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        “We Got Next”

        1997 WNBA slogan

      

      

      Hillary tapped her steering wheel to the rock beat of Queen’s classic fight song. The pounding lyrics voiced the grim intentions of ill-fated young men determined to overcome the odds. Her daughter’s basketball team had adopted the four magic words of the title as their mantra, boosting their energy to make it big in basketball. Hillary was on her way to another of their home games this late autumn afternoon.

      As the light turned green, the music stopped.

      We interrupt with breaking news of an active shooter at Mercury High School in Thousand Oaks, fifty miles west of Los Angeles. Two students are known dead with a possible five wounded. More later as the story develops.

      Hillary’s jaw tightened. Her first thought was her daughter, but the past came roaring into her consciousness. As a journalism student, she had covered tragedy with a heavy heart. Back in the late eighties, everyone was stunned by the Stockton schoolyard shooting. Hillary still had nightmares of the carnage and the shocked faces of the survivors. Her college newspaper editor had assigned her to drive the fifty miles south to cover that Cleveland School massacre. Five students were killed and more than thirty injured. Now, as a mother, dread poured through her veins. Last week there was an active shooter drill at Sacramento Jr. High. She had to rush to see for herself that her daughter was safe today. Nothing else mattered at the moment.

      “We Will Rock You” screamed its ear-blasting finale as Hillary ran a stop sign and squealed into the school parking lot. She hopped out of the car, looked around and up. Everything looked calm, the cloud cover overhead holding back its rain. She was probably just overreacting.

      Inside the junior high school gym, the game was in progress. Relief washed over her. She focused on the youngest player on the court. Her daughter, Claire, ran point guard, zigging and zagging, dancing away from defenders, shoes squeaking on the worn hardwood. Dribble, sprint, take it down the floor.

      Shrugging off her navy peacoat, Hillary took a seat behind the home team’s bench. She nodded to Stacy, always there early, red and tan streamers clutched in her fingers. “Thanks for saving me a place.”

      A broad smile smoothed the wrinkles from the older woman’s cheeks. “It’s no never mind, honey.”

      “It took longer than I planned, getting Kampus Klothes to sign on as a sponsor.”

      “They’re lucky to have you for PR. When the Center opens, it’ll be better times for our girls.” That was Stacy, always with the support for young people and basketball.

      Sunlight broke open the clouds and shot through the high windows of the old gym. The light illuminated Claire as she bounce-passed the ball to a teammate who thrust it up. It arced high and swooshed into the basket.

      A woman at the score table flipped over a card to show the Tasmanian Devils ahead 20 to 16.

      The opposing coach called a time out. Within seconds, dark clouds shuttered the sun and threw the place into shadow, leaving the young athletes standing in the gloom. The fear always hovering nearby settled on Hillary’s shoulders like a dark cape, even heavier today. That news flash stirred some kind of panic within her.

      What would it look like this afternoon down in Thousand Oaks? In her mind’s eye she pictured TV images of tear-streaked faces, of candles, flowers and teddy bears after school shootings. Eyes narrowed, she surveyed the spectators, a practice begun years ago when she was a cub reporter. What if some madman burst in and sprayed these innocents with bullets? Her icy hyper-vigilance took over. She scrutinized each person in the crowd, her mind focused like a sniper in wartime.

      When action resumed on the court, her attention returned to the game. Stacy’s granddaughter pounded down the floor, reached out and blocked a shot. She grabbed the loose ball, pivoted and raced the length of the court to leap up and slam dunk it, leaving the old iron hoop quivering from the assault.

      Hillary high-fived Stacy. “Keisha’s looking better than ever.”

      “Teamwork.” Stacy gave a nod, crediting all the girls. “They giving it up for Coachie.”

      “Tiffany’s the best coach in California,” Hillary said. She and Stacy always sat right behind the bench, concentrating on the coach and her eager young players.

      Coach Tiffany called a time out and huddled with the girls. “Shooters, control your dribbling. Keep the ball low and close to your body, so they can’t steal it.”

      Claire led the way back onto the court.

      Hillary stiffened as the gym doors banged open and the principal strode in, his face a fish-belly white. He bent to whisper in the coach’s ear. She nodded and signaled timeout to the closest referee, a gangly high school boy. The players ran to their benches.

      Mr. Hagerty picked up a microphone from the scorer’s table. “Ladies and Gentlemen, Sacramento Jr. High is going into a lockdown. Students, you know what to do. Parents, follow their lead. Questions will be answered after we move to the designated locations.”

      Adrenaline poured through Hillary’s veins. She texted her husband.

      lockdown SacJrHi know about it?

      He answered immediately.

      will check if related to SoCal shooting

      On the sidelines, mothers clutched purses and looked around wild-eyed. Students hefted backpacks and clambered down from the bleachers to join the teams. A tall redheaded player had tears rolling down her cheeks.

      Hillary helped Stacy gather her things. They followed the players into the girls bathroom that served as a locker room. The small space was crammed with students and parents from both schools.

      Coach Tiffany began speaking in a low and measured tone. “Everybody stay calm. This is not an active shooter drill, like last week. Mr. Hagerty said the office received a threat on the phone, so the school must be searched. We will be leaving as soon as it’s safe.”

      Her voice was soothing, thought Hillary. Maybe that was one of the qualifications nowadays to work at a school—the ability to handle emergency situations. Mother of God, let this threat be some kind of sick joke. Hillary pinched the tiny Mary medal hanging from her bracelet.

      A father she knew from elementary school days called out, “What kind of threat? Who was it?”

      “We haven’t been told,” Tiffany said. “But when we learn, you’ll be informed. Check with the school website when you get home.”

      A pair of uniformed officers edged into the crowded room. “Gather your belongings and leave in single file,” one of them commanded. Hillary recognized the other man. It was Walt, her husband’s partner back when they worked as deputies for San Joaquin County. Walt was retired and picking up occasional work now.

      Keeping an eye on Claire, who was ahead of her in the line, Hillary moved along toward the hallway leading to the parking lot. As she neared the door, she whispered to Walt, “Is this related to what happened in Thousand Oaks?”

      He huffed in disgust. “That killer turned his gun on himself, so doesn’t look connected. Our secretary got some kind of phone call. A guy asked who pays for the basketball program.”

      Hillary shook her head.

      Walt chewed on his bushy mustache for a few seconds. “Takes all kinds. Some taxpayer off his nut, my guess. Hard to keep track of ‘em all.” His face looked puffy. Hillary felt a pang of worry. They should have him over, give him a healthy meal, poor man. No family. Must get lonely. What did he do to keep himself busy?

      As she left the building, she texted Ed:

      safe on way home

      talk at dinner

      Hillary threaded her way through the parking lot and hit the remote to unlock the car, letting Claire get into the back of the Rav4. “Will this keep us out of the Reno tournament, Mother?”

      “You had one more game than the minimum,” said Hillary, recoiling at Claire’s use of the word Mother instead of her special and sweet Maa from childhood. Her twelve-year-old daughter’s mood changes were hard to keep up with. “As long as you play next week, you should be okay. You and Keisha both. That game will be at the high school, so if they don't get any threats, all should be fine.”

      Claire buckled her seat belt, sat back and chewed on her thumbnail.

      “Take your nail out of your mouth,” said Hillary.

      “Can Keek spend the night?”

      “Sure, if it’s all right with Stacy. Text her that we’ll follow them and pick her up from her house.” Hillary had to laugh at how the name of her daughter’s friend got shorter and shorter as they became closer and closer.

      Claire had started out calling the tall bronze center Keisha, her name on the roster at Hoops for Girls camp the summer before last. The two girls’ hustle on the court was obvious. Hillary wasn’t surprised the Most Valuable Player award went to Keisha while Claire won the High Basketball IQ honor. The girls shared a single-minded obsession to become professional players. Once they realized they had potential, they became their own peer support system. Claire began calling her friend Kee Kee and sometimes, like today, even the one-syllable, Keek.

      Hillary thought back a few years to when they’d become like family. Since she and Ed moved from their Lodi vineyard for the new jobs, Ed’s office with Southbridge Private Security and her Singh Development office were both near the downtown arena hosting those youth basketball camp sessions. They’d been able to duck in to watch the girls, get to know their families. For Hillary, it was another public relations opportunity for the still-under-construction Ans Botha Community Center a few blocks away from downtown commons.

      One lunchtime, she’d taken Keisha’s grandmother over to Sauced BBQ & Spirits for some of their famous brisket. Over a craft beer, Stacy explained she was raising her granddaughter Keisha. “My daughter, Tamika, she couldn’t stay on her meds. One minute lay on the bed all day, next you know out on the street. Bad mood swings. Ran off, still don’t know where. Have to make it up to my Keisha, she be no motherless child.”

      Hillary nodded with sympathy, but withheld that she’d grown up without a mother. “I worry some about Claire and how changeable her moods can be. I’ve read it’s common though for girls between childhood and teens. Keisha seems more stable, from the little I’ve seen of her.”

      Stacy nodded emphatically. “Girl takes after her father, must be. Wish I knew what her mother is like nowadays. When Keisha’s at school, I been watching that show Long Lost Family. You ever seen it?”

      “I’ve heard of it but not taken a look.” Hillary’s stomach clenched at the thought of looking for family, and she put down her fork, unable to take another bite.

      “I’ve toyed with trying to find Tamika, you know?”

      “You’re a fabulous grandmother, better than many mothers I’ve known.” Hillary felt her heart soften. “In a way, you remind me of my good friend Sarah, who was like a grandmother to Claire.” Hillary downed the rest of her beer. “She lived on our vineyard in her own little cottage back some years ago before we moved up here.”

      “What happened to her?” Stacy was almost done with the brisket. “This barbecue’s not bad, reminds me of my pop’s.”

      Hillary pushed back from the table. “It’s a long, sad story. Let’s save it for another day and get back to watching our girls, setting records for their ages.”

      “Mighty proud of them both,” Stacy said, “and glad to get knowin’ Claire’s good mama.”

      A flush crept up Hillary’s cheeks. This woman was a hundred and eighty degrees opposite from Hillary’s own mother, if that woman who abandoned her could even be called a mother. It was Hillary’s deepest desire to be the good mother Stacy had just called her.

      

      After she picked up Keisha and drove home, Hillary put a loaf of French bread in the oven and got the table set while the girls practiced their shooting at the basketball hoop in the driveway. They came in ravenous and chowed down Hillary’s done-to-perfection slow-cooker beef stew.

      Ed cleared his throat. “So you girls haven’t heard what happened down south?”

      “What?” Keisha stopped, holding her empty plate on her way to put it in the sink.

      “Down near L. A. There was a shooting at a Thousand Oaks high school.”

      Claire jumped up, wide-eyed. “Near Mamba’s?” she asked.

      “No, several miles away from Kobe’s Academy,” Ed said. “But two students were killed and six others wounded. Before he turned his rifle on himself, the shooter was yelling that guns take care of mix-ups.”

      “Mix-ups? Was that phone call at our school connected?” Claire bit her lower lip and finger-combed her short blond hair toward her cheeks.

      “We’re working on it with the police. No one is sure if the two are related. So, if you see something, say something,” he urged.

      The girls nodded, wide-eyed, standing silent and still for a few seconds before they headed out for pickup basketball down at the end of the street.

      Hillary fixed a brandy and soda for herself and one for Ed. Out in the living room, he stacked up a couple split logs and started a fire. Hillary took a long pull at her drink as she settled near the fireplace. “So, do you have your guys at Southbridge working the threat we got today?”

      Ed nodded. “City has us bumping up patrol around the arena, they’re putting more resources on the schools. Caller had a thing against sports.”

      She shook her head. “How much danger were our kids in?”

      Ed frowned. “School had a recorder on the phone, thank God. He was ranting about solving problems the right way. Thinks sports ruins young minds, says schools should focus on history and math.”

      “Holy Mary.” Hillary shook her head. It hit her again how some people were so ignorant of how academics and athletics complement each other. Rubbing the gooseflesh rising on her arms, Hillary clenched her teeth and nodded for him to go on.

      Ed swirled the ice cubes in his glass. “Said he knew his call would make everyone run through what he said was their ‘well-rehearsed security scripts’.”

      Hillary dragged her fingers through her hair. When she’d met Ed, he was the lead detective on a murder case down near Stockton. He’d always tried to protect her at the same time he worked to prepare her to face danger. It was still the same now that he’d taken the job with a private security firm hired by businesses to bulwark the protection provided by the local police. “What else?” she asked.

      Ed took a long swallow of his drink before he continued. “Ugliest part was, he ended with ‘Next time there will be no call.’”

      She slapped her thighs. “I’m going to have to do a better job checking at the kids’ games.”

      He shook his head. “What happened in Thousand Oaks is a ticking time bomb for copy cats. Got word of an unstable guy had to be fired from one of the private schools this morning. Our contract is for downtown, but I’m asking Southbridge to let us keep an eye on the schools, too.”

      Hillary stared into the fire. “Walt was there today, at the lockdown. He doesn’t look healthy. Reminds me of a sad Pillsbury doughboy.”

      “He’s at loose ends with retirement, misses our days as deputies. I hired him for side jobs, helps us and keeps him busy.”

      Ed pressed his lips flat and sat silent a few seconds before he carried on. “Don’t get mad. I’ve had Walt poking around, trying to find your mother.” He cleared his throat. “You said you were going to look for her when we got home from Ireland and had to bury Grannie Sarah. That’s been five years now, and I’ve not seen anything in that direction.” He waited for her reaction.

      Hillary felt her stomach twist. “I thought about it off and on, yes, after Sarah died, but I’ve researched cases like this, and there’s no guarantee of a happy ending. I think going with Claire to the Day of the Dead celebrations every year helped and now basketball with new friends and interests.

      “Even if I found her, she might reject me again…don’t you see how hard that would be? Don’t you?” She grabbed a tissue from the box on the coffee table and blew her nose. “Why is it so important to you, anyway? We are good parents, aren’t we?”

      Ed’s face looked as grim as Hillary had ever seen him. “Claire has been asking about her, or I wouldn’t have done it.”

      Hillary’s mouth fell open. There it was. The question she dreaded hearing from her daughter. “What? When?”

      “Just last week. She asked why we don’t have any pictures of her.” He waved at the fireplace mantle and its framed photos.

      Frowning, Hillary walked to the mantle, moved aside her favorite shot of Ed and Claire as a baby and looked around at the other pictures. “Holy Mary, you’re right.” She noticed the picture of Sarah out in front of the cottage on the Lodi vineyard was gone. “Where’s the picture of Sarah?”

      “Claire told me she took it into her room.”

      Hillary’s pulse raced. There was a photo of Hillary and her father the day she graduated with her degree in journalism from Sac State. But not any of Hillary’s mother.

      Ed stood and pointed to a picture of a wiry old couple outfitted in hiking gear. “They took me with them one week backpacking along the Pacific Crest Trail. When school was out for summer, he taught me to fish the Sacramento River when the Stripped Bass were running.” He sighed. “Now they’re gone and my parents killed in that train wreck. It’s not right for Claire to have no grandparents on either side.”

      Ed set the photo of his grandparents back on the mantle. “I told her she’d have to ask you about a picture of your mother. Guess she’s picked up on it being a taboo subject.”

      Hillary bristled. “I’ve already told her my pictures got lost when I moved to Columbia for my masters. She knows that.”

      “I’d like to have Walt continue looking for your mother. What could it hurt?”

      Hillary paced the living room. “She could be a raving maniac, a drug addict, maybe even a killer. She is probably dead by now. Even if she’s still breathing, there’s no way we have a clue whether she would be a blessing or a curse in our life.” What hovered as an inchoate thought was, what if I found her and she refused to see me.

      She shook her nearly empty glass at Ed, the ice cubes rattling. “Isn’t it enough to focus on real problems we face, like violence at school helping Claire live long enough to make her dreams come true?” She set her glass on the mantle, picked up a poker and stabbed at a burning log until it broke in half and sent sparks flying.

      Ed sighed. “Walt did get some information…” He paused.

      “What? He’s already found something, and you didn’t tell me? What is it?”

      “He thinks your mother might go by the name of Paisley nowadays.”

      “Doesn’t that sound like an egomaniac calling attention to herself?” Hillary hooted. “Paisley! Talk about a self-centered artist type.” She shook what was left of the ice cubes in her glass. “Get back to here and now, would you. The scare at school’s made me even more anxious for the Center. What is Southbridge doing to really protect people at the arena? And all of downtown commons?”

      Ed sat silent, nodding his head and staring at Hillary. “Ok. The metal detectors are as much for show as security. What we really watch for, and keep dogs trained on, are people loitering, not getting into the lines to go through the detectors.”

      “Have you had any suspicious guys lately?”

      “We brought in a man for questioning last week, learned he was involved in that Capitol Park riot couple summers ago.”

      “And?”

      “Calls himself a true believer, whatever the hell that means.” Ed snorted. “He wasn’t with the supremacists, and he says he’s not Antifa, either. An odd duck. The Capitol’s got their share of those flying around. He got injured back then at the park, caught between the two groups.”

      Hillary frowned, jumped up and gestured toward downtown Sacramento. “But how about a couple blocks away from the capitol? Where Sunny’s Community Center is going up? As Public Relations Director, I have to keep a lid on my fears in public, but the building’s vulnerable, in the last stages of construction. Does Southbridge give it any attention?”

      “Don’t you worry. We are on top of it, Chickadee.” He stood and ran his fingers lightly along her cheek.

      Hillary couldn’t help but laugh at his old nickname for her. Chickadee.

      She would have to trust the law-and-order locals bolstered by the company that hired Ed to run their capital branch. Besides, there’d never been a mass shooting here. Nor a bomb, either, since way back when the Unabomber left one at a Sacramento computer shop. She was just fifteen years old and had been excited and alarmed to cover it for her high school newspaper.

      But that was long ago, another day. She opened her arms and embraced her husband.
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        ALLIANCE, n. In politics, the union of two thieves who have their hands so deeply inserted in each other’s pocket that they cannot separately plunder a third.

      

      

      
        
        -Ambrose Bierce, The Devil’s Dictionary

      

      

      Charlie zipped up his brown leather jacket, baggy on him since the chemo treatments, positioned his black cap on his bald head and looked in the mirror. Almost perfect. But he missed his red LA Angels baseball cap. Had to move it to the back of the closet after Trump adopted the red cap look. Ended up winning the election, too. Another damn developer, trying to take over the world.

      Out on the porch, Charlie clutched the gift for his daughter Tiffany’s birthday. His other hand took hold of the wooden banister that had come to feel like a friend, keeping him from a fall.

      He descended the stairs of his vintage Victorian near downtown. Tiffany and her husband waited in Sunny’s Denali SUV to take them to dinner at the Firehouse Restaurant in Old Sacramento.

      He reached up and yanked open the rear door of the huge vehicle.

      From the driver’s seat, his son-in-law looked over his shoulder and called out, “Would you like some help with that, Dad?”

      “Nah, piece of cake.” Charlie gripped the handhold and heaved himself up to the platform step of the Denali. He settled onto the luxury vehicle’s bench seat and ran his hands across the smooth black leather.

      Charlie couldn’t understand what had come over his daughter to marry a foreigner in a Hindu wedding at a San Francisco hotel. Crazy. All those colors. Under a tent, with prayers that had to be translated into English.

      The man had already figured out how to dip his fingers into the taxpayers’ treasury and claim that his downtown projects were for their good. Now Sunny was putting pressure on Charlie to sell his house and get the whole block cleared for a high-rise.

      “Nice truck,” Charlie said.

      Dark eyes flashing, Sunny turned to grin at Charlie. “Gets me around to my building sites. I’m going to leave you and Tiff off at the restaurant and go park under the arena.”

      That basketball arena. Charlie’s gut tightened. Five years ago, the city’s backing of it had set the tone for growth. He swore it was the biggest waste of public money in recent history.

      “Tiff could play in that arena if they would bring back the women’s game,” Charlie said. “Be a professional again.”

      “Dad, you know I love coaching the middle school girls. It gives me time to help Sunny downtown, too.”

      “Humph,” Charlie replied. He didn’t want to upset her on her birthday but there was plenty wrong with the way his daughter was going about her life.

      He kept quiet for the short ride until Sunny left them off at the restaurant. Charlie pushed open the frosted glass doors and led his daughter into the saloon-style entry. The restaurant occupied a large brick building, transformed from the first firehouse in the state during the gold rush days. Charlie’s parents had taken him there to celebrate his tenth birthday back in 1960, the year the restaurant opened for business.

      Walking by the long sweep of mahogany bar, Charlie took note of who was seated at the barstools, which faced a massive framed mirror that doubled the apparent width of the entry.

      He soaked in the feel of the place—the gold accents and crystal chandeliers. A server led them to a forest green leather banquette, the sides angled to place diners in a semi-circle and facilitate conversation.

      Charlie slid himself into the middle, took off his jacket and folded it, placing it between himself and Tiffany, who’d seated herself on his right, facing the bar. She flashed her bright smile, and once again Charlie thought how those braces had been worth the cost. As a teen, his daughter had shot up to nearly six feet and taken to basketball with zest. He’d always been proud to support her choices. Until her choice of a husband.

      She tucked a few strands of her long black hair behind her ear. “I haven’t been here for ages. I love these red walls—and the black spiral staircase is so mysterious—did you ever learn what’s up there?” She leaned back and allowed a hovering waiter to place a white napkin on her lap.

      Charlie switched the subject. “Did you notice Judge Herring sitting up there at the bar?”

      “No.” She looked toward the entry. “Wasn’t he the one who…”

      Charlie followed her gaze and saw his beefy son-in-law coming in and nodding with a smile as he passed by the judge.

      “Yes,” Charlie continued, “Herring got thrown off our case after he let it slip he’d encouraged his wife to sign our petition.”

      “What petition?” Sunny slid into the seat on Charlie’s left, blocking his view of the bar, unfolded his napkin and placed it in his lap before the waiter could get to him.

      “The one that would have let us citizens,” Charlie said with a frown, “vote on whether or not to finance that arena.”

      “Ah. That. I read you were involved with that attempt to stop progress. That was quite some time back, before I met the love of my life.” Sunny blew a kiss across the table at Tiffany.

      “Not that long ago,” Charlie said. “Our petition got thrown out, and we lost our lawsuits. Now the city’s in hock for years, paying for that fiasco, we couldn’t stop. Wanted to keep life simple. Used to be,” he waved in the general direction of his nearby neighborhood, his voice rising in volume, “on summer evenings we’d walk to the creamery for strawberry ice cream, take it home and eat it on the front steps.”

      Charlie slapped the table so hard ice rattled in the water glasses. “Frozen berries in it, this big!” He punched the air with his thumb and index finger a couple inches apart. “Creamery’s gone now, replaced by your high priced, packed close, houses.” He fanned open his fingers. “And now you want to put up a tower!” He glared at his son-in-law.

      “Calm down, Dad.” Tiffany nodded toward the menu, a strained smile on her face. “This is my birthday, remember. What sounds good to you?”

      Several waiters stood nearby, alert and at the ready. In the ensuing silence, one approached the table and described the specials in a low, clear voice.

      At the mention of roasted loin of venison, Charlie’s mood quieted and his appetite perked up. He hadn’t tasted venison since the years when his father hunted deer in the Sierra and shared game meat with his neighbors.

      The appetizer of raw oysters, accompanied by his favorite local Ruhstaller beer, sent a flow of happiness through Charlie. The venison was seared dark at the edges of thin, melt-in-your-mouth-tender slices—and in keeping with the diet advised by his oncologist.

      He beamed watching his daughter’s eyes light up as the crème brûlée was set in front of her. A blazing candle pierced the middle of the burnt sugar crust and “Happy Birthday Tiff” was scrawled in a fancy chocolate script across the lower edge of the service plate.

      Later, after the table was cleared and with as much pleasure as he felt anymore, Charlie handed Tiffany her gift.

      She opened it with care. “Oh, nice! A new book on Alkali Flat.” She fanned through it, looking at the pictures.

      “Our house is in there.” Charlie adjusted his John Lennon glasses and pointed. “Can you spot it?”

      She flipped through pages more slowly. “No.” She turned to the back of the slim volume. “And there’s no index.”

      “It’s also in the library’s ‘River City’ collection.” Charlie sat up straight, proud as if he were the author himself. “It features our district in the triangle of land between the Sacramento and American rivers.”

      “Good to have history documented and safely stored,” said Sunny, “before it gives way to the future.” He laughed, showing his gleaming white teeth, a stark contrast against his deep bronze skin. “Can’t hold onto things forever.” He patted Tiffany’s hand. “Remember the Ganesha festival.”

      Charlie shot her a quizzical look and Tiffany said, “Got to let go of stuff, Dad. Every year the Hindus make a paper mâché version of their elephant god Ganesh and drown him in the closest body of water to show that his spirit doesn’t live in material things.”

      Charlie pursed his lips and pulled at his chin where the goatee used to grow before the chemo. He could relate. His after-dinner glow faded.

      Sunny leaned forward. “We’ve sketched an exciting vision, Dad. The Community Center will open in a couple months. Our tower could add hotel rooms for events like an all-star game and also offer millennials the housing they’re desperate for. We’ll give you more than a fair price for your place if you’ll reconsider.”

      Charlie pressed his fingertips to his temples, his head pounding at the reference to his son-in-law’s latest proposal. How could the man bring this up at a birthday dinner?

      Tiffany set the book down. “I’ll look for the photo of our house later. Now, I’m requesting a different kind of birthday present.” She handed Charlie a white envelope.

      Still trembling over Sunny’s audacity, Charlie opened the envelope and unfolded two letter-sized sheets, printed in purple and black with small, square QR codes at the top. “What the devil?”

      “Courtside seats to the basketball game tomorrow. Bring cousin Justin.” Tiffany stretched out her arm beside the table and mimicked dribbling a basketball. “You and Justin will be kings for the day.”

      After all this time, his daughter still didn’t understand his viewpoint. “Kings, huh! Don’t count me among those crazy cowbell fans.”

      Tiffany picked the sheets off the table, folded them in half once and half again, lifted his jacket from the banquette and slid the tickets into his pocket. “Come early for Women in Sports Night before the game. I’m on the panel.” She mimed shooting a basketball up toward the crystal chandelier. “That’s the best gift you could give me—celebrate women in sports breaking the glass ceilings!”

      Charlie couldn’t help but laugh at her antics.

      Sunny stirred his after-dinner coffee and took a sip of the black brew. “Let’s go check out the arena on the way back to where I’m parked. It’s an easy walk through the tunnel under the freeway, settle our food.”

      Charlie frowned.

      “Besides,” Sunny continued, “I discovered last week that tunnel is lined with exhibit cases showing California’s history.”

      “Humph,” Charlie said. “Those half-baked historians got some of their stories wrong, they did.” He stood and headed for the men’s room, giving himself time to consider his daughter’s tickets for tomorrow’s game.

      He made his way along the hallway. Hanging in a prime spot, a framed and signed photo of Governor Reagan beamed his charismatic smile alongside other political figures who’d been feted at the Firehouse. The pictures underscored the fact that traditions of the past were still honored, at least here in this landmark establishment. They soothed his mood.

      Okay, fine. He’d be a good father and go see Tiffany, help to honor women in sports tomorrow. Make up for her mother gone, run off to Seattle last year with that billionaire.

      

      It was dark when they left the restaurant, sated by the meal. They walked the plank sidewalks of Old Sacramento, moving past weathered brick buildings.

      “This all,” Charlie gestured at the streets around them, “was known in the eighteen-hundreds as ‘gateway to the goldfields.’ Now, it’s gateway to Golden 1 Center. That place gets promoted like a promised land, but you ask me, it just gilds the pockets of the already wealthy.” Charlie’s steps slowed as a portly man strode toward them with a matronly woman on his arm, the pair headed for the Firehouse Restaurant.

      The man tipped his hat at Sunny, who nodded back with a smile.

      Charlie frowned at his son-in-law. “There’s your pal on the city council,” Charlie grumbled. “The builders’ buddy.” He stabbed an accusing index finger toward the distinguished-looking pair and exclaimed, “It’s people like them who are to blame.”

      Tiffany took hold of his shoulder. “Daddy, can’t you let it go? Come see downtown commons. We call it DOCO. It used to be a slum. Now it’s thriving!”

      Charlie couldn’t help himself. “Thriving? Haven’t you seen all the people on the streets, no place left they can afford to live. There was nothing wrong with the old basketball arena, built out of town like made sense!” His head was pounding.

      “Golden 1 is an entertainment center, too,” said Sunny. “Entertainment and Sports—known as an ESC.” He vocalized the three letters separately. “It benefits everyone.”

      “Entertainment, my ass,” said Charlie. “ESC. Escape from the tyranny of big shots ruining the town.”

      He gave Tiffany a quick hug. “Happy birthday.” He nodded curtly at his son-in-law. “Thank you for the dinner, but I’m in no mood to go witness that arena tonight.”

      Ignoring his daughter’s tug at his jacket sleeve, he walked off in the other direction, throwing both hands into the air and calling over his shoulder, “Don’t worry about me, I know these streets like the lines in the palms of these hands.” He turned towards Alkali Flat, the weathered setting for the classic Victorian his great-grandfather had built back in the 1860s, hugging to himself his memories before Interstate 5 cut Old Sacramento off from his beloved neighborhood.

      He wouldn’t be 70 until next year and was cocksure he could still find his way home on foot, going under the freeway by the old railroad museum. But he wasn’t sure he could stomach going into that arena tomorrow. Even for his darling daughter.
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        LAND, n. A part of the earth’s surface considered as property, subject to private ownership and control…if  owned by A, B and C, there will be no place for D, E, F and G to exist.

      

      

      
        
        -Ambrose Bierce, The Devil’s Dictionary

      

      

      By the next day, Charlie had reasoned it through. He had mixed feelings about her being on that women-in-sports panel in the basketball arena. He considered the arena had been a starter spore for nearby construction projects rising like fungus after rain. But he realized there would be a Q and A session at the end of the panel. He could ask when the women’s professional game would come back. Give his daughter something better to do than coach little girls and shill for her greedy husband. He could trust Justin to come along into this den of thieves with him and not get carried away with the false glitter and glamour of the arena. Justin had been orphaned when he was three years old, adopted by Charlie’s parents and raised like a brother to Charlie. Justin had agreed to meet him in front of the arena.

      On his weathered front porch, Charlie tipped his head so the brim of his cap blocked out the afternoon sun. He furrowed his brow. Slabs of concrete soared up toward the setting sun a few blocks to the West, new roads turning into enterprises of all kinds built over the abandoned rail yards.

      Never mind the conniption fit Mother would have thrown, what about the cost to taxpayers? What about the damage to the neighborhood?

      Charlie strolled his block, carrying a book. He nodded at his neighbors, children and oldsters living together in extended families, renting places in Victorian houses divided into flats.

      He turned toward the library to return Black Sunday, the Thomas Harris thriller focused on a plot to bomb the Super Bowl. The book had been recommended by his friend Victor Ramirez, the son of a former student of Charlie’s. Now a history professor at Sac State, Victor had the information and connections, might be able to help stop the overdose of new development the way Charlie hoped his cancer had been halted by the surgery and treatments.

      It might be too late for Charlie, burdened with his diagnosis, but not for this town, his birthplace and lifelong object of his affections. His warm sentiments included his daughter, of course, despite that developer she’d become infatuated with and married.

      Charlie placed Black Sunday onto the lip of the library’s book return box and pushed the handle closed. He loved the ponk of the book hitting the rest of the returns. Books were solid objects you could count on to last over the years. It warmed his heart that people still appreciated the library, a classic building in the Italian Renaissance style, sheltering the wisdom of the ages. It had been restored, not torn down and replaced.

      He turned in the direction of the arena and crossed the street to where a stocky middle aged woman was pounding her fist on a parking meter. “What’s the trouble?” Charlie tipped his cap.

      “My quarter’s stuck in the slot. Can’t push it all the way in or grab it out.” She stared wide-eyed at Charlie. “Last month, same thing, these meters. Fees doubled and tripled. Want to grab our money, forget about making it easy to come downtown.”

      Charlie pinched her quarter with his fingertips and wriggled it around but no luck. He shook his head. “Damn shame, what they’ve done in the name of progress.”

      The woman blinked back tears and stomped the few steps to her green Hyundai. “Last time I’ll try and use this library, you betcha.” She got into her car and edged her way back into traffic.

      Progress, my ass, thought Charlie. Motorists now had to circle for blocks, looking for rare and high-priced parking spaces.

      Across the street in Cesar Chavez park, men and women arranged shopping carts, raggedy blankets and bedrolls into what would pass for bedrooms, the frigid winter sky as their ceilings. More homeless all the time. Now there was a cause Suttertown News beat the drums for, finally starting to get some government attention. But fat chance these poor souls would ever get anything from the developers who’d taken a wrecking ball to affordable housing. It would drive some of them into a life of crime—their survival would demand it.

      He walked on toward the arena, his gut aching as he passed a vacant shop that once was a thriving bookstore. Decades before, the owners had commissioned tiles painted with colorful books and set them into the sidewalk. Now it was out of business, and the niche coffee shop that replaced it was just a memory, too, witnessed by a faded latté menu taped inside the old bookstore window.

      In the alcove of the shop’s narrow entry stood a gaunt black man, unsteady on his feet. He was pointing to a fat white woman sitting on a tattered cushion that once upon a time might have been the corduroy liner of a basket chair.

      “Sho betta, know betta,” the man yelled. “Gotta feed him.” He bent to stroke the fur of a scrawny dog that looked to Charlie like an aging toy poodle mix gone gray.

      Charlie kept his breathing on the shallow side, trying not to inhale the vapors of stale urine.

      The woman rattled a big purple plastic cup. “Got change?”

      Charlie didn’t believe in giving money to the homeless, on principle. It postponed the day when local leaders would be forced to face the problem, and really do something about it. He’d read that every night, nearly 4,000 people were homeless in Sacramento County, far more than in 2015. The downtown development had a lot to do with that.

      Charlie glowered at the tiny dog dancing on the sidewalk. The dog jumped over the purple cup, pivoted and jumped back. “He’s a show dog,” the woman said, with a toothless grin in Charlie’s direction.

      With a quick nod, he reached into his pants pocket, grabbed his loose change and dumped it into her cup.

      “Bless you,” said the woman.

      With a scowl, Charlie headed toward the arena. Golden 1 Center had started it all. Golden—where did they come up with that name? Dull gray metal, aluminum if anything, towering sixty feet into the air, metal and glass surfaces askew in jutting triangles, as if it could collapse at any moment.

      Charlie thought it looked like a mammoth aluminum can someone had stepped on to crush and flatten. In his heart, he yearned to flatten it himself like the stadium was destroyed in the novel he’d just returned to the library.  The book was based on real life, the tragic Olympics hostage crisis where middle eastern terrorists took Israeli athletes hostage and killed them.

      Violence was not the best problem-solving option in real life. In fiction, maybe. He would keep on writing his fantasy novel about bombing Staples Center, warning people against creating another L. A. mess up here in Sacramento, try getting this anger out of his system.

      Charlie headed on toward the arena, his mind a hot jumble.
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