will I see you in class?”
By the time Rachel reaches her minivan, she has a plan.
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45.

Reunited and it Feels So Good

Felix and Hiram load up the truck.  As the new Saturday 
team, they will cover for Ricky and a former lightweight 

boxer named Arturo Mendoza, who still competes on the 
weekends out in the East Bay in an over-forty league. Hiram 
is impressed by Arturo. Arturo works hard and has a lot of 
girlfriends who don’t know about each other. Arturo and 
Ricky are planning on expanding their landscaping business 
to include fruit orchard maintenance. Arturo can make one 
apple tree produce eight different varieties of apples. To Hiram, 
Arturo is a master of his own destiny. 

Agate has plans to go to a casino near Graton with her 
lady friends. She tells Felix and Hiram not to wait up for her, 
winks, and then leaves. 

Felix’s allergies are bothering him today. The mulberries 
in the trailer are crawling with catkins that puff out pipe 
smoke clouds of pollen. Hiram has developed a nasty rattling 
sound in his lungs that worries Felix, who is starting to have 
doubts about all this dirt herding as a career pathway for his 
asthmatic nephew.

Their plan is to let the Shirleys out when nobody is 
looking, and then to return the four dogs, heroically, to a 
bereaved Cheryl.

“So what are we going to do if she sees you?” asks Hiram.
“I don’t know. Maybe she really doesn’t remember me.”
“So are we going inside the house if she’s not home?”
“I’m not sure yet.”
“So you don’t have a real plan, just a rough outline.”
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“I’m thinking!” 
They pull up in front of Cheryl’s house. A silver Mercedes 

is parked across the street and the man sitting in front Felix 
immediately places the jeweler at the store where he’d taken 
his watch for a battery replacement. The jeweler gets out of 
his car, glances nervously around and then checks something 
in the branch of a tree across the street. This is odd behavior 
for a jeweler. If Felix were not so focused on his canine 
liberation op, he might have time to consider the presence 
of the jeweler as a sign. But these are not his thoughts at the 
moment.

His half-baked plan works. Cheryl is not at home, so 
with Hiram’s help, he makes a little hole in the screen door – 
taking special care to rip the mesh fabric as only a dog might 
tear a screen door. The tiny Shirley Iditarod promptly escapes; 
the dogs are picked up by Hiram running down the road 
in formation.  Felix hides them in the covered cab of the 
landscaping truck and brings them home to Agate’s house. 
Luckily, Agate is still out of town. The Shirleys are more work 
than either of them bargained for.

The next day Felix puts up “Found” fliers for the missing 
dogs with his phone number. Cheryl calls while he is on his 
way back to Agate’s.

“You found my girls?” she asks, sobbing. 
Felix asks her for a detailed description of the dogs so he 

can, as he carefully explains, be sure they are hers.
“I’m the only one in town who owns four white terriers. I 

had to get a special permit because legally you can only have 
three, so the police know who I am. So tell me where you live 
or I’ll call the police myself and turn you in for dognapping.”

 “It’s just that these four little ladies are very special dogs, 
it’s clear to anyone.” Felix notices that one of the dogs is 
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eating a turd in Agate’s backyard. “I had to make sure you are 
the true and legal owner. Please accept my sincerest apologies.” 

Though he isn’t exactly expecting gratitude, to be accused 
of stealing is too much. He complains bitterly to Hiram. 
Hiram says, “You did steal them,”

“I borrowed them,” snaps Felix.
Felix gives Cheryl Agate’s address.
Cheryl screeches to a halt in a red Jag twenty minutes 

later. It is clear enough to Felix that Cheryl knows him, 
but does not scrutinize this uncanny coincidence. Their re-
acquaintance is rapid.

 
By midnight, Felix and Cheryl are three sheets to the 

wind on her living room floor, going through boxes of all her 
old photos and playing old records while the Shirleys nap on 
the couch. 

“You came in the nick of time,” Cheryl says to Felix.
“I know,” says Felix. “I received a sign that you were in 

need.”
“How did you know I wasn’t dead?” asks Cheryl.
“Well, I suppose it was at that very moment when I saw 

you were alive.”
Cheryl studies Felix, who is cool and collected under her 

scrutiny. “I don’t have the damn necklace,” says Cheryl.
“What necklace?” asks Felix.
Cheryl laughs. “What necklace? Hah! Right! You haven’t 

changed. It’s just like old times, seeing you,” she says, then 
hugs him around the neck. 

“I mourned your death,” says Felix. 
“So you stole my dogs?”
“They must have escaped while I was trimming your 

bushes.”
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“Such a dirty old man!” Cheryl laughs.
“You can’t imagine how upset I was after I read that you’d 

died,” says Felix.
“Well, I’ve been dying of boredom for forty years. Care 

to dance?”
And so it begins anew.
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46.

A Rant

A puritan is a person who pours righteous indignation 
into the wrong things.     -G. K. Chesterton 

Colin walks into the door, a little woozy from the mimosas 
and feeling simultaneously amazed and cheated by his 

meeting with the enigmatic Rachel Fischer-Alvarez. 
Sam is nowhere to be seen. On the kitchen table he sees 

a letter, neatly folded and secured beneath a bottle opener; 
Sam obviously wanted Colin to read it. The letter is from 
Efron Herschal’s attorney. He writes, essentially, that his client 
is willing to overlook the band practices on the condition 
that they cease immediately, but he will be forced to take legal 
action if the noise continues to disturb the quality of life he 
and his wife paid for when they purchased the home. 

A tsunami of writerly imperative breaks on the barren 
shores of Colin’s soul. As the creative juices flood his mind, he 
thinks he might even be happy. 

He sits at his typewriter:

Welcome to the neighborhood! Congratulations on the completion 
of your new 4,000 sq. ft. wine country events center/rustic barn 
addition. During the process of construction, you have effectively 
eliminated a fragile community of birds, small mammals, reptiles and 
plants that formed the last remaining ecological link to pre-colonization 
California. By adhering strictly to unsustainable landscaping practices, 
you and your leaf blower operator have successfully liberated harmful 
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and not insignificant quantities of fine particulate matter into the air 
containing dust, pesticides, herbicides, brake dust, feces and heavy 
metals, thereby mitigating any carbon footprint reduction you believe 
the world owes you credit for by purchasing a Prius.

In addition, you have wasted precious acre-feet of water, poured 
chemical poisons on your lawn and into the watershed, and arrived 
proudly as one of Sonoma’s landed gentry by the labor of someone 
else’s hands – more specifically, the very hands of those who once 
legally owned, occupied, and worked this land, who were themselves 
usurpers upon the land occupied by peoples of a distant past. And so 
history repeats itself. 

When you have a free moment, please hire a demolition crew, 
raze your abomination of capitalist excess to the ground, and move 
back to a gated community in the South Bay where you truly belong. 

 
Yours Truly,
Colin James Penley, PhD

p.s. There is no noise ordinance in unincorporated areas of the 
County. 



THE GREEN TARA | 273

47.

The Mother Ship 

Saturday afternoon. Since the weather is warm, Rob drags 
out a blow-up baby pool from the depths of the garage. 

Fully inflated, it is the size of a small ship and requires more 
gallons of potable water to fill it than any self-respecting 
water-rationing individual would allow. Nonetheless, the 
pool occupies Charlie and Juno for most of the day. Rachel 
cleans up a few sunbaked dog turds, brings out a lawn chair 
and makes herself comfortable with a canned iced tea and 
her paperback copy of Dark Green Star.  The backyard is in its 
full glory with poppies, borage, lavender, and sages, and two 
large rosemary bushes bursting with pale blue blossoms. Soon 
enough the grass will turn to straw and the sun will heat up 
the dog turds she missed, volatilizing a stench that will attract 
all yellow jackets within a ten-mile radius. 

Rob comes out with a tray of sandwiches, chips, and 
sliced apples and oranges for the twins. Oliver joins them 
in the backyard, strips into his Green Lantern boxers and 
jumps into the fray. Rachel, who is soaked through from the 
splashing, succumbs to the infectious joy of her children and 
goes in, fully clothed.

Rob is the first to notice Juno’s lips turning blue. She 
hasn’t fully recovered from the stomach flu that left her so 
thin. Rachel wraps her and Charlie in beach towels and puts 
in their favorite DVD – The Emperor’s New Groove – in the 
hopes that they might nap. The cold water works its magic 
and soon the twins are asleep on either side of Rachel while 
Oliver and Beatrice go to Target with Rob. 
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Miranda, who finally talked Rachel into letting her 
trade rooms with Oliver, was placed in charge of all moving 
arrangements, including moving Oliver’s things into the room 
he will now be sharing with Charlie, previously occupied by 
Juno who will now be sharing with Beatrice. Miranda had 
to warehouse all of Oliver’s belongings in the garage to make 
the move. Oliver’s relocation effort has exhausted Miranda; 
she, too, is asleep on a pile of clothes. Rachel considers taking 
advantage of the silence in the house to tidy up, but sleep, she 
thinks, is in too short supply these days. And though her mind 
races with thoughts of selling the ring, of speculating on the 
whereabouts of the Green Tara, and Rob’s activities in Tahoe, 
sleep wins out.

Rachel has a frightening, mimosa-induced dream. She 
dreams she wanders alone and lost in the streets of a city she 
doesn’t recognize, overcrowded with displaced people. The 
city is perched precariously on a high cliff above a stormy sea. 
A green-skinned woman walks along a footpath on the cliff 
and opens her mouth to speak to Rachel, who begins to slip 
towards the precipice. Rachel opens her eyes only to stare 
into another set of eyes inches from her face. The mouth of 
the face is moving. The mouth is singing and the hands move  
overhead in a sort of surreal syncopation. 

“Good morning star shine! The earth says helloooooo!” 
Rachel sits bolt upright. “Mom! When did you get here?”
“You twinkle above us, we twinkle beloooooow!”
“What time is it?”
“The house is so clean, honey. I’ve never seen it like this 

before. When you were little, you only cleaned your room 
when you were keeping secrets.”

“Oh, well – I was going to tell you about me and George 
Clooney, Mom – I really was.”
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Later that afternoon, they drive around town, her mother 
in the front seat of the car and three kids in the back. “Gramma 
Connie is treating for pizza!” Rachel’s mother repeats this 
often. Rachel is supposed to act happy that she doesn’t have 
to cook. Beatrice had gone on with Rob to a Giant’s game 
which he has tickets to thanks to Jimmy Crane. Miranda says 
she is babysitting, but Rachel suspects this is probably a cover 
story. 

Connie fans herself in the car and then turns up the 
air conditioner to full blast. Rachel, who is still cold from 
prolonged immersion in the icy water of the baby pool, 
shivers. She opens the window to let out a fly and a gust of 
warm air blows in.

“Roll that up,” her mother demands, fanning herself madly. 
“The AC is on.”

“I’m cold,” says Rachel. 
“It’s so hot in here. How can you stand it?” 
“I’m not hot yet, Mom. I’m still in my mid-forties.”
“Oh – you will, don’t worry. In a few years you’ll be 

plucking whiskers and tucking your boobs into your 
sweatpants. It happens to all the Fischer women.”

Juno sneezes a few times. Connie whips her head around. 
“Are you sick, Junebug?” Juno, who hates that nickname, 
sneezes on purpose in her grandmother’s direction. Turning 
to Rachel, Connie demands to know, “She’s not sick, is she?”

“No, Juno has allergies.”
“Jack has terrible allergies. That’s why he stayed home – 

he’s allergic to pollen.” 
This is also a lie, albeit a convenient one. “That’s okay,” 

says Rachel. “We won’t hold it against him.”
Rachel’s mother makes excuses for Jack, her boyfriend 

of eighteen years. At least Rob and Rachel agree when it 
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comes to Jack. Both consider him to be a pampered prep 
school drip from the East Coast who was born without a 
personality, a work ethic, or practical skills of any kind. Even 
the kids understand that Jack is a world-class cheapskate, so 
much so that Beatrice gave him the nickname Captain Jack 
Cheapskate. Rachel imagines that Jack is afraid, on some level, 
that if they start calling him Grampa, he’ll be expected to 
pay for college. He does show up for parties when food is 
provided and no babysitting is involved. He always gives each 
of the kids a two-dollar bill for birthdays, despite his sizable 
trust fund. 

Connie turns the AC up again. The mention of Jack 
irritates Rachel, mostly because she is forced to accept him as 
a stand-in for her real father whose standards of fatherhood 
were too low for any kind of reasonable comparison.  Jack is 
much more allergic to doing things himself that he can easily 
underpay someone else to do than he is to pollen.

“Didn’t you bring a sweater, honey? I’m sweating to death.”
They stop at a light. Connie rummages in her enormous 

handbag for a book. Rachel, grateful for an opportunity to 
quit arguing about the micro-climate of the minivan, makes 
the fatal mistake of inquiring, “What are you reading?”

“Oh!” says Connie, “This writer a man from, er- I don’t 
remember, somewhere in California. He won a big literary 
award. I heard his interview on NPR. With Terry Gross. You 
know ‘Fresh Air’? It’s a very important book. He’s a brilliant 
man.”

“What’s it about?”
“It’s about his family and the Japanese internment camps in 

California. It’s a family saga. It’s all true. He’s a very important 
spokesperson for, you know - the Japanese. I read about it 
in the New York Times Book Review. He was interviewed on 
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‘Fresh Air.’”
“Sounds great,” says Rachel. “I need a good book.”
“Oh, you’d hate it,” her mother quips, just as Rachel knew 

she would, before taking out an emory board from her giant 
purse to file the talons on her index finger. “It’s more your 
sister’s kind of book. She and I share the same taste in fiction.”

“I thought you said it was a memoir.”
“Whatever. Can you roll the windows up? It’s like an oven 

out there.”
Rachel rolls the window up.
“Have you heard from your father lately?” asks Connie.
“Wow,” say Rachel. “That didn’t take long.”

Pizza is just what Rachel expected. Everyone leaves in a 
wheat coma, except for Oliver, who traded his pizza for soda 
refills – Rachel didn’t want to argue with her mother about 
sugar – and is now talking shop at ninety miles and hour.

“If you get trolls in Minecraft, you can’t just rage quit – it’s 
the Internet,” explains Oliver. “Plus, there’s Creepers.” 

“What’s he talking about?” asks Connie.
“How long are you staying, Mom?”
“I have to be back Monday night. Jack and I have a show. 

You don’t have HBO. We don’t miss our shows. But I’m here 
to help. It was so sweet of Rob to call – he really does care. 
Your father never did. Maybe you could go get yourself a nice 
haircut on Monday, or go meet some friends for lunch. I can 
hold down the fort for one day. Oliver will help me, right 
Oliver?”

The twins fight in the back. Rachel’s mother is visibly 
fighting the urge to shush them.

“Are you sure, Mom? I might actually take you up on your 
offer. I could really use a day off.”
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“They’re just kids, Rachel. You make them sound like a 
pack of rabid hyenas. How hard can it be?”

“It was hard for you,” Rachel retorts, instantly regretting it.
“Your father was no help at all, not like Rob. What some 

women would do to have that kind of help, to have a husband 
like yours!”

“You’re right, Mom,” says Rachel with sarcasm lost entirely 
on her mother. “Maybe I should share him.”
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48.

Pub Crawl 

Connie, Oliver, and Beatrice settle into a game of 
Monopoly at the kitchen table. Juno and Charlie must 

play alongside as a “team” because neither of them have the 
patience to stick it out through an entire game.  “This isn’t 
the Monopoly you grew up with,” Connie complains. “I 
don’t remember it taking this long.”

“That’s because I cheated and you never noticed.”
“Even so. It never took this long.”
“It’s Mega-Monopoly,” says Rachel who is, by now, 

bloated from the pizza and crabby and wants nothing more 
than to crawl into bed and binge watch the second season 
of “Breaking Bad” and to forget about her silly stolen jewel 
obsession and her lying, cheating husband.

“What’s so special about it?” asks Connie, shuffling the 
cards for the tenth time.

“It provides natural born slumlords like Oliver prime real 
estate opportunities to not only erect Park Avenue hotels but 
to block out the sun with high-rise tenements that would 
bankrupt other players in one pass if they didn’t band together 
to stop him.” She does not tell her mother that playing Mega-
Monopoly through to the end requires a commitment of at 
least three hours.

Rob and Beatrice arrive home around nine and Miranda 
strolls in a little later from her so-called babysitting job with 
her eyes glazed, reeking of weed. Rachel decides to deal with 
her later; confronting a stoned teenager in front of the other 
kids will only make a scene and her mother will see this 
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failure as a vindication of her own neglectful mothering.
Rob is suspiciously exuberant. He describes the game 

and the fun he had with Beatrice, who is the one and only 
loyal Giants fan who understands the game, which means, 
according to the prescient wisdom of Miranda, Beatrice must 
be a lesbian. Rob’s behavior arouses more suspicion in Rachel, 
doubly confirmed when she sees him check his cell phone 
several times and smile nervously at her. “It’s Jimmy – about 
the job. I guess there’s a leak in the tank at the next site. What 
a great day we had at AT&T Park! I’ll have to thank Jimmy 
again.”

This isn’t the Rob Rachel knows; this is a jackass in a Rob 
suit, and she doesn’t buy it. She goes outside to check the mail. 
Mr. Tulare is busy hosing down his sidewalk.

“That won’t make the concrete grow any faster, you know.” 
Rachel needs a distraction from her raging anger. He waves 
and then walks casually over to her side of the street.

“I see Rob’s home.”
“Yes,” says Rachel. “Until Monday morning. And my 

mother is here.”
“It must be nice to have family so close.”
This is just the conversation opener Rachel had been 

waiting for without knowing it.
“Where is your family, Mr. Tulare?”
“Mine? Oh, up around Amarillo mostly. I used to visit but 

I don’t much anymore.”
“Huh. Amarillo is a long way from the California wine 

country. How did you end up here? I don’t think I’ve ever 
asked you.”

Mr. Tulare shifts his weight a few times. Rachel has never 
asked him a personal question before and she can see that he’s 
uncomfortable. “I came up years ago for work. I was thinking 
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about places to retire. I grew up in a small town. I saw this 
house and it had a big yard and the town is small – so I 
thought – why not? Gotta live somewhere when I’m old. 
Plus, can’t beat the growing climate.”

“But you didn’t know anyone here before that?”
“That was the appeal, I guess.”
“You never told me what line of work you were in…

exactly.”
“Law enforcement. I was an investigator. But now I’m just 

a humble gardener.” He checks his watch. “Almost time for 
the news.”

Rachel senses that topic of discussion is off limits. Anyway, 
he’s told her what she needs to know. “Well,” she says. “I’d 
better go in. Thank you, by the way, for warning me about the 
ring. I’ve put it in a bank box for now.”

He clears his throat. “Good thinking. Strange folks around 
here lately.”

Inside the house, Rob corners Rachel and herds her to 
landing by the stairs where the lines between the Monopoly 
game in the living room and the two teenage girls upstairs are 
roughly equidistant. 

“We need to talk, Rach. We’ve got to clear the air.”
“I don’t want to talk about it, Rob.”
She walks upstairs to get sheets for her mother, who will 

take Miranda’s bed. He follows her upstairs.
“I know what you’re thinking.”
“No you don’t. You don’t know what anyone is thinking. 

You’re not the least bit intuitive.”
“It isn’t what you think. I mean nothing happened.”
“Don’t,” she says. It’s out there now – she can’t rebury it.
“Rach-
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“No really. Stop now. Whatever you say will make things 
worse.”

“How do you know what I’m going to say?”
“It’s irrelevant. Let’s face it - you haven’t been in love with 

me for years, Rob. And, if we’re being honest here on the 
stairs, I can say the same. So what difference does it make? If 
you want to leave, then leave. But first figure out how you’re 
going to support two households.”

He stops on the bottom stairs, looks at her with a mixture 
of surprise and then anger. 

“I’m going out to meet a friend,” she says.
She can see the clockworks in his mind, wondering 

what friend she could possibly mean, and how he will be 
inconvenienced by her leaving. “Who’s that?”

“You don’t know him,” she says defiantly. “He’s a friend 
from my class.”

Rachel finds her purse in the laundry mountain on her 
bed, tells her mother she’ll be back in an hour and leaves for 
the pub. She calls Colin on the way there and then hangs up 
when he answers. There are a few more things she needs to 
know.

She keeps driving, but her mind is not on the road and she 
knows better than to drive in this state. All she can think about 
is how Rob has finally admitted that something significant 
has taken place, and the truth is so much more difficult than 
pretending. Denial, in retrospect, has its merits. But what can 
she do? She will never support five children by herself. The 
sale of the ring will keep her in groceries for a month maybe. 
The weight of an entire ocean begins to hold her under, and 
she has a panic attack in the parking lot behind the pub. Colin 
calls her back twice before she answers and tells him where 
she’s headed.
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“What kind of man agrees to meet a married woman with 
five kids at a bar on a Saturday night?” she asks.

“Is that a real question?” asks Colin on the scratchy line. 
“Because you’re not really my type.”

“Yeah. You neither.” She laughs. Let the tongues wag, she 
thinks.

Colin arrives as Rachel is finishing her martini. The first 
half-hour is spent discussing his first book, a book he never 
published. It is, or was, a story about a young boy who goes to 
live with his aunt in rural England for a summer and meets a 
woman– a witch of sorts - in the woods where she lives alone 
in a hollow. The story, he explains, was based on the legend of 
Jenny Greenteeth, but also dealt with the premature death of 
the boy’s mother. 

Then the conversation turns to his current book project. 
He describes several plot possibilities that all revolve around 
prestigious varietals and a desirable young woman who 
goes missing after her tasting room shift ends. Rachel tries 
not to laugh. The small talk is a kind of ritual. He seems to 
understand on some level why she’s called him here. But the 
ritual continues.

“May I make a suggestion?” Rachel says after ordering a 
second martini she really can’t drink.

“By all means,” says Colin. He’s getting cozy now. Rachel 
leans back in her chair.

 “Most women don’t want to read about what wine you 
pulled out of your cellar, as if that’s some kind of profound 
sacrifice you’re making to the gods. Or what cut of meat 
you ate, alone, in your squalid single man cave with all your 
laundry and dishes piling up waiting for the right woman 
– a wealthy, former supermodel with a doctorate degree in 
anthropology who just wants a man who understands her, 
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and who will, of course, save you from yourself. We don’t 
want to know what old flame could never get over you or 
what young college student you slept with. A lot of us actually 
crave intelligent, complex fiction with characters that inhabit 
worlds beyond classroom or the writing desk. I’m not saying 
that’s what you write, but it’s a temptation of men your age. 
Men who write at all, of course. That’s all I’m saying.”

Colin is silent for a while. “Why did you call me?”
“I can’t remember now,” says Rachel, chewing the olive 

from her second martini.
“Okay. But what if I’m not writing for women?” asks Colin, 

who is visibly relaxed after he continues to plow through his 
second drink

“Well, that’s unfortunate since women in my general age 
group are the only ones who actually buy books anymore. We 
shop at Costco and Target where we can sneak a book in with 
diapers and socks and laundry soap. We have library cards and 
belong to book groups. Well,” she pauses, “other women do.” 
Rachel doesn’t care if she’s offended him. “I just read alone.”

“You’ve got a point,” he says a little wounded. “How do 
you know I write about meals and wine?”

“You can always tell when a writer has achieved enough 
status to just write. Then he writes about what he knows 
of his new life, which is sex, booze and food, boredom and 
home repairs. He turns away from the raw material of life, 
towards the cultivated.”

“You don’t strike me as a bookworm,” says Colin. “And I 
certainly have no status of any kind.”

“I’m not a voracious reader, if that’s what you mean. But I 
go through three or four audiobooks a month. My husband 
snores. Insomnia is the patron saint of literature.”

“You’re quite bitter, aren’t you?” he is goading her now. 
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Rachel is feeling fuzzy, warm and not completely well. She 
hasn’t eaten anything since the pizza, and that was already 
four hours ago. Under normal circumstances, the thought 
of Rob, trapped with her mother at home, wrangling the 
kids while she sits in a bar discussing novels with a published 
mystery writer would have given her perverse pleasure. As of 
tonight, however, certain things are now in motion that will 
never be motionless again. 

“Yes. Bitter. I’m bitter. My husband is cheating on me 
with a woman from Reno.”

“You know that? I mean –” Colin is caught off guard.
“She emojis him at midnight.”
“Emoji at Midnight. Hmmm. There’s a novel.”
“I wish I could see the humor in it but I admit, I’m in a 

bad place.”
“I see. In that case, the night is still young.”
They talk for a long time about the many approaches to 

writing a novel. “What does the woman in your hypothetical 
novel want?” he asks.

Rachel doesn’t know. “I’m not sure. I think she wants 
choices.”

“That’s not enough. You need to keep the reader engaged. 
She needs to want something – love, power, status, sex, youth. 
Something.”

“That’s the problem. Does everyone know what they 
want?”

“No, of course not. But not knowing what you want - 
that’s life – sloppy, mundane, painful, and inconclusive. This is 
fiction. It’s different. Fiction lies to tell a truth.”

“Let’s take Dark Green Star. Say you’re writing it for the 
first time now but it’s fiction, not true crime so you get to 
change things around. And Cheryl Lundquist is a character in 
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your novel. She gets run off the road after the heist, is publicly 
declared dead, moves to a small quiet town to hide and lives as 
an impostor for forty years until the truth comes out that the 
real necklace was never lost in the ocean. People, some people, 
think she might still know where the real necklace is hidden. 
They come looking for her. But she’s older now, much older,  
and not all there. How would you write her ending?”

“I’d create a character she can trust, maybe an old flame 
whose heart still burns for her.”

“But how do you deal with the fact that no matter what 
the value of the necklace, or whether or not she knows where 
it is, her life was ruined? Here was a woman – vivacious, a 
talented actress at the start of her life – who lived in the 
spotlight. She lost everything  - her husband, her career, her 
life became a long, lonely re-run. What do you do with that?”

“Nobody ever said writing was easy. But life! Life is much 
harder.”

Coin finishes the dregs of his wine. Rachel excuses herself 
to make a phone call. By the time 9:30 rolls around, the 
subject has turned from writing to Colin’s childhood, which 
really does fascinate Rachel; she has always been something 
of an Anglophile. She learns that he and his younger brother 
divided their childhood between continents. He attended 
school in New York where his father had been in finance and 
his mother was, like him, a teacher, but she’d given up work 
to raise her children until she got sick. 

He and his brother spent summers in England with their 
grandmother and their spinsterish, blackly humored aunt 
who later became the inspiration for Colin’s Audrey Burgess 
character.  They lived in a small village that had once been 
part of a great estate. Memories of this place – the “beck” that 
ran through the land, the ferny forest floor and the moss-
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covered trees, the local children he ran with when he was 
there make this world so real. Rachel is transported. And then, 
he tells her, his mother died before his twelfth birthday. A 
silence hangs between them for a while.

“That must have been very hard for you.”
“I suppose. I just remember feeling very frightened.”
“You know, I’ve never even been to New York.” There is 

that inevitable look of total surprise on his face. “Yes, I know. I 
was broke and working two jobs when I got married and now 
I’m still broke and working double time with no pay.”

“One day you’ll have a chance,” he says.
“I’ve always wanted to live by water, moving water like 

a river. I’d want a garden and view.” She is surprised to hear 
herself say this. “I have this vision of a place although I’ve 
never been there –  a small stone cottages surrounded by 
gardens, a great winding river that cuts through a valley, you 
know, little farms surrounded by old forests. Life is slow.” She 
looked away from him, towards a table with a young couple 
deep in private conversation. 

“It sounds an awful lot like this town.”
“No,” Rachel says emphatically. “Not like here. It’s a 

place that has managed, somehow, to fend off time instead of 
curating itself.”

“I’ve actually been to a place like that in France. It’s on the 
Vézère River, which feeds into the Dordogne. It was many 
years ago. I taught a summer class.”

“The Vézère River. That sounds nice. Or the sea. I could 
live by the sea.”

“It’s an idea of a place then.” “
“Yes,” she says. “But isn’t every place ultimately the idea 

of the place to someone?” Rachel is suddenly embarrassed to 
hear her own desires expressed out loud. 
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“Well, there you go,” he says, rising to pay the bill before 
Rachel can protest. “You’re a writer after all.”

An older woman with garish red hair sidles up to Colin. 
“Professor Penley”

Colin chats with the woman who is compelled either 
by jealousy or ignorance to place her hands on him, as if 
claiming this man as her own. The woman is someone Colin 
is obviously keen on talking to as well, so Rachel sees her 
opportunity to leave. But first she wants to ask the one 
question that had been on her mind ever since her discussion 
with Mr. Tulare.

“One thing I wanted to ask you about Dark Green Star,” 
she interrupts them. The woman gives Rachel a look and 
goes to the bar.

“Shoot,” he says.
“Where did they say Cheryl died?”
“In Malibu. On that famously dangerous road – I’m 

drawing a blank. Again.” He snaps his fingers.  “Decker Road! 
At mile marker 23. They never could get the car out – too 
steep. Why?”

“I don’t know. Curious.”
They say goodbye to each other. Colin offers to give 

Rachel a ride home, but she can see that he wants to stay at 
the pub so she decides to walk and pick the van up in the 
morning. Her head is fuzzy from the martini, but part of her 
mind gets to work on the details. Mile marker 23, he said. The 
piece of paper inside the teeth and the key. And the key inside 
the snow globe and the bank receipts. If Joan knew where the 
Green Tara was, or if she'd hidden the necklace, it had to be 
one of those places. 

Halfway home, a soft rain begins to fall. After a few blocks, 
the first of the chorus frogs sings krek-ek, krek-ek. Within 
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minutes, a din of chorus frogs erupts in the darkness. It is a 
familiar and comforting sound. She stands in the rain, listening 
to the heavy droplets fall from the leaves onto the concrete. 
The air has a metallic, planetary scent. She passes unnoticed in 
the black night, peering into the empty fishbowls of Buckeye 
Creek Estates, wondering if other families are falling apart. 
Joan’s house is dark except for the faint glow of a lamp behind 
sheer curtains in one of the windows. 

An old maroon Saturn is parked on the street. The 
neighbors have been on such high alert since Joan’s neighbor 
to the left had been broken into, and she is surprised that 
nobody has called to report a lone man sitting alone in the 
driver’s seat in front of Joan’s house. 

The man smiles at Rachel. She sees that in his hands he is 
holding a large bouquet of flowers, and speaking out loud to 
himself with his hand over his heart.
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49.

Trifles

“In all my experience along the dirtiest ways of this dirty little world, 
I have never met with such a thing as a trifle yet.”         

–Wilkie Collins, The Moonstone

At 3 a.m. Rachel nudges Rob and tells him she is leaving 
for the day, and that she’s cleared it with her mother. 

These plans come as a surprise, even to her. He opens his eyes 
wide and stares at her with somnambulist confusion.

“I was just having the weirdest dream,” he says. Rachel isn’t 
interested. “It was like you weren’t you. I was being abducted 
by an alien, only it’s not an alien, it’s a human but somehow I 
know it’s an alien who is pretending to be you.” 

“I know the feeling,” she says. “See you late tonight.”
Rob mumbles a goodbye without comprehending what 

she has just told him, and falls back asleep. She is outraged 
that he is so untroubled. Her outrage turns to hurt, and then 
the hurt sinks to the bottom of her being where it settles 
like a burning stone. She dresses and makes coffee in her 
spotless kitchen. With its cheap linoleum floors and long 
door on sawhorses that serves as a dining room table, only 
the thoughtful bouquet of flowers in the middle of the 
table, picked and placed there by Beatrice, along with all the 
handmade crafts and paintings and photos stuck to the fridge 
give the kitchen the semblance of a cared for home. They are 
slipping down the social ladder, not far away from a day when 
there will be plastic playhouses in the front yard, a minivan 
on cinder blocks and who knows what else. How ironic, she 
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thinks. The house is finally clean and her life is in disarray. 
Standing alone in the darkness, listening to the coffee pot 

sputter, she understands exactly why Rob is able to sleep – he 
is convinced that she will never leave him, can never leave him. 
How smug! She banishes any reservations about leaving; she 
must leave before she can no longer resist the impulse to hold 
a pillow over his face and call it even.

Rachel collects the key from the box under the sink in the 
bathroom and puts the diamond ring in her purse, though she 
feels a fool for doing so. Just in case, she slides a slip of paper 
inside the false teeth in her wallet, just behind her library card. 
She lets herself into Joan’s house through the back, and grabs 
the stack of receipts from the bank still piled on the table and 
the signed document giving her power of attorney, relieved 
that Joan hadn’t filed any of it. One of the Shirleys barks but 
then quiets.

Rachel has only a little cash on her, and she will have to 
pay for gas with cash if she truly wants to keep her destination 
secret from Rob, who might at some point feel the need 
to investigate where she’s gone all day if her leaving were 
to become momentous in some unforeseen way. Somewhere 
down the block, she makes a U-turn and heads towards Glen 
Ellen. Driving up the gravel drive of Bickerstaff Lane, a light 
is on in Colin’s house despite the early hour; someone sits by 
the window, watching over the spirits of the night. Rachel 
parks in the driveway, going over and over in her head what 
she is going to say to convince Colin to embark on a wild 
goose chase with her at 3:50 a.m. on a Monday in search of a 
one small green star in an infinite cosmos.

What does she really have to go on? She takes a mental 
inventory. Trifles. She has a key, a stack of receipts from a 
bank that has changed its name three times in forty years, and 
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a cryptic note inside a set of false teeth. She doesn’t know 
Colin that well, and then what if she doesn’t find a clue? 
Greed does strange things to people and nobody else knows 
where she is or what she is doing or where she is going. She 
has given Colin only very scattered bits of information, and 
he doesn’t seem to her to be all that interested in the case 
anymore. Nobody is on her trail, not yet at least. Maybe it is 
best to keep her head down. Realizing that it might all come 
to naught in the end, she kills the headlights and drives slowly 
away. 

As she pulls onto HWY 12, she remembers what he told 
her. All you need to know is what’s in the box. Everything else is 
extra.

At 3:50 a.m., Sam is reading by the window when he 
hears the soft crunching of gravel. A car moves stealthily 
towards the house. No trace of dawn is visible in the black 
night sky and the headlights are dim. Sam switches off the 
lamp and he peers through the shades.

A dark green minivan idles in the driveway for a moment 
or two until the driver cuts the engine. He makes out the 
silhouette of a woman with a head of curls to rival Medusa 
herself in the front seat, illuminated in cold blue light of a cell 
phone into which she peers. She sits there for a moment or 
two before starting the minivan and driving away with the 
headlights off. 

Sam rouses his father from his slumber. “Dad.”
His father rolls over and continues snoring.
“Dad. Are you expecting someone?”
“It all depends.”
“There was a woman here. But she left.”
His father sits up in bed and rubs his temples. “Don’t tell 
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me. Was she driving a green minivan?”
“You know her?”
Colin digs around in the pocket of his coat, hung on a 

chair, for his cell phone. He dials a number. Sam hears the 
message on the other end – his father always keeps the phone 
in speaker mode because he is afraid of brain cancer.

“You have reached the voice-mail of Rachel Fischer-
Alvarez. Please leave a short message and I will return your 
call when they untie my hands.”

“Hi Rachel. This is Colin. Where are you going so early in 
the morning?” Then he pauses. In a lower, more serious voice 
he says, “Rachel. If you’re going where I think you’re going, 
be careful. These people don’t mess around.”

“Who was that, Dad?” asks Sam.
“Just a woman I know,” says his father. “What are you 

doing up?”
“Reading,” says Sam. “I couldn’t sleep.”
His father picks up the book. “Well, if you have to be an 

insomniac, at least you picked Bulgakov. But don’t read too 
much, Sam,” says his father and pats his head like an overbred 
spaniel. “Look what happened to poor old Ivan Ivanovich.”

Sam, a little miffed by his father’s constant paternal 
condescension, answers, “He ended up in a ward.” 

His father considers  the  statement. “But what a story he 
heard.” Colin parts the blinds and Sam looks out the window 
with him. There is nothing there but the black shadows of the 
live oaks against the starless indigo sky and the faint red glow 
of taillights in the distance. 
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50.

Seventy-Two Suburbs in Search of a City

Rachel stops for coffee at a big box store complex a few 
miles before the I-5. The windmills along that stretch 

of highway are eerie, and she has long imagined the day that 
they will break free of their their pilings and go marching in 
formation towards the cars along the highway.

All along the 580, the 680, the 880, auto malls, self-storage 
facilities, business parks and towers of condos block the view 
of the rolling brown hills she remembers from her early 
twenties when she used to drive down the 1-5 to see Rob’s 
family. Now she realizes what incredibly dangerous journeys 
those were for a young woman to make alone in a car that 
barely ran. By 6 a.m. she reaches Mercy Springs; by 9 a.m. 
she is at the bottom of the Grapevine behind a long train of 
18-wheelers looking up through the haze at an unfamiliar 
planet, colonized accidentally by a race of hairless imbeciles. 
Her back aches from sitting on the springs that pop through 
the threadbare upholstery.

The more miles Rachel puts between herself and home, 
the more she loses her will to push on. She makes it through 
the Central Valley and stops at a rest stop in El Tejon, which 
has risen overnight into an artificial desert oasis of motels, gas 
stations, In 'N Outs, and Panda Expresses that will soon rival 
Vegas. She notices several messages on the phone from Rob, 
then decides to call her mother to make sure the kids have 
gotten off to school. Her mother says she and the twins are 
spending the day together; they needed some quality “Gramma 
time.” Rachel hears the television on in the background and 
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knows this means the twins conspired. 
“We’re fine. I hope you’re doing something fun on your 

day off.”
“Thanks, Mom,” says Rachel, feeling unexpectedly grateful 

that her mother doesn’t pry just this once about where she 
is and what she is doing. Even her mother cannot remain 
oblivious to the marital fumes contaminating the air inside 
the house. 

The drive into LA is less dramatic than it used to be. The 
insidious creep of the suburbs begins somewhere around 
a town called Gorman, its location on a map of California 
made known only by the “Welcome to Gorman” sign on 
the road. Rachel guesses that at some point in history, Los 
Angeles was connected to a regional geography that offered 
some strategic or geographic importance to human progress. 
Now the infrastructure of modernity exists, it would appear, 
only to sustain the business of expansion; people have become 
secondary to this one goal. The acrid reek of the city, the 
tomb breath of concrete, the sulfuric haze of the Inferno that 
is the LA Basin, suggests the Horseman of the Apocalypse 
have not only come and gone, but have also forgotten to turn 
the gas off. 

When Rachel finally reaches her exit, she pulls over on 
the nearest side street and takes a Xanax. Then she answers 
Rob’s tenth text asking where she is. 

She texts back: “Out finding myself.”

Rachel locates the bank on a corner in downtown Santa 
Monica. The name has changed since the 1970s but since 
Joan has been paying the rent on the box for so long, Rachel 
hopes that her box will still be there and that she will be able 
to access it.
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At the teller’s window is a voluptuous, redhead who looks 
like a young Lucille Ball. The teller is in the middle of getting 
chewed out by Curly from the Three Stooges, a man Rachel 
guesses to be her supervisor. As soon as he sees Rachel, he 
smiles at the teller and redirects her towards their customer. 

Rachel says, “I’d like to access a safe deposit box. It 
belonged to my aunt, who has dementia. I have the power of 
attorney, which is signed here, the keys, the code.”

The woman studies Rachel’s face, checks her computer 
records and then let out a sigh. “It’s not your box, is what 
you’re telling me.”

“It’s my aunt’s box. I am her only surviving heir and she 
no longer knows who she is.”

The woman’s nails click as she types on her keyboard. She 
isn’t really looking at what she is typing. “Let me see your 
documents.”

Rachel hands them to her.
“You have the key?”
“Yes.”
“It says here that you need a password too.”
“I have that.”
“Please write it down.”
Rachel writes down the password she memorized from 

Joan’s receipts  –”BelovedShirleys” – and hands it to the 
woman. The woman leans in close and says in a low whisper, 
“This wouldn’t fly at the bigger banks.”

“But you’ve been here for fifty years,” says Rachel.
“Well, I’ve been here for two years. If I’m here for another 

forty-eight years, please come kill me.” She rolls her eyes in 
the direction of the supervisor.

 Rachel feels like she has just passed some kind of secret 
Dungeons and Dragons test. She has a bad feeling about how 
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easy this is. The woman walks Rachel down a corridor with 
shiny linoleum floors. She stops and does a little shuffle ball 
change in her black heels, then unlocks a heavy door. “It’s 
shooooow time!”

She lets Rachel inside the vault, and uses the bank’s set of 
keys as well as the one Rachel has to pull out the box from its 
compartment. On her way out of the room, the teller says to 
Rachel, “Jesus Christ, I need a smoke.” 

Rachel’s hands tremble as she turns the key in the lock 
and then by some miracle, opens the box. Nothing is inside 
but a torn piece of paper, brittle and yellow, with a note in 
handwriting that is barely legible. “The Green Tara slept here.” 

She had imagined the necklace to be weighty, considering 
the size of the stone, and the box did feel a little light. A wild 
goose chase for nothing – it was certainly that – but she’d been 
right! She keeps the note but returns the box and informs the 
teller, who has most likely allowed Rachel access to the box 
against bank policy just to spite that nasty little supervisor, 
that her business is finished here. The woman winks at her. 

“That’s what I always say. And then I go right back to Jimmy 
every time.”

The trip is not a total loss. She is in LA. Since it is only late 
morning, and she’s accomplished all that she can accomplish 
on what little information she has, and she has failed to 
discover anything, she decides to drive through Santa Monica 
and up PCH through Malibu, after which she will drive north 
up the 101, taking her time to make the long drive home to 
the valley of eternal disappointment. 

As the morning is sunny and warm,  she thinks she might 
go for a walk along the beach. The strip of sand is one long 
urban barrier between the metropolis that pants like a heavy 
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animal behind her, and the ocean. Staring at the water is what 
she needs, and she worries that she might sit here all day 
in the warm sun, imagining what it might be like to get in 
the water and swim straight out into the Pacific, towards that 
peaceful horizon. She walks out along the pier and sits for 
a while, watching two lovers stroll hand in hand. She thinks 
about calling Colin but quickly dismisses the thought. It is 
time that she face the idea of being alone.

A heavenly aroma wafts out of the nearby concession 
stand. Rachel orders a croissant stuffed with scrambled egg 
and cheese, and a cup of coffee. It is standard boardwalk fare 
– greasy and full of salt – but it is delicious. All she has eaten 
thus far on her fruitless pilgrimage is a baggie of granola and 
black coffee that has nearly burned away the lining of her 
stomach. 

Now, with the smell of pancakes and pastries mixed in 
with the tangy scent of seawater, Rachel is excited to discover 
herself unexpectedly on holiday. The morning sun sparkles off 
the water, already populated with stand-up paddle-boarders, a 
few surfers and a small school of ocean swimmers in bright 
orange swim caps. Rachel strolls along the beach, letting the 
water splash up to soak her rolled-up pants. Mothers and 
small children set up toys, coolers and towels under colorful 
beach tents while a cast of local characters dot the shoreline. 

While she walks, she looks down at her feet. The water’s 
distortion makes tham appear ghost white and strangely 
animal – two deep-sea creatures hauled up from the darkest 
depths of the ocean. Listening to the gulls, watching children 
splash in the whitewash, plus the thrill of waking up in one 
place only to arrive four hundred miles from home in the 
morning, arouses a longing in her to share this spontaneous 
joy with someone. But, there is no one to call, to write a 
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postcard to; no one longs to hear her thoughts. So she begins 
her journey of going it alone.

Rachel stops walking where the sand is warm and the 
water laps gently against the shoreline. A woman of about her 
mother’s age stands knee deep in the lapping water, smiling 
with her eyes closed at the sun. She wears a fuchsia sari, the 
color an exquisite contrast to her dark brown skin. A streak of 
silver hair escapes from her headscarf. She hoists her sari up to 
her thighs and wades a little further in the water with her eyes 
still closed. The water is turquoise, and this woman’s dark skin, 
her radiant smile, and the fuchsia silk make a surreal palette 
against the pale blue sky. A little further up the beach, where 
the sand is dryer, a man Rachel assumes to be the woman’s 
husband sleeps in the fetal position, fully clothed on a blanket 
under a bright orange umbrella. She senses that the woman 
is going to say something to her, and indeed she opens her 
eyes and smiles. Her eyes, reflecting the luminescence of the 
water, are a deep brownish green, like seawater reflected on 
the walls of a cave.

“It makes you feel alive, doesn’t it?” she says to Rachel, 
posed not so much as a question, but more a recognition of 
this shared moment. The woman wades a little further into 
the whitewash until her sari is drenched.

“Yes,” says Rachel. “It does.” She glances over her shoulder 
towards the man sleeping on the beach. 

“You are looking for someone?” asks the woman, laughing 
with childish excitement every time the waves rolled by her. 

“Not today,” says Rachel, trying to be friendly. The woman 
doesn’t strike Rachel as intrusive, only curious.

“Well, you know how life is. Sometimes you don’t find 
who you were looking for but you find someone else instead. 
Sometimes you find what you were looking for only to 
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realize you never lost it. And then sometimes you spend so 
long looking for it, by the time you find it you no longer 
need it.”

“Yes,” says Rachel. It is her turn to laugh. “All true.” She is 
struck by how easily the woman’s thoughts flow into words, 
as if she has rehearsed this line for chance encounters such as 
this one.

“I believe you will find what you are looking for. Today 
is that kind of day,” the woman says confidently. She extends 
her arms skyward in an embrace of the sun’s benevolence. 
The water divides around her waist and her sari swirls about 
like the tail of a giant rainbow fish. She says a little chant and 
then tells Rachel. “Remember that you are cherished. If  you 
remember this, what you have lost will be found.” She hikes 
her sari up to her knees and wades back to the beach. “Oh. I 
must get that sleepy old man up off the sand. He is missing 
this precious day.”

Rachel walks a little further and is brought down by the 
suspicion that the woman might be a spiritual teacher or guru 
– someone used to planting penetrating, unanswerable human 
questions in the minds of complete strangers. This is, after all, 
Malibu. Yet, if she has fallen under the spell of the woman’s 
joy without feeling pressured into being someone she is not – 
for this small gift, she is grateful. 

Rachel wades a little further into the water and closes 
her eyes to feel the warmth of the sun upon her skin as the 
woman had done. The sound of the waves is a balm to her 
nerves. 

When she opens her eyes again, she looks behind her but 
the woman has gone, vanished. There is no dozing old man, 
no umbrella, no fuchsia to shout back at the blinding midday 
sun. There are no footprints in the sand. Rachel continues 
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her beach walk, left to wonder if she has imagined the whole 
thing. She scans the beach to steady her mind. For now, her 
own company will have to suffice. And for the remainder of 
the walk back to the parking lot, with the sun burning in the 
sky, its rays sparkling off the cool green Pacific, it does.
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51.

Secrets of the Sagebrush

The cell phone buzzes in the glove box of the minivan. 
Rachel rummages around in the back for some dry 

clothes and comes up with a pair of grey sweatpants and a Tri-
Tech Environmental Services t-shirt. The water in her water 
bottle is now hot but she drinks all of it. Her skin is cool from 
the ocean water. She feels awake, renewed. 

There are seventeen text messages on her phone, thirteen  
of them from her children, and four messages from Rob. She 
checks them all to make sure nobody has been abducted or 
injured. Rob wanted to know when she is coming home 
because he needs to leave again, first thing in the morning. It 
never occurred to Rachel that one step off the track could 
derail an entire family. There are a few messages asking about 
the location of critical supplies – scissors, scotch tape, an 
extension cord, a tri-fold, black Sharpies. They’ll all have to 
figure it out for a few more hours.

She decides to drive up PCH until it intersects with HWY 
101 around Oxnard. She needs gas again. She is thinking about 
Joan, and what it might have been like to be that beautiful, to 
have been part of the Hollywood elite, central to a scene 
that was happening at a time when the country was a mess. 
California was still open then – before the spec housing boom 
of the 1980s rolled up the land, chewing up hills and valleys, 
rivers and coastline and spitting out suburbs. She is thinking 
about what the woman standing in the waves said to her. “I 
think you will find what you are looking for.”

Rachel fills up at a gas station. She goes into the 
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convenience store to pay for her gas and a coconut popsicle 
behind a man asking for directions. He wants to know how 
many miles to the SR23, as he is making a delivery and his 
phone is dead. 

The young man behind the register opens a map. “SR23 
is Decker Road, just off the PCH, near Malibu.”

“Is it before Malibu or after?” asks the man.
The young man behind the counter has no idea. He 

substitutes not knowing with some odd and entertaining 
facts about Decker Road, one of them being that many cars 
have gone off over the side of the road and most remained 
there, rusting on the hillside, grown over.

While they are discussing miles, something clicks in 
Rachel’s head. Joan said once, “I buried all that at the car 
crash.”

Unconnected bits of information orbit around the obvious 
like small planets.  The slip of paper inside the false teeth – 

“PCH-N-MM23” and the key to an empty safe deposit box. 
Joan said her car had gone off the road, and she had been 
pronounced dead. What could she have meant by that? Colin 
said something about a mile-marker. She could call him. That 
would be the easy thing to do. But then he isn’t stupid. He 
would ask why she wants to know, and maybe put the pieces 
together himself. Really, she doesn’t know him at all.

Perhaps Joan buried something else there – something she 
didn’t want anyone to find and had no intention of returning 
for in her lifetime. Facts, dates and seemingly inconsequential 
details like pieces of paper and false teeth coalesce. 

“The car crash!” She says out loud. Everyone looks at her. 
She is thinking. That’s where Joan buried the necklace. It 
must have been long after the fact. Of course! She buried “all 
that” at the site of the car crash. 
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Rachel drives north until she sees a hardware store on 
the landward side of PCH. After stopping in to buy a spade 
and a sun hat, she decides at the last minute to put a pair of 
rubber boots back. She has no idea where to look for the 
remains of Joan’s car. She parks on a small gravel pullout, then 
she checks her phone to see if a story is posted somewhere 
on the Internet about the wreck that took the life of Cheryl 
Lundquist and her husband whose name she sadly realizes she 
doesn’t know. After a few searches, an image comes up of the 
wreckage, which reveals nothing about the precise location. 
However, the story that follows contains one crucial tidbit of 
information – the car was a convertible.

She finds Decker Road easily enough. After a few steep 
turns, she comes into full view of the vast ocean, the sun 
shining brilliantly back at her from the living surface of the 
water. Looking down the slope, she searches for signs of 
wrecks or a deer trail through the scrubby vegetation. The 
pitch in some places is a sheer drop, a descent that would, 
under better circumstances, require a rope and harness. After 
reading what little she can find about the crash, she has a 
general idea where it took place so she decides just to walk 
the highway until the spirit moves her. 

The sun overhead is hot. A steady stream of sports cars 
roars by. After an hour or so, she decides to abandon this 
search and go home. But the broader implications of her 
little excursion are inescapable. Has she really come to find a 
famous stolen necklace? Or has she come to find answers to 
questions she can’t articulate? What is she doing here?

Two turkey vultures swoop down over her head, catch 
a thermal and ascend skyward. Others join them and they 
circle overhead, not far from where she is. She wonders if they 
know something she doesn’t, if they aren’t, in fact, endowed 
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with the gift of foresight.
A small animal trail leads through the brush towards a 

knoll that rises up towards an overlook. Lost in thought, she 
picks her way through spiky shrubs and sagebrush that tear 
at the skin of her exposed legs. She makes slow progress as 
the terrain changes towards a place where the trails opens up 
a little. Finding purchase on the dry soil is difficult. Rachel 
stops abruptly, her heart pounding at the telltale warning of 
rattling and vibrating stalks of dry grass. She stands very still, 
and although she cannot see the snake, the rattling is very 
close by. In a minute, a four-foot long, mother-of-all-rattlers 
moves across the path and into the cover of the brush. It takes 
its sweet time to clear off. Once she is sure it is gone, she 
bushwhacks in the opposite direction to begin her frantic 
ascent back to the road.

Along the way she stops at another little knoll to take in 
a spectacular view of the coastline. A pile of fox scat covers 
one of the rocks but there is otherwise no trace of human 
trespassing. She stumbles on a bit of loose trail, loses her 
footing and goes rolling down the hill, badly scraping her 
hands and knees as she tumbles over rocks – one of which 
finds her head – until she comes to a painful halt against a 
rusted metal shape sticking out of the ground. Her hands are 
cut and her wrist, she is fairly sure, is either badly sprained or 
broken. Her legs are covered with scratches, some of them 
bleeding, and she has a small egg on her forehead. 

The tears come. She is ridiculous, she thinks, lost and 
pathetic. The tears flow from a deep reservoir in her soul, fed 
by springs of mental anguish. The salt stings her wounds. Her 
entire body is shaking, and the merciless afternoon sun beats 
down upon her. She listens to the cars speeding along the 
road above her. And then another feeling comes, sitting there 
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on the hot sandstone soil on the mountainside above Malibu, 
searching for a mythical necklace whose patron goddess 
promises liberation from the traps of human suffering. She 
begins to laugh. She laughs and cries, alive to herself and 
the world in a way she has not been since she was young, 
wandering scraped and bruised through the woods of her 
childhood, feral, following rabbit trails through the coyote 
bush and sage, wading in the creeks among the alders and 
willows. She has not found what she was looking for, but 
something else that had been lost is discovered nonetheless, as 
the woman at the beach said before she vanished like a mirage.

It is at that moment that she sees something: a bare patch 
of light sandstone earth, not five feet from her is the rusted 
frame of a convertible. Only the middle of the car remains; 
the rest has been worn down or carried away by time and the 
elements. Her fall was arrested by a piece of the car – a fender. 
The rest of the car lies buried in an unmarked grave. She gets 
up and brushes herself off and goes to investigate. She finds 
the faded remnants of a plastic bouquet set down upon a pile 
of stones. Rachel removes the pile and clears away a little of 
the soil. It is as logical a place as any to dig. Though her wrist 
aches and throbs, she sets aside the stones, one by one, all the 
while fearing that the rusted frame of the car is full of snakes.

She takes her trowel from her bag and digs underneath the 
place where the bouquet was placed until the unmistakable 
sound of metal on metal rings out like a bell. Slowly, Rachel 
unearths a rectangular metal box meant for storing wrenches. 
It is heavy and it is also locked. She tries the key she found in 
the false teeth. Both the lock and the key are rusted, but it is a 
fit and the lock does eventually turn, though the unlocking is 
merely symbolic since the box is small and portable. And yet, 
it feels strangely satisfying to see the pieces of the puzzle come 
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together. Inside is a piece of torn velvet, wrapped around 
something heavy but not rigid. In an instant she knows what 
it is she’s found.

 The emerald and the cut diamonds catch the rays of 
the setting afternoon sun. Deep within the green gemstone, 
Rachel can make out the silhouette of a tiny woman, holding 
her small arms towards the impenetrable ceiling of her 
luminous, verdant cell.

Rachel puts the necklace to her lips. “Free at last,” she 
whispers.

She fills the box with small stones and sand, locks it and 
reburies it for future treasure hunters, or scorpions, or rust, or 
whatever might find its way into that empty prison.
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52.

Housekeeping

Felix’s reunion with the woman formerly known as 
Cheryl Lundquist closes the distance separating four 

lonely decades of wandering in their respective deserts. At 
the beginning of the evening, his old friend Cheryl insists 
that he call her Joan, because she says she is unaccustomed 
to answering to any other name after so many years. But 
as they sit together, reminiscing through the long hours of 
the night, her past life comes back into focus, and Felix sees 
glimmers of the woman he had known. By morning Joan is 
now Cheryl again. Upon the abandonment of her identity as 
Joan Stephens, something trapped takes flight and she seems 
to radiate like a long-dying person suddenly healed. 

Fastidious Felix cannot help but observe that Cheryl’s 
house is a hoarder’s paradise of dead houseplants, crystal 
figurines, piles of slick mail order catalogs, and paper shopping 
bags full of plastic shopping bags. The only cupboard in 
current use is the one where she stores the gin. Felix sees 
before him a life as broken as his own. The one thing that 
divides their fortunes is this house; she has one, and he does 
not. Homeownership is much better than stolen jewels. For 
one thing, owning a home is legal.

Around midday, he goes back to Agate’s, showers, naps, 
and arrives at eight for dinner.  Cheryl wears an apron with 
four little dogs hand-quilted on the front. She says, “I made 
chicken Kiev. “ She scratches her head. “Or Cacciatore. Isn’t 
it always just chicken? And rice and a salad,” she adds self-
consciously. “I don’t cook much anymore. It’s just me and my 
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girls.”
“Cheryl,” Felix is touched by the effort she has made. 

“This is lovely.” All the while Felix, who is an excellent cook 
– almost as good as Agate - is thinking about all the meals he 
might make in a kitchen with so many working appliances, 
and so underutilized as this one is.

Cheryl takes a sip of her drink. “I’m going to need another 
one if I’m going to tell my whole damn story again. I think 
that’s why people stop dating when they get old. Who wants 
to tell the same damn story over and over again?”

“You don’t have to,” says Felix. 
“I’d like to set the record straight before I die. And that 

could be tomorrow,” she laughs.
“Don’t say such things,” says Felix. “Shhh.”
Cheryl makes a few attempts to set the table but it is dusty 

and covered with mail and clutter. Her hands tremble slightly 
and the plates rattle as she sets them down. Felix knows that 
she is upset. Her ears used to turn red when she was upset and 
they are scarlet now.

“I meant,” says Felix, putting his hand on her wrist, “that 
you don’t have to have another drink. You don’t have to hide 
from me. I have been sent by a higher power to help you,” he 
says. “And to help me.” He rises on his creaky knees to explore 
the cupboards and drawers until he eventually finds a tray 
of forks and knives. After washing the dishes and silverware 
and setting the table, Felix serves what looks to be a very 
promising meal. Every pot and pan in the house has been 
summoned to the task of dinner, and the sink is now full. It is 
just the final details of the dinner Cheryl struggles with. Felix 
feels a warm rush of nostalgia watching her – a woman who 
had once stopped traffic with her smile - stare despondently 
at her drink. He remembers shamefully that he came all this 
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way to rob her.
“Did you know Las Palmas was bought and converted to 

condos?” She asks. This is news to Felix. “It was a good time, 
wasn’t it? Places like that aren’t around anymore.”

It is then Felix notices the black and white photo on her 
counter. The glass is cracked but he can still make out the 
faded image of Cheryl sitting at the bar next to her husband, 
whose head is turned away. Felix is there in the background. 

“You saved this? All these years – imagine that.”
“Let’s eat first and then talk,” says Cheryl. “I’m starved.”
Felix serves them both food and a tall glass of water, “I 

don’t think I was ever happier. I was good at my job - good 
to customers is good for business. I like people, you know. I 
always wanted to open a little place of my own. But it never 
happened.”

“Remind me,” says Cheryl. “Tell me about those times.”
Their conversation floats lightly over their days spent at 

Las Palmas, the stars and producers who frequented the beach 
club and bar, and, of course, the wild parties. It is Cheryl who 
brings up the burglary, the accident on Decker Road, her 
death, the drowning of Casper Gleeson. “Yes,” she says. “I’m 
sure it was murder.” 

Felix tells her how he’d had to leave, how his life had 
been derailed, how he’d gone to Mexico to work and how 
he’d never really managed to get his feet under his legs again 
himself when he came back. He talked about Hiram, how he 
wanted a clean start for his nephew, a young man he has great 
hopes for despite the current stage of his metamorphosis.

At the end of the evening, Cheryl rests a thin hand on 
Felix’s shoulder. “It’s good to have an old friend.” Then she 
claps her hands together. “You know! We should have a party. 
We should throw a party here! To celebrate!”
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Felix agrees. He needs to celebrate. When he leaves the 
house, there is a man who looks very out of place sitting in 
the driver's seat of a white ChemDry van across the street. 
The man does not strike Felix as someone in the business 
of cleaning carpets. Why would a carpet cleaner be looking 
through binoculars?

Felix’s car will not start – the battery is dead. He must call 
Agate. Only later will he realize the words on the crooked 
magnet on the side of the van – “We tackle your toughest 
stains!” was yet another sign.
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53.

Birds on a Wire

Tulare picks a bunch of collard greens and fills a carton 
with plump sweet peas. He checks his watch. Time to 

pay a visit to the Faultlilly ladies. 
The weather lends itself to strolling, so he goes on foot 

for a change, in hopes of clearing his mind. The younger Ms. 
Faultlilly arrives at the door with her hair in rollers.

“Mr. Tulare! I had no idea you were coming by,” she says. 
She is quite a sight, standing behind the screen door and 
Tulare thinks that Faulkner himself could not have painted a 
scene more evocative of the congenital, rural spinster.

“The sweet peas are ready, and I know how much your 
mother loves them. I’m not intruding, am I?” He holds a 
brown paper bag out as an offering.

“Of course not. Won’t you come in? I’m afraid I'm unfit 
for company. Come sit with Mother while I make myself 
presentable. I should warn you,” she whispers, her breath 
smelling oddly of cat food. “Mother is out of sorts today.”

Tulare steps into the dark front room. Mrs. Faultlilly the 
elder rests in the stuffed chair – a cadaver on her throne 
of threadbare velvet and dust mites. He can hear the wind 
knocking around in her ancient lungs, escaping in dry, 
disapproving coughs. She narrows her eyes at Tulare.

“I hate those dern sweet peas. They make my throat itch. I 
know I told you that," scolds the old woman.

 “Oh, I’m sorry. I must have forgotten,” Tulare puts the 
peas back into his cloth bag. Through the lace curtains, Tulare 
sees the Belgian and his weathered sidekick hurry into the 
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shop. 
The younger Ms, Faultlilly emerges from her musty bower 

having powdered and thereby flattened the contours of an 
already flounderish face. “Would you mind if I checked your 
wiring upstairs in the attic? I think I saw a loose wire when I 
was coming up to the house. Could be a fire hazard.”

“By all means,” beams the younger Ms. Faultlilly. 
The elder barks at him, “Stop bringing me those dern 

peas!”
Tulare listens on the wire. He recognizes an address he 

knows at once to be that of Joan Stephens, and a date - Friday. 
He hears a man who is not the Belgian mention something 
about “pressing the old broad” and a bank box and something 
about a bug at the bank. Tulare listens and listens closer until 
he understands they’ve had a tip from an insider that someone 
has been to the bank this morning – a woman who meets 
the description of Rachel who claims to be the niece of the 
person who rented the box. 

“No,” says Tulare out loud. “It couldn’t be.” And then he 
smiles.

 He hears the bell on the door jingle scratchily on the 
wire, signaling their departure to Tulare. He parts the lace 
curtains in time to see the Belgian get into a silver Mercedes 
with the same man he’d gone in with.

About a half a block away, another man closes the driver 
side door of a black Nissan Sentra and follows the Mercedes. 
As he passes in front of the Faultlilly house, even from across 
the street Tulare knows for certain that this is Krzyowski. 

“Well, lookie what the cat dragged in,” he says to himself. If 
only they’d believed him. Friday morning he’ll make the call.

Tulare goes back downstairs. “Well?” asks the young 
Faultlilly. “Was there a problem with the wire?”
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“I fixed it. I suspect it was just the birds, you know birds  
perching on the wires.  Over time, the wires come loose.”

“How kind. Who were you talking to?”
“Me? Well, only the ghosts in the attic.”
“It’s so nice to have a man around the house,” beams the 

daughter.
The elder retorts, “It’s nice to have one under the house, 

too!”
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54.

A Bird in the Hand

Rachel crawls on all fours, reaching for branches, leaves, 
anything for support as she attempts this treacherous 

climb towards the top of the hill, the road, and her minivan. 
Finding the necklace does her no good if she dies with it in 
her hand out here in the scrub.

Despite the fact that she is scratched and bruised, and 
babying what she fears is a badly sprained wrist, adrenaline 
pumps through her veins. The moment before she steps out 
of the sagebrush, seconds before she reaches the shoulder of 
the road in time to catch the last glint of the setting sun on 
the forest green paint of her minivan – summit of all summits 
– the Velcro strap on her sandal snags on a branch and the 
sandal is torn from her foot, throwing her off balance.

Protecting her painful wrist, she slips trying to steady 
herself on one bare foot and falls in a patch of gravel and 
broken glass. With endorphins flooding her system, at first 
Rachel doesn’t feel the nail puncture her heel. It is only after 
she limps to her car that she sees the bloody footsteps behind 
her. And by chance, while fumbling in her drawstring bag for 
her keys and wondering if she’d dropped them during the 
treacherous crossing does she become aware of the tap shoe-
on-the-asphalt sound. The pain tells her that it’s her heel.

The cars race by, leaving dust devils in their wake. Inside 
the minivan, Rachel drinks the dregs of her water and 
considers her options. She can make the seven-hour drive 
home in pain, and pray that no new misfortune will befall her, 
something that has become all the more crucial considering 
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her cargo. Or, she can find an emergency care clinic, get the 
nail sticking out of her foot removed by a professional, have 
her wrist wrapped and show up around dawn looking like an 
escaped convict. 

Rachel tries to remove the nail by herself but to no 
avail. This is battlefield medicine and she is no soldier. She 
feels faint. The cell phone must be used once again to find a 
clinic somewhere in Los Angeles and eventually she locates 
one in Santa Monica.  The drive down the winding road is 
horrendous and she thinks she might pass out from the searing 
pain in her foot. Her wrist is beginning to swell which makes 
navigating the precipitous corners nearly impossible. She fears 
she too might claim her plot in the automotive graveyard that 
flanks Decker Road before she reaches the bottom.

Her cell phone rings. Miranda.
“Hello?” she says. 
“Mom! Where the hell are you? Dad and Gramma are 

worried sick. Dad thinks you’ve lost your mind.”
“I’m fine,” says Rachel. “I’m having a little car trouble.”
“Where are you?”
“I’m near the coast. I’ll take care of it and then be home.”
“We can come pick you up,” says Miranda. From the pauses 

in Miranda’s speech and a man’s voice in the background, 
Rachel knows that Rob is prompting her. If he’s wondering 
where she is, it means he’s lost it and the kids are scared.

“I have to go now, honey. Don’t wait up for me. I’ll be 
home as soon as I can.”

“Mom. You’re coming back, right?” Now there is real 
doubt and concern in Miranda’s voice, unprompted.

“What? Of course I’m coming back. I just pushed the old 
minivan a little too hard and now I’m waiting for the guy at 
the gas station to fix it.”
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Rob inserts himself into the conversation. “What’s wrong 
with the minivan? We just had it serviced!”

“I don’t know, Rob. Maybe it’s the 250,000 miles we put 
on it. Cars wear out, just like people. I’ve got to go.”

Rachel drives for nearly an hour until she finds the clinic 
in a small strip mall in Culver City between a convenience 
store and a locksmith.

After hiding the metal box under the driver’s seat, she 
limps towards the double glass doors, dragging her bloody 
foot behind her. The place appears empty. The poor woman 
who has just come back to her post at the front desk drops 
her coffee when she sees the nail sticking out of Rachel’s 
bare foot. The woman hands Rachel a clipboard with papers 
to fill out, then disappears into the back area of the clinic and 
returns accompanied by a man Rachel assumes to be a doctor. 
He is a serious man of about forty, swarthy and unshaven, 
who looks like he hasn’t slept in weeks. He looks at Rachel’s 
foot and tells the nurse to get some crutches.

“You really need to go to the ER,” his tone is more 
annoyed than concerned.

“I drove myself here. I can’t afford a trip to the ER,” Rachel 
replies.

He confers with the woman at the front desk who 
is visibly repulsed by the sight of the blood dripping from 
Rachel’s foot on the linoleum, probably because she will be 
the one to deal with the mess. The doctor nods and turns 
again to Rachel. “The nurse will get you cleaned up. I’ll be 
right in to look at that foot.”

Inside the examining room, the nurse is waiting – black 
woman not much older than Rachel who smells of fragrant 
flowers from some distant land. Rachel feels ashamed. The 
nurse asks, “So, were you being chased by a pack of wolves?”
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Rachel doesn’t know what to say. Everything so far has 
been her own fault. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Do you want me to call someone?” asks the nurse.
She understands what the nurse is telling her – they think 

she’s been abused or assaulted. And here she is thinking about 
the $35 million necklace in her car and getting home to her 
children in the wine country. She feels guilty, dishonest.

“No cops.” 
“You’re going to need a tetanus shot and the doctor is 

probably going to prescribe some antibiotics.”
“Okay,” says Rachel, trying to figure out how she is going 

to pay the bill without using her credit card. Rob will see that 
she’d been in LA. “I have a favor to ask. I need to pay cash. If 
I use a card, I’ll be traced. He’ll know that I was here and I 
need to get as far away as possible. I don’t have any cash on 
hand. But I’m good for it. I really am.”

The nurse puts her hand on her hips and turns her head 
to look at Rachel from a new angle, as if trying to detect 
some trace amount of bullshit. “I see.” When the nurse looks 
at Rachel there is nothing but pity on her face. “My name is 
Candace, by the way.”

“Cheryl,” says Rachel. “I’m Cheryl.”
Candace makes small talk to distract Rachel from her 

discomfort. She gives Rachel a shot to numb her foot and in 
a few minutes the doctor comes in to extract the nail. He is 
all business and mechanics. He pulls the nail out, examines it 
as if to make sure it is truly a nail, puts a bandage on her foot, 
gives her a starter pack of antibiotics, a page of undecipherable 
instructions and leaves abruptly.

Candace focuses on cleaning Rachel up. Lightly, she 
touches the egg on Rachel’s head. “My son had a lump that 
size once. Scared me to death. He rode his bike into a parking 
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meter.”
“Is he okay?”
“Oh, yes. He was about seven at the time. Now he’s getting 

married.”
“You don’t look old enough to have a son who’s getting 

married,” Rachel flatters Nurse Candace while she wraps 
Rachel’s wrist.

Candace makes small talk while she cleans out the hole in 
Rachel’s heel. “Well, he’s still my baby. He’s a history teacher 
– high school. Just finished his credential two years ago and 
he took a job at a tough school. His fiancé is in law school. 
She’s from a wealthy family. You know, I put both of my kids 
through college working night shifts. He’s worried that he 
can’t afford a nice ring. I keep telling him that it shouldn’t 
matter what kind of ring you give her – you’re giving her 
your heart. But he’s worried her family doesn’t think he’s 
good enough.” 

“What about her? How does she feel about him?”
“She adores him, loves him to pieces. And he’s worth it – 

not just because he’s my son, but because he’s all heart, you 
know, he cares so much about others.” 

“Sounds like a wonderful young man,” says Rachel.
The peroxide stings something fierce. Candace pats 

Rachel’s hand. Wiping away the dirt and dried blood exposes 
a flap of skin torn away from her knee, and a wound that is 
full of glass and road dust. “You’re probably going to need 
stitches on that. I can do a butterfly for now.”

Nurse Candace applies the strips with great care. Rachel 
feels immense gratitude.“You know I have this friend who 
used to be a movie star a long time ago. A lot of men gave 
her things, sometimes jewelry. She told me that a successful 
woman can never really win when it comes to the ring she 
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wears. Either the ring is big and expensive and people are 
jealous and talk or speculate, or it is small and inexpensive 
and she feels undeserving of nice things. She said a wedding 
ring should be modest - even a gold band – so people don’t 
ask questions, but that a woman should have a secret diamond 
that she keeps close, like an insurance policy in case love fails. 
She said when a woman has a secret ring, love stands a better 
chance.”

“There’s some truth to that,” agrees Nurse Candace. “But 
right now my poor son is working himself to the bone and 
he can’t even afford a gold band.”

“I don’t think she meant a real secret diamond. I think it 
was symbolic, like an inner source of value and purpose.”

“Well, for that he has his faith. I just want my son to be 
happy. And she loves him so they’re just going to have to build 
their life together on that with the blessing of the Lord.”

“Yes,” says Rachel. “You’re right.”
“So, I think we’re done here. I’m going to go see about 

you checking out. In the meantime, elevate that foot.”
“You’re an angel,” whispers Rachel.
“Well, it’s the city of angels, isn’t it?” 
Nurse Candace is opening the door when Rachel says to 

her. “Tell him I wish him many happy years of marriage.”
“Thank you,” says Nurse Candace, and then walks out the 

door.
Rachel considers the blue diamond ring in her purse. She 

checks to see if it is still there and there it is, safe in a little 
velvet drawstring pouch. She fishes it out, wraps the bag in 
gauze, and leaves it on the examining table with a little note 
written on the paper sheet.

 
For Nurse Candace. A little gift to help your son get off on the right 
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foot. Thanks for taking the nail out of mine! Best wishes, Cheryl.

Rachel tiptoes out into the hallway, finds a back door, 
then exits quietly. The minivan is parked at the curb, waiting 
for her like the faithful servant it is. She drives to the 405 
until she reaches the 5, and heads north. It is eight p.m. 
 

On the other side of the Grapevine, Rachel stops at a gas 
station to fill up. The entire fifteen-minute pit stop feels like 
a bad dream in which she is being chased by a murderous 
mob. Shapes move under the strange shadows cast by the 
florescent lights above the gas pumps. She buys herself a large 
Coke on ice, finds a country music station that she listens to 
until she feels psychotic, and arrives home at two. She doesn’t 
remember ever having been in so much pain.

Entering the house, Rachel is aware of a spooky silence. 
Rob hasn’t left a porch light on for her, and not wanting to 
disturb anyone, Rachel tiptoes softly into the house until she 
trips over a body and falls upon her injured foot. She screams 
in pain. The body squeals; it is Charlie sleeping on the hard 
floor next to the dog, obviously waiting for her to return. 
This causes her to feel both sad and angry that his distress has 
gone unnoticed and untended. 

“Mom? Is that you?”
“Yes, honey. I’m home but I hurt my foot. I didn’t mean 

to scare you.”
Methane, who is as black as the night, jumps up to greet 

Rachel but because she doesn’t see him, she falls into the 
railing of the stairs, yells out again in pain and all hell breaks 
loose. The lights go on and five children emerge from their 
bedrooms. Oliver runs to Rachel, but when he sees her 
covered with bruises, scratches and bandages, a purple egg on 
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her forehead, he begins to sob. Rob is the last one out of the 
bedroom.

“I’m tired,” she says. “I’ll talk to everyone in the morning. 
Please let me go to sleep. It’s been a long day.”

Rob throws up his arms. “Mom’s home from Nam, or 
wherever she was. Everyone into bed.”

Rachel takes a scalding shower and crawls into her side of 
the bed. Without a word of explanation to Rob, she falls into 
a deep and feverish sleep. 

In the morning she awakes stiff and in pain, soaked in 
sweat with her foot throbbing. Charlie and Juno are on either 
side of her, having joined the party sometime during the 
night. Oliver sleeps stretched out horizontally across the foot 
of the bed next to Methane, who has followed him upstairs 
despite his objection to exertion. Beatrice and Miranda come 
in with coffee and toast. 

“Breakfast” says Beatrice. 
Miranda pinches her nose and grimaces at the sight of 

so many bodies in one bed. “Wow. Welcome to the season 
premier of ‘Alaskan Bush People’.”
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55.

 Souvenirs 

Rob is long gone when Rachel makes her appearance 
downstairs at 7:00 a.m. A sealed envelope rests 

ominously on a clean kitchen table. It is addressed to Rachel 
in her mother’s handwriting.

Dear Rachel,
We were all very worried about you. Rob called this morning to 

say that you had made it home safely. I don’t know where you went, 
but next time leave your cell phone on. I am very concerned about 
Miranda. I am not going to betray my eldest granddaughter’s trust, 
but you need to ask what’s going on. I think it could become serious 
if you and Rob don’t find a way to intervene. Please call me when 
you wake up. I’m sorry I had to leave. Had to get home to my life.

Love, 
Mom
 
“It’s Tuesday,” says Charlie. “What are we doing today?”
“You don’t have school?”asks Rachel.
“Furlough day,” says Beatrice.
“We’re going to the beach of course,” says Rachel, thinking 

of nothing she’d rather do less than pack up the minivan and 
spend another hour and a half driving to the coast on four 
hours of sleep with a sprained wrist, an egg on her forehead, 
and a nail hole in her foot. 

The rest of the morning is a blur. They pull into a crowded 
parking lot at Stinson Beach at noon after a harrowing drive 
over a mountain road crumbling into ravines at every hairpin 
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turn. Juno throws up on the way, and, Miranda, who’s been 
forced to come along, complains bitterly, holding everyone 
hostage with her adolescent brooding and disdain for those 
unfortunate enough to be related to her. Rachel considers 
leaving her at the beach with bus money then recalls what her 
mother had said in her note. 

The beach is foggy and cold but the kids scatter and busy 
themselves in the shallow pools of water cut off from the 
receding tide. Oliver makes a concentration camp for sand 
crabs in his bucket. Beatrice sees a few girls from school who 
Rachel learns told Beatrice they weren’t going anywhere for 
the day, and so there is that to contend with now. Miranda 
sunbathes in her tiny bikini and takes selfies. 

At some point during the day, Rachel makes a half-
hearted attempt to talk to Miranda, but is shut out in a series 
of curt syllables. It is time to admit defeat, at least until she 
recuperates. The pain in her foot is supernatural, but if she 
takes another painkiller, she won’t be able to drive home. 
So she endures. The kids seem to be too afraid of what has 
happened to Rachel’s face and foot to ask questions.

“You are all going down to San Diego for Gramma Inez’s 
and Grampa Frank’s wedding anniversary next week,” says 
Rachel, doling out peanut butter sandwiches. Juno drops hers 
in the sand, brushes it off and eats it anyway. Rachel thinks 
she likes it better with sand.

“Yeah. I know. Ruins my whole summer. Wait,” says 
Miranda sitting up. Rachel sees the reflection of her bruised, 
scratched face in Miranda’s mirror sunglasses. “You’re coming 
too?”

“Yes. Of course I’m coming. I was just wondering if you 
might like to stay down there for a while. Summer break 
starts soon and your grandmother would love it.”
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“No way,” snaps Miranda. “I’ve got plans. Plus Gramma 
Inez and me – bad combo.”

Later, Rachel goes over how she will break the news to 
Miranda that she will be on a plane to San Diego the day after 
school gets out. She contemplates her strategy as she waits 
in line for soft scoop ice cream cones along with at least a 
hundred other people, many of them teenage girls in thongs, 
blissfully ignorant of at least four leering men. Summer 
vacation is only eight day away. Rachel shouldn’t be standing. 
Her foot hurts beyond reason.

Miranda will not like this news at all, but she won’t 
dare defy her grandmother. Inez is the most formidable and 
dogmatically fortified woman Rachel has ever known; the 
cosmos of the fundamentalist is always small. But if anyone 
can straighten Miranda out, it is Inez. Gramma Inez and 
her churchy friends run a bible camp in the summer in 
the mountains east of San Diego – a hot, dry, unforgiving 
landscape of scrub, lizards and snakes – “like a scene from 
Gunslinger” is how Rob describes it only because Gunslinger is 
the only book Rob ever finished. Inez is a strict, moralizing, 
scold who is only too happy to take Miranda on as a project, 
especially if the point can be made that the matriarch of 
the Alvarez family has been called up to sort through the 
wreckage of Rachel’s mothering. As much as Rachel hates to 
admit it, a break from Miranda would be a good start to the 
summer; a woman as desperate for relief as she is must accept 
whatever help is offered.

By the end of the day, Rachel has a fever. There was no 
time to fill her prescription for antibiotics in the morning, 
and she is now sure she has an infection.  The necklace has 
been archived until a later date when she can properly address 
it. For now, it’s safely under the driver’s seat of the minivan, 
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where no mere mortal would dare to go. 
They make it home, sandy, and half-starved. Rachel 

collapses on the couch. She can think of no one to help her 
and the drug store will be closed in an hour.

Desperate, she calls, of all people, Colin.

An hour later the doorbell rings and the twins run to 
answer it.

“Mom,” says Juno. “There’s an old man at the door. He has 
a bag in his hand. Should I tell him to take a hike?”

Miranda comes running down the stairs. “Is it for me?” 
“No,” says Rachel, wrapped in a One Direction blanket 

on the couch with her teeth chattering. “It’s for me. Behave 
yourselves.”

Colin crosses the threshold of the house with the  
calculated caution of a man stepping onto an nuclear sub.

“They’ve all been vaccinated,” says Rachel. Colin hands 
her the antibiotics, a bottle of ibuprofen and a cold bottle of 
ginger ale.

“I had nobody else to call,” she says. He looks around the 
living room and puts his hand gently on her shoulder. 

“You look like hell,” he says.
“Thank you,” says Rachel. “I would explain but I’m too 

tired.”
He fells her forehead. “You’re burning up.”
Miranda, meanwhile, is shooting daggers at her mother. 

“I’m Miranda,” she says. “I’m Rachel’s daughter.”
“Colin,” says Colin. “Looks like your mother could use a 

little help. How about you tell me where the dishes go and 
you can get your younger brothers and sister into bed so your 
mother can rest.”

“Mom? Who is this guy?”
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“His name is Dr. Penley,” says Rachel. “Don’t be rude.”
Miranda skulks off.
Colin takes command as Rachel surrenders to delirium.
At around eleven, she wakes up. The house is in order and 

quiet. Colin sits on the couch reading a Harry Potter book.
“The third one is my favorite,” says Rachel meekly..
“God, I’d wish written this,” says Colin.
“Who doesn’t?” Rachel sits up. “Thank you for coming. I 

had nobody else to call.”
“Yes, you said that already.” His face is all kindness.
“Did I? I’m sorry. It’s true.”
“Everybody needs someone once in a while.”
“I have something for you,” she says. She makes a move 

to sit up but he stops her. “My purse. It’s on the desk in the 
kitchen.” She flinches from the pain.

“Can’t it wait?” he asks.
“No, it can’t,” says Rachel.
He retrieves her purse and hands it to her. 
“A little souvenir,” she says, and hands him the safety 

deposit box key along with the note.
“I don’t understand,” he says.
“It’s the key to the bank box where Casper Gleeson 

stashed the necklace. Someone was there afterwards. He – or 
she – left this note. I thought you might want it as a keepsake.”

He looks at the note and looks at her. “So this explains 
your new look.” He says, pointing to the bruises and scratches 
on her face.

“Not exactly. But that’s another story.”
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56.

A Guy Walks Into a Bar

On Thursday morning Colin deposits Sam at the airport. 
He is going to visit his mother in her upcountry Maui 

habitat. Katherine – Sam calls her Katherine too – has found 
him a job working on an organic farm for the summer. And 
anyway, Sam reasons, Colin needs space to write his book. 
They both know this is an excuse, and that Colin is no closer 
to writing his book than he was last month or last year, and 
that Sam will never be a farmer.

After saying goodbye, Colin’s mood plummets, and 
he goes home and sleeps until noon until he is awakened 
by the high-pitched drone of gas-powered leaf blower. He 
searches for two full minutes until he finds his phone under a 
mountain of laundry on his bed. There are five text messages 
on his screen. The first is the band, thanking him for offering 
the practice space but they are moving on to Portland. They 
will be passing through at the end of summer and he should 
expect to hear from them then. Four other text messages are 
from Katherine – “Sam arrived” and a few other two syllable 
confirmations that their only son has been safely delivered 
into the care of the more capable parent. One last text is from 
a number he doesn’t recognize.

“This is Rob, Rachel’s husband. Time to talk, asshole.” 
Colin, alarmed, texts Rachel. “Just got a message from 

your husband. Seems to be a misunderstanding.” He waits 
a few minutes but there is no response. He decides to pour 
himself a cup of tea and sit outside in the garden. The last 
thing he needs is an angry, jealous husband or an abandoned 



THE GREEN TARA | 329

mother with five kids to interfere with not writing his book. 
In a while she texts back, “No good deed goes unpunished.” 

And then, “So sorry. Will make it right.”
 Hosts of soldier beetles patrol the climbing roses for 

the last of the aphid scourge. The stems are dotted with the 
dehydrated corpses. Colin is grateful that he is large, and 
soldier beetles are very small. Insects darts in and out of the 
dusty rays of afternoon sunlight filtering through the dense 
branches of the live oak, casting a mosaic of light and shadow 
on the patio.  Colin hopes that he will hear from Rachel to 
say that she is fine and yes, she does have a minute to explain 
to him how she came by these intriguing artifacts – the key 
and the note. 

A large female yellow jacket flies in spastic circles, looking 
for a nest. He swats at it and then does not have to the heart 
to crush it into the ground. He does a few chores, putters 
around the garden and falls into a funk. Fearing that he will 
go crazy if he sits here all evening, Colin drives to the pub.  As 
soon as he orders his first beer, Rachel calls.

“Feeling better?” he asks. He goes into the alleyway to talk. 
“Much,” she says. “Don’t worry about Rob. He’s an idiot.”
“He doesn’t really believe anyone would be interested in 

me. He’s just making things easier on himself.”
Colin wants to tell Rachel how wrong she is, but somehow 

he doesn’t think flattery is a good idea. 
“Did I ever tell you the story of the Green Tara – the curse 

and the mythology behind the necklace?”
“I find it hard to believe that a necklace worth millions 

could come to embody liberation.”
“Unless a person could learn to completely walk away 

from it.”
She sighs. “I wasn’t in the safe deposit box, if that’s what 
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you’re wondering.”
“An average person couldn’t walk away from it. That is 

precisely why the necklace was given to a Tibetan Monk for 
safekeeping. This queen, so goes the story, wanted to protect 
her heart from corruption that would inevitably result from 
owning something so valuable – and not just owning it, but 
coveting it. She wanted to be a ruler of her people and she 
knew that she must be seen as one of them so she wore simple 
clothes and no jewelry. And she also feared for her life.”

“Yes, for women there’s always that. I’m assuming the monk 
didn’t keep the necklace. Everyone knows what happened to 
Frodo.”

“Where would the story be if he did? It was stolen and 
he was killed. That’s where the legend of the ‘curse’ begins. 
And then the necklace changes hands for a few hundred years 
until it resurfaces again.”

“But it hasn’t resurfaced again,” says Rachel. “That’s what 
I’m telling you.”

Colin doesn’t answer. “No, not yet.” He doesn’t know 
why he says this, but as soon as he does, he knows it is true.  
His theory is sound. Cheryl must have moved the necklace 
after the car accident to a place nobody would think to look 
for it. And it is possible that Rachel, who has intimate access 
to Cheryl’s personal belongings, discovered its location, even 
if she did not yet possess the thing. Standing in the center of 
a circle of smokers, Colin sees a man walk into the bar – an 
aged sketch of someone he knows only as a younger version 
of himself. It is that square headed bull of a cop, Kryzowski – 
there is no doubt in Colin’s mind. Things are in motion. “A 
guy just walked into the bar,” says Colin to Rachel. 

“I don’t get it.”
“Neither do I.”
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57.

Sour Grapes

On Friday morning, before any of the kids are up, Rachel 
stashes the necklace in a shoe box she places in a plastic 

tub of clothes the kids have outgrown. Nobody will ever 
think to look inside this bin of orphans’ rags. She can't even 
imagine why she saved them. Rachel’s mind succumbs to 
anxiety producing images of poverty and squalor. She can’t 
believe she let her kids handpick their clothes. Everything 
is polyester and nylon and smells of spoiled food. Yes – the 
necklace will be safe here. 

She admires it for a while before closing the lid. It is 
something to behold. Staring into the emerald and turning it 
around in the light of the garage, she is struck by the irony that 
it is worth more than her life, and she has no doubt people 
are out there who would be more than willing to dispose 
of her to have it. So long as nobody followed her on her 
reconnaissance mission into the scrub, she and her activities 
will remain, as always, uninteresting to the outside world. Still, 
a precious, stolen emerald necklace isn’t something she wants 
to keep indefinitely. 

She has considered and reconsidered handing it over to 
Colin in exchange for a percentage of the reward money. This 
is an exercise in “if x, then y” only – to test her preparedness for 
possible outcomes. He might take the credit for its discovery 
– a boon to his writing career - but he might also accept the 
risk and be saddled with all the lies he would have to tell 
about the clues that led him to the Green Tara’s sagebrush 
burial site. This appeals to Rachel. Colin needs the publicity 
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and she needs the money.
She has a change of heart and re-hides the necklace under 

the driver’s seat of the minivan. Rachel’s injuries are healing 
and the infection is gone, but the start of summer break 
brings its own hazards. Fortunately, Rob will be attending 
the momentous celebration of his parents’ anniversary, an 
event that Rachel will be unable to attend. Rob, she knows, 
will not be happy about this, and his plans depend on her 
managing the kids while he drives and listens to baseball 
all the way through the scrubby waste of the Central Valley, 
past thousands of cattle suffering in waterless, denuded fields, 
knee deep in their own excrement under a punishing sun, the 
horrifying putrid smelling hellhole of a cattle ranch known as 

“Cowschwitz.” Rob won’t be happy at all.
Rachel pokes her head into Miranda’s tiny room next 

to the washer and dryer, now transformed into a sort of 
bohemian boudoir that smells of cloves and patchouli. The 
washer and dryer are covered over with Hawaiian sarongs and 
candles, which will complicate the daily and necessary use 
of the machines. Oliver lies curled up on the bed next to 
Miranda. 

“What are you watching?” asks Rachel
“Gossip Girl,” says Oliver defiantly, as if sharing this 

experience with Miranda is some kind of honor. Rachel 
knows better – Oliver is Miranda’s cover.

“You weren’t supposed to tell, Ollie.” Miranda rolls her 
eyes in coquettishly, daring Rachel to make scene in front 
of Oliver. “I’m never gonna let you watch anything with me 
again.”

“Sorry,” says Oliver, biting at the shreds of his nails.
“Maybe you could both turn off the television and help 

me with dinner.”
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“School’s over,” quips Miranda. “I need to chillax the hell 
out.”

“Chillax the hell out. Hmm. From what?” 
Miranda checks her phone. “Dad texted. He said he is 

stuck in traffic.”
“I didn’t get that text.”
“You were in the group text, Mom.”
“Oh, of course. Thanks for keeping your eyes on your little 

brother, and for, you know, exposing him to Gossip Girls.”
“It’s Gossip Girl, not Girls,” says Oliver defensively.
“Where’s Bea?”
“She went over to check on Joan. I guess she’s having a 

party and she wanted Bea to take the dogs.”
Just then Rachel hears the key turn in the lock. Beatrice 

enters through the garage, four Shirleys in tow. Methane barks 
wildly from the darkness of his den under the desk. “What are 
you doing?” Rachel says. “They can’t all come inside at once.”

Beatrice rolls her eyes. Everyone is rolling eyes today. “I’m 
putting them in the back yard. Joan really needs my help.”

Rachel doesn’t fall for Beatrice’s disingenuous plea. “How 
much did she pay you?”

“Twenty-five bucks.’
“To dog sit? That’s highway robbery.”
“I’m saving for a new backpack.”
“I just bought you a new backpack.”
“No, you bought Miranda a new backpack and she gave 

her old one to me, and it smells like cloves.”
“Okay. But if they poop in the yard it’s on you.”
“Mom, if you haven’t noticed, the back yard is a turd field. 

A few more won’t matter.”
The Shirleys taunt Methane by strutting back in forth 

in front of the desk on their tiny polished nails. Methane 
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whimpers but remains to guard his ratty pillow.
“What a coward you are!” says Rachel, unable to draw 

Methane out. The dog extends her a paw of pitiful supplication. 
“And you’re supposed to be the top of the food chain.”

Beatrice runs this way and that, gathering up the Shirleys 
by stepping on their leashes. “Joan is having a huge party and 
she doesn’t want the dogs running in and out.”

“What do you mean she’s having a party? She didn’t say 
anything to me.”

“Oh. I forgot. She said you were invited. Her new man 
friend is helping her clean up the place. You should go look. 
Her house is like a hotel lobby.”

Now that Joan has a new boyfriend, Rachel worries, 
maybe Joan won’t need her anymore. One less friend is one 
less reason to stay here in the borderlands of Buckeye Creek 
Estates. She experiences a small epiphany: if anyone has taken 
advantage of the friendship, it isn’t Joan. The full weight 
of what Rachel possesses, hidden under driver’s seat of her 
minivan, has yet to sink in. 

The party is a great opportunity to deliver Colin to Joan, 
however. The secret is out. Rachel goes into the garage and 
dials his number but when he says, “Rachel?’ she hears Rob’s 
truck pull up.

“Can you come over?”
“What?” Rob opens the garage door. Outside the sky is 

nearly dark and the garage light is broken so he doesn’t see 
her. He hums softly to himself and she sees him smell his shirt.

 “I’ll call you back.” She quickly hangs up and turns to 
Rob. “I thought you said you were stuck in traffic.”

Rob jumps. “Hi. What are you going in the garage in the 
dark?”

“It’s time for the truth, Rob.”
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“You know 1-80 is a nightmare.”
“Stop it, Rob.!The truth!”
Rob steps forward and grabs her shoulders. He stinks of 

beer and an odor more animal. “For Chrissakes! It’s never 
enough, is it? I work like a dog in Reno and when I come 
home on the weekends, you’re so goddamn unhappy all the 
fuckin’ time! What do you want from me?”

“Nothing. I don’t want anything from you anymore. I 
know you’re seeing someone. I’ve known you for twenty 
years and I know when you’re keeping secrets from me. I’m 
not a fool.”

“It’s not like that, Rach.”
“I’m tired. I’ve been alone with the kids all week. You 

forget – this is a small town, Rob. People who live here go 
up to Tahoe.”

“I don’t have time for this.” After this exchange comes a 
painful silence and shifting and finally Rob cracks. “Okay, so 
I had a beer with a woman. We’re just friends. You have a man 
friend, apparently. He even went and got your pills and put 
the kids to bed.”

“I had an infection Rob.”
“What a stupid excuse. Do you really expect me to believe 

that?”
“Yes. I do. I do expect you to believe that I would accept 

help in any form considering how little I get from you.”
“Some men will do anything for a little ass.” Rob’s face 

contorts into a mask of rage.
“I want you gone by the end of the month!” Rachel is 

shouting now. 
“And how is that going to work? Are you going to get a 

job and pay for all this?”
“I’ll figure something out.”
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“That’s the problem, Rach. You never figure anything out. 
You just spin around in circles. You make enemies all over 
town and you can’t even get along with your mother for a 
single day!”  Rachel is afraid the shouting will attract the kids.

“Excuse me,” says Rachel. She walks out of the garage. 
“Where are you going?”
“I hear Joan’s having a party. I’m going to get ready. You’re 

wrong about me having no friends. I have Joan.”
“Great. You clean her house and organize her bills and take 

care of her dogs. What did she ever do for you?” 
“More than you know.”
“Come on, Rachel,” he pleads, the rage still simmering 

below the surface. “We should talk about this.”
“No more lies, Rob,” says Rachel. She hates it when he 

drinks. The remorse always comes and then they begin again 
and nothing ever changes. Now she wants to be rid of him. 
The alcohol is has left only a brutish, arrogant, selfish man, 
incapable of taking responsibility for his own actions and 
feelings. She, on the other hand, is about to do just that for 
the first time in eighteen years.

The dogs bark in the house and the shrill din of young 
children bickering rises to a deafening level behind the garage 
door. Rachel slips away.
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58.

The Light Fandango

The  loud thump, thump, thumping of dance music comes 
from the direction of Joan’s house. Rachel stands midway 

between her house and Lady Genevieve’s house. That none 
of the neighbors have called the police yet is a small miracle, 
especially since the lights are on in that uptight little piece 
of work’s “home office.” Rachel texts Colin the address 
and “Now’s your chance” but it auto-corrects to “Nowhere 
Chanukah.” As she’s typing, it auto-corrects to Neural Chintz. 
Good thing, she thinks, stomping down the sidewalk, she 
never once considered sharing her pirate’s booty with Rob. 
She stops walking for a moment in front of Glorya’s house, 
shaking badly, her stomach in a thousand knots, wondering if 
she might in fact, be having a heart attack. 

Two neighbors, a retired couple who she’s never met, peer 
through a crack in the blinds in their front room across the 
street from Joan’s house. Another pair hides in the shadows 
on the driveway, probably more out of curiosity than alarm at 
this point; still, nobody has called the police. Rachel guesses 
they are probably all expecting Glorya to do it.

Someone turns the music up at Joan’s party. Inside a reveler 
shrieks. Rachel knocks on Joan’s back door and lets herself in. 
Inside, the living room is smoky and dim. The ceiling sparkles 
with a tiny, spinning cosmos of light reflected by the mirrored 
ball. The furniture is pushed back against the walls and under 
the front facing windows Joan spots her in the crowd and 
grabs her arm, rushing her in to meet her guests. 

Rachel recognizes the gardener who Joan brags looks like 
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Omar Sharif and a handsome but slightly anemic looking 
young man of about twenty who does all the actual yard 
work. The rest of the guests appear at first to be strangers but 
slowly came into focus as people Rachel sees but pretends 
not to notice at the checkout counters at the grocery store, 
the drug store, and a dog-grooming salon. These people know 
her secrets: her financial troubles, her prescriptions and the 
condition of her sorry dog. The rest of them, Rachel surmises, 
are barflies. The man with the blackened fingernails, who 
once took it upon himself to fix Joan’s sliding glass door 
when he brought the Jag home, is her mechanic. 

Joan, dancing to the tinny beat of resort club music, shoves 
a drink in Rachel’s hand that sloshes and spills down her shirt. 

“You’ve got quite the bruise on your noggin, love!” shouts 
Joan. She is lost in the flow. The dance crowd surges and her 
drink sloshes again, spilling now into the crotch of her pants. 
A hunky DJ lines up some classic ‘70s hits – Billy Preston, 
Curtis Mayfield, Bill Withers, Sly and the Family Stone, 
Marvin Gaye, Aretha, and even Earth, Wind, and Fire. Another 
party guest dims the lights and the cast of this Fellini remake 
bumps and grinds on Joan’s living room floor. The whole 
place stinks of hard liquor and cologne. The Jag mechanic 
puts a drink in Rachel’s hand and winks at her.

“Joan,” Rachel shouts over the din. “This is a really big 
party.”

Joan leans towards Rachel and then loses her balance and 
falls into her. “Did you meet Felix? We go way back to the 
days at Las Palmas. He was the bartender, back when I was 
Cheryl,” she says. 

“You’re not Cheryl now?”
“Nobody cares about all that anymore. There are perks 

of being invisible.” At this, Joan winks at Rachel as one 
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accomplice to another. Rachel cannot read her meaning. “So 
I guess I’m Cheryl again.”

“It’s okay,” says Rachel, taking a sip of a drink with lots 
of ice that tastes like citrus and mint with slight overtones of 
motor oil. “I know the story.”

“You’re a dear,” says Joan, slurring her words. “Where are 
the dogs?” She seems very confused.

“Beatrice has them, remember?”
“Oh, right! You should invite your husband to come over. 

Live a little. Dance! Get down and dirty! Life is short, and 
then you’re old.”

She takes two big gulps of the drink and bites her lip. 
When Joan hugs her, she starts to sob and feels a fool. “I’m 
sorry,” she says.

“Don’t sweat it. Every man’s had a go at a woman like that 
– it’s just a thing, like a bad itch.”

“You knew?” Rachel is incredulous.
“Honey, I hang out in bars; people talk. Besides, you’re 

better than that husband of yours. No offense. I know your 
kids love him. Cut your losses and find a boyfriend like mine.”  
She blows a kiss to Felix, who blows one back. “He’s  that one 
that got away.” 

Rachel doesn’t have any old flames. She was quite happy 
that each and every one of her past lovers got away – far away 
– and she is confident that the feeling was and remains mutual.

Joan is swallowed up the crowd. It will only be a matter 
of minutes until the police arrive. They always do. Rachel 
checks her messages – nothing from Colin. She sends another 
message. “At Cheryl’s house.” Feeling impulsive and reckless. 
No sense drinking on pain meds, but she doesn’t want to 
appear empty handed so she dumps her drink and refills the 
glass with soda water. The air is so heavy with smoke that the 
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room starts to spin. Moving carefully through the crowd, she 
finds a seat on the couch where she can witness this alternate 
reality unfold in front of her. The body slumped next to her 
is the very same tattooed cashier who rung up her groceries 
the day her debit card failed. 

“I remember you,” says the cashier. She is very drunk. “You 
had all those kids and your card didn’t work. Bad day, huh?”

“Yes. But now I have an emerald necklace that used to 
belong to a queen,” she says to the cashier, who opens her 
eyes and focuses them, one at a time, on Rachel with some 
difficulty.

“I have a rainbow glitter pony,” she replies. Her eyes roll 
back in her head. “God, I feckin’ hate tequila.”

The young man who works with Felix has been watching 
this cashier with curious attention. Despite being so heavily 
inked and pierced, it’s clear that she is very pretty. He takes a 
seat on the arm of the couch and leans in. “You know what 
they say about tequila?”

“No, I do not know what they say about ta-keee-lah. 
Whet?” The cashier leans over the side of the couch and spits 
her gum out into a half dead Ficus plant.

“It’s Spanish for ‘I don’t remember doing that.’”
The cashier passes out against Rachel’s shoulder.
“Are you a friend of Joan’s?” asks Rachel.
“I’m Hiram,” he says, turning to Rachel. “Felix’s nephew.”
“Rachel. I’m a neighbor.”
“Nice neighborhood,” he says, his eyes surveying the room.
“Odd assortment of people,” says Rachel.
“That’s for sure. Hey - you wouldn’t happen to know 

where the bathroom is?” says Hiram.
“The downstairs bathroom clogs. Upstairs on the right,” 

says Rachel. He disappears in a flash up the stairs.
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Rachel goes outside and calls Colin. “It’s me again.”
“Are you okay? I’m sort of worried about you.”
“Look, I’m going home soon. You missed your big chance.”
“I’m outside,” says Colin. 
Rachel is about to tell him to forget it, but then her jaw 

drops when she sees Joan descending the stairs in a silver-
sequined dress that is so short, her Spanx are showing. There 
are hoots and catcalls from the revelers. Joan points at the 
DJ. He points back, pops an enormous bubble, then puts on 
a new song. It has a groovy beat. Rachel recognizes the low 
bass voice immediately. The song is Barry White’s “Never 
Never Going to Give You Up.”

“Oh, shit,” she says. 
“What’s that?” asks Colin. But the call drops before she 

can tell him to come in through the back because a couch 
barricades the front door, pushed over to make room for 
the soundboard. The mechanic, who has moved on to shots, 
hands Colin one when he walks in the back door. Rachel 
pushes through the crowd to introduce Colin to Joan. She is 
still dancing in the middle of the living room with Felix. She 
takes a bow.

“Joan, I’d like to introduce you to my friend Colin. He’s 
a writer.”

“Pleased to meet you,” he says. His eyes are bugging out 
of his head. 

“You’ve been keeping secrets, Rachel!” 
“What?”
But Joan has better things to do than to make small talk. 

“Well?” Rachel nudges Colin. “Is she everything you 
expected?”

“Yes. And so sparkly.”
“Do yourself a favor,” Joan whispers to Rachel, leaning on 
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her. “Have some sex. You’ll feel better. He’ll do for starters 
until you can work your way up.”

“My humiliation is now totally complete,” Rachel says to 
Joan, but she is gone again.

Colin puts a hand on Rachel’s shoulder.  “She’s more 
Phyllis Diller than Julie Christie, but I never met the real 
Cheryl Lundquist. Even I was still young in 1973. I did see 
her one famous film. And she’s just been living in this little 
suburban hamlet all these years? What a waste.”

“I’ll pretend you didn’t say that,” says Rachel.
“Oh, I– Colin stops himself. “I only meant her career.”
“No you didn’t.”
Rachel is nauseated from both the pain and the pill she 

took for the pain, and she has no idea why she is at this party. 
She has a stolen necklace worth $35 million and nobody 
knows. “Now that you’ve met her, and you can see that she is 
not dead, you can finally write your book.”

“And what about you?” says Colin. Attempting a serious 
conversation over the volume is ridiculous. Like Rob, Colin 
will never see her for the person she believes herself to be. She 
is the means to an end, nothing more. Even the necklace has 
morphed from an object of salvation into another unsolvable 
problem.

“Looks like your face has healed,” says Colin. “Let’s start 
over.”

Rachel laughs.
“What’s so funny?”
“Everything.”
The dance music ends, and the DJ starts a slow song. 

Colin, who has already downed a shot, closes his eyes and 
begins to sway and sing out loud. He pretends he is dancing 
with someone in his arms. Rachel can’t believe anyone would 
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do this in real life. “You can’t possibly resist this song? It takes 
me back to my youth. You must dance with me.”

“No. Actually, no,” says Rachel. “I should be getting home.”
Colin accepts a second shot from the mechanic. 
Rachel, spinning from the smoke and everything else, 

inches her way towards the sliding glass door with thoughts 
of escape and sees the jeweler, flanked by two block headed 
brutes, standing on the other side. She fumbles for the phone 
in her purse but it keeps falling out of her shaking hands and 
by the time she has her fingers on the keypad to dial 911, the 
phone dies right then and there. 

“Whoa. Those don’t look like County cops” says Colin, 
chuckling at the sight of these men.”

One of the men pulls out a gun. The other pulls the plug 
from the sound system. That gets everyone’s attention.

“Everyone out!” shouts the man, and waves his gun in the 
face of the DJ.

People scurry like rats to get out the doors, except for the 
cashier who is still passed out on the couch. Rachel stands 
there frozen, realizing she has been right all along and they 
have indeed come for the Green Tara. The jeweler singles 
out Joan, Felix and then, to Rachel’s horror, her. They aren’t 
allowed to leave. These men, Rachel thinks, they have to know 
that the police will be arriving soon – someone will have 
called to report men with guns crashing a party. Whatever 
they want, they seem intent on getting it fast.

Colin slaps his hand over his mouth. “The forger?”
“Lucky guess,” says the jeweler. “Too bad you were also so 

wrong about everything else.”
Colin says nothing but sits obediently in his chair while 

the Belgian’s two bulky sidekicks move through the room like 
water buffalo, knocking over glasses and beer bottles, spilling 
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small bowls of pistachios and pretzels. They close the blinds 
and kill the lights.

“Don’t act so surprised,” says the Belgian. “You know that 
Cheryl stole the necklace from the vault and hid it.”

“I’m actually more surprised that you read his book,” says 
Rachel.

“Shhhh!” hisses Colin.
“Shut up!” yells the Belgian. “You’re always getting in the 

way. You should learn to mind your own business.”
“Joan is my friend. She is my business,” Rachel replies.
“I said shut up!” The Belgian raises a threatening hand.
Another man comes in through the back sliding glass door. 

Joan, even in her inebriated daze, recognizes him. She gasps 
but the sheer force of her revelation throws her off balance 
and she falls backwards into Felix.

“Hi Cheryl,” says the man. “Miss me?” He is about the 
same age as Joan, solidly built with a long, deep scar across his 
left eye and down the side of his face. 

“Tommy? No, it can’t be! I heard you died.”
“That makes two of us. But guess what? Voila! We’re both 

not dead. Although I must say time has not been kind to you.”
“I’m so glad you called me,” Colin whispers to Rachel. 

“I’ll never have to teach again.”
“Excuse me,” Felix steps forward and stands up to Tommy. 

“But what is your business here?”
“Our business? Our business is simple. Cheryl here knows 

where the Green Tara is and she’s going to tell us. And after she 
does, she’s going to pay for double-crossing my little brother, 
and going back for the necklace after she had him killed.”

“I had him killed? What the hell are you talking about? I 
adored Casper. I had nothing to do with that!” Joan yells. 

“Tick tock,” says the Belgian.
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“Leave her alone!” shouts Rachel. 
“Casper left a key with me just in case something went 

wrong,” says Joan. “He didn’t trust you.”
“She’s lying,” says the Belgian.
“Maybe,” says Tommy. “We’ll find out. So tell us where the 

Green Tara is and everyone lives happily ever after and we can 
all go home.”

“I lost it,” says Joan, throwing up her arms.
“Liar!” shouts Tommy.
Just then Rachel hears a faint sound of wheezing then 

looks up towards the dark stairwell and sees two feet clad in 
blue skate shoes vanish from the top stair. Hiram. He must 
have hidden when they checked the upstairs. The only way 
out of the house is guarded by heavily armed men. 

Another knock comes at the front door. Everyone freezes. 
Tommy motions with his head to answer the door. The 

lock on Joan’s front door is notoriously troublesome, dropping 
off to the floor every time a visitor attempts to unlock it. 
Getting the lock back into the right position is tricky and 
the scene becomes comic for a second. There are three small 
windows in the top of the door, designed to let in light, and 
Rachel sees Beatrice’s baseball cap wave across the windows 
as a signal to let her in. 

Rachel hears the yipping of the Shirleys. She feels a pit 
in her stomach and she thinks she might be sick. She makes 
a move towards the door but Colin’s holds her back. “Wait,” 
he whispers.

While the Belgian’s man tries to get the lock back into 
place, two faces appear in the window, two sets of eyes peering 
through the cracks where the blinds are warped and bent by 
the dogs. Glorya and Beatrice. One look at their faces tells 
Rachel they understand something is terribly wrong inside 
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Joan’s house. 
Rachel stands up and screams at the window, “Run!” 

Beatrice and Glorya disappear. The Belgian remains calm and 
collected. He motions again to the man standing nearest Joan 
and Felix to go after them. Then he lights a cigarette and faces 
Rachel.

“If you want your daughter to live, don’t open your mouth 
again.”

Rachel stiffens and rises to take action but Colin holds 
her back.

“We can do this the easy way or the other way,” says 
Tommy to Joan.

“Leave her alone!” cries Rachel. “I have what you want!”
“Unless you have the necklace, you don’t have anything 

that anyone wants.”
“I know where the Green Tara is. But you’re not getting it 

until you let my daughter go.”
Tommy confers with the Belgian. Colin gives Rachel 

an incredulous stare. He mouths the words, “What are you 
doing?”

“We’ll keep your daughter as insurance,” says Tommy.
“Look,” says Colin. “You don’t want to leave with stolen 

jewels and a hostage with the police on the way.”
Then gunshots. Rachel goes rigid. Time rips open and she 

falls out of it as she imagines every scenario in which Beatrice 
has been shot. Then one of the men brings a terrified Beatrice 
in and shoves her towards Rachel. Rachel holds her tight. 

“So where is it?” asks Tommy.
“It’s in my car.”
“Mom?” asks Beatrice, shaking violently.
“Go get it,” sneers Tommy. “Your kid stays here. If you talk 

to anyone on the way –”
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Rachel is escorted to the door with a gun in her back. 
She and Tommy’s man walk quickly towards the house. She 
goes in through the side door and leaves the light off. She 
feels around under the seat of the van until she finds the metal 
box. She hands it to the man. He opens the box and shines 
his phone on the glistening jewels. “Where did you get this?”

“It was in a safety deposit box in a bank.”
“You’re lying!” The man utters a sequence of curses. 

“Where did you get it?”
“You have it – what do you care?”
He shoves her. “Let’s go.”
The armed man escorts Rachel back to the house.  Fear 

and confusion pervade the room as the man hands the 
necklace over to Tommy. Tommy opens the box. Everyone in 
the room cranes their necks to see what’s inside. Colin stares 
at Rachel. 

“Where did you get this?” asks the Belgian.
“I found it,” says Rachel. 
“You mean you stole it,” he hisses.
“No, you stole it. I found it after you stole it and it was 

lost for forty years. Finders keepers. Now let us go,” she says, 
pulling Beatrice close to her.

“Mom?”
“Shhhh.” Rachel squeezes Beatrice’s hand.
“You’re coming with us,” sneers the Belgian. One of his 

men – they look the same - yanks Beatrice out of Rachel’s 
arms. “To insure no trouble on our way out.”

“You monster!” shrieks Joan, and goes for Tommy’s face. 
She leaves two gash marks on his cheeks. The Belgian whips 
Joan across the back of the head with the handle of his gun 
and she falls to the ground. Tommy runs a hand through his 
blondish white hair. 
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“Now, that wasn’t necessary,” says Tommy to the Belgian. 
Then he steps over Joan, lifts her head by her hair and speaks 
in a seething, sinister voice, “Did you kill my brother? Don’t 
lie or I’ll shoot you, which shouldn’t matter as you’re already 
dead.”

Felix lunges for the Belgian. One of the brutes knocks 
Felix to the ground and he lies there, moaning and writhing 
in pain next to an unconscious Joan.

The doorbell rings. One of Tommy’s men peers through 
the peephole. “It’s that crackpot neighbor. The freak with the 
bicycle.” 

“Take care of him,” says Tommy to the man. He leaves 
quietly. Rachel hears the Shirleys bark in the distance and 
then they are silent. The dogs, as a rule, answer to no one but 
Joan with Beatrice being the only exception. This isn’t good. 
The thieves pace in the room but the man does not come 
back. Rachel feels a small flicker of hope. If only she could 
call Rob. Perhaps Mr. Tulare had been outside when the man 
went after Beatrice and Glorya. Rachel is trying to find a way 
that this isn’t happening. 

Colin’s face is ashen. He is incapable of keeping his mouth 
shut. Then he speaks. “So where is that dirty little cop I saw 
in town? What was his name? The one from LAPD who was 
on duty when Casper was hauled in from the harbor? What 
was his name?” Rachel is afraid Colin will get them all shot. 

Colin does not shut up, even as one of the men advances 
towards him brandishing a gun. “I can’t think of his name. 
Maybe it was Zykowski. No. It was Kapinski. Funny he 
should turn up here in the wine country at the same time. 
Pretty startling coincidence, don’t you think?”

“Who are you?” Tommy sidles up very close to Colin then 
points his gun at him. 
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Colin puts his hands up. “Whoa! Whoa! No need for that!
“He’s a writer,” says the Belgian.
“I’m just a writer, like your friend here said.”
“You’re on my nerves,” sneers Tommy. The Belgian turns 

towards the front door. Slowly the handle turns.  Both Tommy 
and the Belgian stand in complete stillness in the living room 
with their guns pointed. The handle stops turning.

“Go find out what the hell is going on,” says Tommy to 
the Belgian.

The Belgian goes out through the sliding glass door but 
returns immediately with his arms up, his eyes are little beady 
pinpricks of rage, followed by a short, stocky man with a 
square jaw and a smug smile on his face who is holding a 
gun to the man’s back. Behind him is a second man. Both are 
heavily armed. There are too many hired thugs to keep track 
of.

“Kryzowski! That’s was his name,” Colin exclaims. 
“Don’t wear it out.” Kryzowski bends over Joan on the 

ground.
“Well, she’s no use to us like that. Wake her up,” he orders 

his man.
“You!” shouts Tommy. “What are you doing here?”
“Looks like someone busted open the piñata,” says 

Kryzowski. “I’m just here to clean up the mess – to collect 
my little prize just like the rest of you.”

“Your prize?” says Tommy.
“Hand it over,” says Kryzowski. Tommy does not hand it 

over. Rather, Kryzowski’s man extracts it from him. Kryzowski 
turns to the Belgian. “Is this for real or another one of your 
little art pieces?”

Tommy looks at the Belgian too. “There was only one 
forgery.”
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Kryzowski’s laughs a mocking, playground bully laugh. 
“That’s what he told you? He never bothered to tell you 
that he made two forgeries?” Then Kryzowski turns to the 
Belgian. “Well?”

“I have not yet examined the necklace. I’m sure it is the 
real one.”

“And you know where the other forgery is?” says 
Kryzowski. Because we’re all going to sit here until you make 
sure.”

Just then the passed out cashier opens her eyes. Only 
Rachel sees her. Rachel shakes her head at her and the woman 
seems to understand the danger she will soon be in and goes 
back to being passed out. But the cashier catches a flicker of 
movement in the darkened stairwell. Rachel does not dare 
follow her eyes, but she knows who is there, hidden in the 
shadows, their only hope.

Joan rolls over and groans. When she sees Kryzowski she 
stammers and points her finger at him. “Mmm! Emm!” She 
can’t get the words out.

“What are you saying? What is she saying?” Tommy asks 
Colin. Colin shrugs. 

Rachel answers, “Him. She’s saying Him.”
Joan’s eyes rolls back in her head and her breathing is 

shallow.
“She needs help!” says Rachel. 
“She’s a drunk. She was a drunk then and she’s a drunk 

now!” Tommy gives Joan a nudge with his shoe. Rachel runs 
to her. 

“You got what you came for. What else do you want?”
“What’s rightfully mine,” says Kryzowski. He is laughing. 

Rachel thinks he must be insane.
The Belgian smacks the side of his neck and winces.
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Tommy gives him an odd look. “What? What’s your 
problem, man? You get bit by a bug?” The Belgian rubs his 
neck where a little smear of blood has appeared. He examines 
his hand, looking for a sign of what bit him, then puts his 
large hands around Tommy’s neck. It is unclear whether the 
Belgian is trying to choke Tommy or steady himself. 

“What the hell is wrong with you?” Tommy shouts. The 
Belgian rocks back and forth a few times, trying to steady 
himself but it’s clear he’s disoriented.

It is Tommy’s turn next. He is stung by something, and 
then falls hard against the wall scratching desperately at his 
neck. 

Kryzowski and his sidekick look around the room for the 
culprit. Rachel can see they are getting nervous. Kryzowski 
steps cautiously over to Tommy Gleeson, who just stares 
helplessly and wide-eyed while Kryzowski pulls a tiny dart 
from Tommy’s neck. “Close the windows!” His man manages 
to close the window but not before he is stung on the chest. 

“The house is surrounded,” someone says through a 
loudspeaker outside. 

Kryzowski grabs Rachel and points a gun at her back. 
“If I’m going down, you’re going with me.” He pushes her 
towards the back door. Beatrice screams. As quick as a cat, 
Hiram materializes from the shadows in the kitchen and lands 
a crystal ashtray on the back of Kryzowski’s head, who goes 
down hard.

Mr. Tulare opens the back door and several armed men 
run towards the very disoriented Belgian and Tommy Gleeson 
and Kyrzowski’s man. 

“Glorya? Where’s Glorya?” screams Beatrice.
“Glorya is  safe at home. There are police in the house. 

Everyone is safe.”
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Rachel bursts into tears. There are police and chaos and 
orders and everyone is to remain seated and silent. Colin puts 
a shaking hand on Rachel’s shoulder. “Truth is much stranger 
than crime fiction.” 

The rest of the night is spent answering questions while 
the police search Joan’s house. Beatrice and Rachel will have 
more questions to answer. The fact that Rachel found a 
forgery at the site of the car crash is fortuitous. Joan and Felix 
are rushed to the ER. Hiram follows them. Rachel learns 
only a few things: the shots fired were an exchange between 
the armed men and the police. Nobody has been killed; this 
bit of information relieves Rachel greatly. The dogs were with 
Oliver, bless his little heart. The men, along with the necklace, 
are all in custody. Kryzowski, who needed twelve stitches, is 
reported to have one whopper of a headache.

At around 3 a.m., Rachel gives Rob as much information 
as she feels he deserves then takes a hot shower and crawls 
into bed. 

In the morning, Rachel and Beatrice go to visit Joan in 
the hospital. She has a concussion but is otherwise unharmed. 

“How’s Felix?” she asks. “He’s doing fine. Hiram has been at 
his side the whole time.”

“Mom,” Beatrice, who stood by the window, tugs on 
Rachel’s sleeve. “Who are those people?”

A team of reporters and cameramen move swiftly across 
the parking lot in formation.

“Looks like the press,” says Rachel.
Joan perks up. “Help me put my face on, honey,” she says 

to Rachel. 
“What are you going to tell them?” asks Rachel, incredulous.
“I’m going to tell them, ‘Cheryl Lundquist is back!’”
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59.

Fire Sale

By the end of summer, things were looking up. The 
house was saved, miraculously, from foreclosure by a 

high interest loan from Rob’s mother and Rachel found a 
minimum wage classroom assistant job at the middle school, 
much to Beatrice’s horror. Then, at the start of November, 
the house caught fire. Nothing in the garage burned. This, 
to Rachel, is some sort of cosmic joke. There is nothing in 
the garage that she needs to live. But, until the damage can 
be assessed and the smoke scrubbed from the walls, they are 
all living in the garage like gypsies. The twins, of course, are 
thrilled.

The air is brisk and pungent with the scent of earth and 
fallen leaves. Odd forces are at work in the universe; Rachel 
can feel it. Just last week, while she was taking inventory of 
the charred ruins, Mephisto-the-Missing-Cat returned from 
a foreign war with patches of missing fur and a few scars. He 
looked happy if a little lean, and offered no excuses for his 
prolonged absence. Only Oliver celebrated his return.

Today, after two days of packing up what could be salvaged, 
Juno and Charlie are playing in the driveway when one of 
them gets into a long forgotten bin of costume jewelry and 
other odds and ends given to Rachel by Joan. The Las Palmas 
paperweight rests on the top. Charlie and Juno fight over it. 
Juno wins and shakes the thing so hard that a sand storm 
descends on the tiny hotel and beach club. Charlie quickly 
surrenders the paperweight to Juno because another object 
catches his eye at the bottom of the box, past the glittering 
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rhinestones and sequined tops and dusty boas and hair combs 
with missing teeth, past the yellowed Styrofoam peanuts.

Wrapped in a blue velvet drawstring bag is a large and 
heavy piece, set apart from the rest of the jewelry. Charlie 
unties the string and lifts a necklace from the bag. From his 
small hand hangs an enormous emerald set in a milky way of 
diamonds. “Look at this one, Mom!” says Charlie.

“My goodness,” says Rachel, trying to remain calm. “That 
looks like it was made for a queen!”

“Then you better have it,” says Charlie. 
Charlie puts the necklace around Rachel’s neck. There 

is nothing else she can do - sitting on her driveway with a 
half-burned house and twenty storage bins of useless, smoke 
damaged junk, a demon cat returned from the underworld, a 
marriage in ruins, five kids, a cowardly lab, and no place to 
live. She can do nothing but laugh.

“You are the Queen!” announces Charlie.
Rachel repeats,“I am the Queen!” Charlie kisses her on 

the cheek at the exact moment Juno drops the tiny glass 
world of Las Palmas and watches it shatter on the concrete, 
spilling its miniature ocean, sand and sky into the cracks of 
the concrete, the liquid running in a viscous trickle towards 
the storm drain, towards the creek that flows to the bay that 
flows to the sea towards absolution.
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60.

The Unsolved Problems of Women & Fiction

By the holidays, Colin’s life has returned to what it had 
been – living in a rent-controlled cell block apartment, 

suffering through a semester of Voltaire and Co., Pergatorial 
fog, freshman comp classes, letters from Sam and visits to his 
cottage when time allows. When he learns of the sentencing 
of Thomas Gleeson and the Belgian forger Georges De Smedt 
for the theft of the Green Tara from the Las Palmas vault, 
and former Lt. Frank Kryzowski for the murder of Casper 
Gleeson, he feels oddly unmoved. The necklace recovered at 
Cheryl’s famous party, as it turned out, was a second forgery 
– Felix’s “third side of the coin.” It was all for nothing, and it 
appeared that the location of the Green Tara would remain a 
mystery.

Colin saw Rachel periodically until September, when he 
returned to teach. After that they kept in touch through email. 
At first, Rachel wrote often. Although she had managed to 
stay in her house, there were casualties; she and her husband 
were separated and he was living in Reno. Miranda, her eldest 
daughter, was making life nearly intolerable for her, especially 
after having spent summer break with her grandmother at a 
Bible camp for girls. Beatrice was being treated for PTSD but 
had started the eighth grade as a pre-teen ninja warrior after 
news got out about what went down at her elderly neighbor’s 
party. Rachel took a job at the middle school as a classroom 
assistant but the added income was too small to make a real 
difference.

She wrote to tell him that Joan Stephens was now Cheryl 
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Echeverria, having married Felix in a small private ceremony 
that Rachel attended. Together, Cheryl and Felix had plans 
to open a bar and nightclub in a beach resort town near 
Mazatlan. Cheryl’s house sold for fifty thousand above asking 
but Glorya did not get the listing. Felix sold his sizeable 
Chicano art collection for more than he ever knew it was 
worth, and they were, or still are, last Rachel heard, having 
the time of their lives. Hiram, at Felix’s insistence, had started 
taking classes at a junior college and was considering a career 
in criminal psychology. Joan bought him a Jag and a gun. 

Colin was pleased to hear about Cheryl and Felix; that 
story at least had a happy ending. Pancho Tulare packed up his 
own house and moved to South America. Rachel said only 
that they kept in touch but she didn’t share specifics with Colin 
about Tulare, who remains the most enigmatic character in 
the story. Right about the time of Tulare’s departure,  Rachel 
wrote, Glorya’s cat Tigerlily showed up. 

The younger children, Rachel confessed, were beginning 
to show signs of stress after her separation. Rachel was barely 
getting by when Colin last spoke with her on the phone, 
which they did on occasion if Colin needed something 
checked on at his cottage. Then, just after Halloween, Rachel 
called to tell him that her house caught fire. Nobody was 
hurt. He offered her the use of his cottage but she declined. 
Then her emails were few and far between; he sensed she was 
drowning. He missed hearing from her - she had that gallows 
humor he so admired in a woman.

Colin continued to write to Rachel but there was little 
to say, really. Sam, he wrote, decided to stay in Hawaii with 
Katherine and is still working on an organic farm. His son 
has found his passion in writing about native Hawaiian flora. 
He has the gift, he told her.  From time to time Colin wishes 
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Rachel could have met Sam – he imagines they would have 
liked each other. 

Colin is once again alone.
Thanksgiving comes. Colin runs into Rachel at Cosmo’s. 

Though their encounter is brief, he can see in her eyes, by 
the way she looks past him with a preoccupied gaze, by the 
way she shifts on her feet, that she is hiding something. She 
says she’d started French classes. She is running twenty miles a 
week. She looks good, determined, lovely even - like a woman 
in control of her life. Then she drops off the face of the planet. 
 
Late May. Spring semester ends at last and Colin makes the 
journey once again through the rainbow tunnel to his little 
plot of paradise. He finds a hand-addressed envelope in his 
wine country mailbox. Inside is a single Polaroid photo of 
a small ceramic figurine of the Green Tara herself, sitting 
contemplatively in the palm of a woman’s hand. There is 
no return address but a wide, turquoise sea sparkles in the 
background.

Colin smiles. He presses the photo to his heart and laughs.
If the true location of the Green Tara had eluded everyone 

else, it had, perhaps, not eluded Rachel Fischer. Maybe 
Cheryl had been in possession of it all along. But nobody in 
her right mind would give a thing like that away. Then again, 
Cheryl was eccentric. Still, it is improbable. The possibilities 
are endless. Ultimately this whole business is out of his hands.  
Rachel might just be on vacation. It might be a clue. But he 
doesn’t think so. And what of him? What has he gained from 
all of this? He cannot help but feel a little cheated. 

After a few days of working in the garden, he sits down to 
write only to discover that Rachel has given him something 
in return. She has come to him, world weary and wiser, as his 
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long-suffering muse and a brilliant country sleuth to boot.
At the end of summer, Colin calls his old friend and agent 

Henry. “I’ve got a manuscript for you.”

Months later, early reviews for The Lotus Throne come 
in; one critic calls the book “a high stakes, low brow ruckus.” 
Another says it is a “true triumph – a marriage of suburban 
ennui and the perfect heist,” while another says his protagonist 
Rosalyn Fishburn “couldn’t solve a crossword puzzle.”  Cozy 
mystery bloggers demand sequels. Meanwhile, Audrey Burgess 
chokes on a herring bone and Martina Cornish retires to the 
Hebrides, never to be heard from again.

In the meantime, rich techies swarm like locusts upon 
wine country foreclosures and it seems like a good time 
to cash in. He hires workmen to make largely cosmetic 
renovations to his cottage, gardeners to make sense of the 
garden. He puts his cottage on the market as a vacation rental 
for an obscene amount – managed by Glorya Minderhoff of 
all people – moves his things to storage, and buys a one-way 
ticket to France. 

Colin has a feeling he’ll find what he is looking for on 
the banks of the Vézère River. He imagines the scene – she 
will be there hiding from the world in an old farm house 
or cottage, tending a kitchen garden, watching her children 
play, the lizards darting on the ancient stone walls, the birds 
flitting among the willows, and an ancient dog lolling in the 
grass. And there will, of course, be the river, winding its way 
past lush verdant meadows as it makes its journey, unhurriedly, 
towards the sea, towards its own end, and its own rebirth. 

At least, he thinks, that’s what he’ll write.
The End.
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