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     Chapter One


    Nature has always had more force than education.


    Voltaire


    Thursday, April 30 - 9 a.m.


    “My protagonist will be wearing a kilt and carrying a claymore. And he would have a military jacket with, ah, epaulets. Oh. And a war bonnet, with eagle feathers.”


    “Cliché, cliché, and cliché with a double-side of truly horrible cultural appropriation.” I sounded shrewish. I didn’t care. “You must be joking.”


    Gretchen used the tip of her hiking stick to send a rock skittering off the trail into the undergrowth. Gretchen is a large woman of sixty-five years. She has a bum left knee, but she primarily uses the staff as a tool to dominate her space. As if she wasn’t already intimidating with a mannish cut to her silver hair, and her stumping about with thick legs wrapped in gaiters, ending in heavy-soled boots.


    She sent another wayward rock bouncing out of the way. “This hero needs to be complex!”


    “Make him schizophrenic,” I muttered. “That’d be different.”


    Gretchen came to a stop as her blue eyes turned to very blue ice chips. Rain streaked down, soaking us both. “Kami, that’s petty and unkind. You are jealous. And you need to stop it.”


    I frowned. Then sighed. She was, as always, completely correct.


    Everything was wet. A breeze was lifting the hem of my Gore-Tex jacket, sending a cool current up my backside. I fumbled for a tissue, knowing it would be wet too.


    Gretchen kept her eyes on me. She could be relentless.


    There was nothing to do but laugh. “You stinker!” I cried. “You were pulling my leg! A kilt, a claymore, epaulets and eagle feathers?”


    “The funny thing is, it’d probably sell well.”


    And it would. Gretchen’s racy romances were paying her mortgage. And then some. With four ex-husbands, two current lovers, and a life of saying “yes” more than “no,” she had the experience and imagination to write lurid sex scenes. With each installment, she steamed up the pages and sent her book sales climbing.


    In contrast, my recent space adventure had landed with a thud when a major author published a similar tale a week after mine launched. Despite being first out, my book stumbled, in part due to my modest marketing budget that was not well-targeted.


    Hindsight is known for ‘20-20 vision’, but such clarity can be depressing. I’d coasted on getting advance copies out to reviewers and hadn’t used even my modest connections, being too embarrassed to flog my book to family and peers.


    I had skipped press releases too. And book giveaways. I hadn’t even really considered the release date, thinking all days were the same.


    Alas, nobody buys a book on Superbowl Sunday. Not when the game was at even odds and between two of the nation’s most popular teams.


    In short, I had not only screwed up the book launch with cheapness and distraction, I’d also stumbled, bumbled and pretended the basics didn’t apply to me.


    The book launch had not paired well with the sadness and exhaustion that accompanied the sorting through of my parents’ estate. At age thirty-five, I felt eighty.


    Meanwhile, the major author had major money for buying ads on social media. He also had help to wrangle invites for talk show interviews. And… well… he was a “he.” In engineering-and-math-based science fiction, it matters. It shouldn’t, but it does.


    My book earned tepid reviews suggesting derivative writing, all accompanied by pitiable sales.


    I had known misery after booting a philandering husband to the curb and dropping out of grad school, but this winter had been worse.


    Depressed? Who wouldn’t be?


    Gretchen took on my rescue. As March winds gave way to April rains, she insisted we tramp the woodland trail behind the backyards of the homes on our rural road. This was our third walk.


    “Chin up,” Gretchen ordered. “Look around. What do you see?”


    “Wet woods. Wet jackets. Wet everything.”


    “Be more specific.”


    “Argh.” A lecture was coming. However, Gretchen tended to be both salty and insightful. And anything was better than thinking about the current status of my life.


    I looked up. “The maples have leafed out, the skies are gray, and the lichens on the branches are plumped up.”


    “Excellent. I’m glad you remembered to notice the lichens. Keep going.”


    “The stripes on the Douglas fir are accentuated with black fuzzy stuff.”


    “A mold. Not harmful, but distinctive. Continue.”


    My eyes narrowed. “And there’s a brown lizard on that tree trunk.” I squinted. “Brown, pebbly top. Orange underneath.”


    Gretchen swiveled to look. “Ah. A rough-skinned newt. On a tree trunk! That’s highly unusual. They normally are walking on the forest floor. It’s not a lizard. Poisonous. Don’t eat it.”


    “Not a problem. I’ve had breakfast.”


    Gretchen grinned. “Cheeky is good. Today we are flâneuse, the feminine of flâneur, which is, of course, the literary stroller, the amateur detective, retaining our individuality while taking in details of the urban landscape.”


    “Darling, I hate to disappoint you, but we’re in the woods.” I wiped my nose again with the wet tissue. “We’re soaking wet women ignoring our task lists.”


    “Au contraire,” my companion answered. “We are adventurers, and the forest is a thriving city, inhabited by the industrious, the beautiful, and the conniving. We have the charming, and we have the complex. All ours to observe and contemplate.”


    Gretchen waved her walking stick toward the tree trunk. “Our newt is deep in an arms race. It has the same toxin as a puffer fish, but the local garter snakes have developed a tolerance, and they will eat newts.”


    Her eyes sparkled as she added, “It becomes complicated. The snake has to evaluate just how much poison is in that particular newt, because some newts have developed a high level of toxin. And the newt isn’t immune to its own poisons. It takes in a serving of poison to itself every time it deploys a dose. There are layers of things happening all at once.”


    “There can’t be snakes out. It’s too cold.” I shifted my feet, looking down at the fir needle duff. Garter snakes are harmless to people, but I didn’t want to be stepping on one.


    “It’s a bit early for snakes to be out,” Gretchen admitted. “But the arms race is real. The newts get more and more poisonous as the snakes adapt to tolerating more of the toxin.”


    “And I care because?”


    “Because some of the newts are so far down the development path that they contain enough poison to kill a person. Easily.” She nodded at the newt, now creeping in slow motion further up the tree trunk. “And you can use that in a story.”


    She winked. “Or in real life.”


    It was easy to laugh. “You are referring to my sister-in-law, right? I may yet throttle her, but no ‘eye of newt and toe of frog.’ Not yet, at any rate.” I grinned at Gretchen. “Although Ashlee can be a toad at times. Are we finding any real toads today?”


    “I’m not sure they’re in our area. I should look that up.” Gretchen moved off the trail to study the newt. “Let’s try for a close-up photo.”


    Her voice was casual as she pushed through the knee-high salal. “Ashlee is wanting you to move faster?”


    “Of course.”


    Ashlee had opinions on the sorting through of my parents’ estate, although the word “estate” was a rather decorative word to describe the large, but poorly-maintained, pseudo-farmhouse and several outbuildings, all crammed with the collections of two people who’d had a fortune for indulging in their passions.


    Eventually, however, my mother’s kidney failure coincided with my father’s lung cancer.


    Mom and Dad died within weeks of one another, having spent their fortune.


    In my grief, I had blundered on, refusing to postpone my book launch, certain the world would see the merits in my story.


    The world hadn’t.


    Now Ashlee, my sister-in-law, hoped for spectacular value in the dusty shelves of Japanese ceramics, vintage clocks, collectible dolls, duck decoys and Depression glass that filled the farmhouse and storage sheds.


    Ashlee and my fraternal twin, Kent, had two little girls. Kent ran an ice cream store in downtown Olympia, but business was spotty. Money went out faster than in.


    “Ashlee insists my parents were shrewd.” I sighed. “Dad could be. My God, you should have heard him negotiate the fee on the furnace repair. That was the night before he died. He got fifty dollars knocked off.”


    “You had a furnace repair after hours?” Gretchen whistled.


    “The repairman was great.” I dabbed at my nose. “Of course, I was bawling my eyeballs out while Dad was hacking up the last of his lungs, so it may have been the pity discount.” I shrugged. “Dad chatted him up and insisted on talking deals. Wednesday Hump Day special. He sold cars before buying a winning lottery ticket, you know.”


    Gretchen laughed. “He sounds shrewd. You think he knew collecting?”


    “Sometimes. There’s lots of tourist junk. Dad told us he was leaving real treasures, but he was such a positive, chatty guy. It’s not easy to assess.”


    I kicked another fir cone into the undergrowth. “This morning I learned a jackalope might fetch two hundred dollars, eBay being my new friend.”


    “A jackalope?”


    “Appalling taxidermy wherein a deer’s antlers are attached to a bunny’s head. Bird wings on a muskrat brings in a lot more. We may have one of those, too. There’s a whole shelf of stuffed animal weirdness.”


    “Oh, joy.”


    “No kidding.” I shuddered. “I try not to think about it.”


    “This may be a female.” Gretchen was close to the newt now, taking photos. “The males tend to have smoother skin in the spring breeding season.” She straightened up. “These newts breed in the late summer at high elevations and in the spring down where we are. When she meets up with a male, he may spend as much as two days stroking her to get her ready for mating.”


    “How do you know all of this stuff?”


    “Second husband.” Her eyes glittered with a harshness that surprised me.


    “He was a biologist?”


    “Nope,” Gretchen said. “Military. He was a real donkey’s butt to the kids. The best way to survive a weekend was to get them out of the house first thing Saturday morning. I’d load the kids up, and we’d head to a nature walk. Shelton, Aberdeen, Centralia, Tacoma, Auburn. Anywhere. We’d go on the tour, eat lunch, then get home as Captain Donkey Butt was headed out to golf. Mandatory sex Saturday night. Church on Sunday morning. If there wasn’t a football game on Sunday afternoon, I made sure to get the kids out of the house again.”


    “Geez. I’m so sorry.”


    Gretchen shrugged. “I survived bad times. Nature-bathing helps. You’re going to survive your bad times too.”


    “I hope so.” I kicked another fir cone, using a left-footed cross like a soccer player. “I’d better do the sword collection soon. They may be valuable.” I looked up at my dear, wise friend and confessed. “I’ll do better with all the swords out of the house.”


    Gretchen’s blue eyes took on a different sort of flintiness. “We’ll load them up today. I’ll follow you to the house.”


    “No.” I exhaled. “I’m not going to slice myself open with a katana, whether it is a pseudo-Japanese knock off or an expensive, authentic relic. Kent can pick them up. He likes that sort of thing. He and Ashlee can research and sell them.”


    “You sure?”


    “Yes. I’ll call him today.”


    “What’s your brain saying?”


    “That I’m overwhelmed and unhappy with the work ahead. My thoughts are weirding me out, but I’m still functional.”


    “Good.” Gretchen took one last photo and walked to stand inches from me. Peering into my eyes, she said, “I lost Captain Donkey Butt to suicide. Even my kids don’t know that. They think he died in a training accident, but he killed himself with his service revolver.”


    “My God. I am so sorry.”


    “Me, too. I was close to divorce, but it was horrible to lose him.” She shook her head. “After that, I moved the kids to Oregon, and I started as a pot seller.”


    “Weed or ceramics?”


    “Both.” She sniffed. “I was not using all my brain cells for a long while.”


    Gretchen reached out and put a hand on my very wet sleeve. “Kami, you don’t want to mess around with depression. It is a very heavy load. If you’re having end-it-all thoughts, let’s get help.”


    “My misery is mostly situational. I’m just exhausted.” The wet tissue was beyond useless, but I used the wad to wipe my nose anyway. “I wanted an estate buyer to haul everything away, but Ashlee’s right. There’s a real possibility we’ll do better if we go piece-by-piece. We should at least make a good review of what we have.”


    I sighed. “Ugh. I hate that she’s right, and I hate that I hate that she’s right.”


    Gretchen snorted. “Right as in a treasure or two is in with all the tchotchkes?”


    “Yep. There’s gold in them thar knick-knacks.” My sigh rivaled the wind ruffling the trees. “And lucky me, I get to be the miner.”


    We left the newt and returned to the trail through the woods, Gretchen stumping along in front, scattering rocks with her walking stick.


    “Star-crossed lovers,” she said.


    “Excuse me?”


    “That’s what you need in your life. And I happen to know a pair.”


    The April rain intensified. The wind picked up. I said, “Are you sure I don’t just need a nice cup of tea and a trashy novel?”


    “Nope. Real life Romeo and Juliet. Only their names are Sky and Juno. They live on our road. Seventeen years old, and her parents are dead set against the romance.”


    “This helps me how?”


    “The kids could research your stuff. They could photograph things and write up the product blurbs and do the postings. They’d jump at the chance to work at your place. I know they would.”


    “In a very large house with lots of nooks and crannies. In nine months, they could name me as godmother to their ‘whoops’ baby!” I shook my head. “Let’s not make my life more complicated.”


    Gretchen’s right arm came up, making a dramatic sweep to encompass the woods. “Vibrant life is all around. Embrace living. Empower love.” She smiled. “You’d be okay. I’m projecting on the romance. Sky’s had a crush on Juno for a couple of years. So far there’s been oodles of tension and no action. You could help them along.”


    “Oh, goody.” My jeans were damp to the knees as rain came blowing down the trail. The gray clouds were roiling with a sudden new intensity. I was keen to get home, grateful as I was for the outing.


    My gratitude to Gretchen had me be politely curious. “What’s with the parents? Republicans versus Democrats?”


    “That’d be too easy.” Gretchen’s voice dropped into a chuckle. “We do have that one Republican pair on the corner. The Eliopoulous family. But these are the neighbors across the road – on my side. Sky’s mothers run the llama and egg farm.”


    “Okay. Green metal roof, and the big pens full of, well, llamas.”


    “Too right. Yo Mommas’ Llamas.”


    Our neighborhood consisted of homes on five to twenty acre lots spread out down a long gravel road. I hadn’t met all of my neighbors, although I knew names from gate signs.


    My life had been too full with parental care and writing to be sociable. Days could go by without me spotting a rural neighbor, which worked well for my cranky, sad self.


    “Juno lives next door to the llama farm,” Gretchen said.


    “The place with the Visualize Whirled Peas sign?”


    Gretchen nodded. “Militant vegans. On a mission.”


    “Free range eggs are not acceptable?”


    “Nope. The Yo Mommas’ Llamas farm has the most pampered flock of chickens on the planet, but consuming unborn chickens is deeply offensive to Thorne and Briar. They’re on a mission to end animal industries, and the Llama Mommas aren’t having it. There’s heavy feuding fueled by an assortment of herbal teas.”


    I couldn’t help it. I laughed. “Very Olympia.”


    “Indeed.”


    With a ripple of thunder, fresh rain cascaded down. As billowing sheets of water obscured the woods, I felt water wicking up my jeans to soak my underwear.


    How typical. I thought I couldn’t be more miserable, but, once again, I had underestimated Mother Nature and My Life.


    “Isn’t spring wonderful?” Gretchen bellowed. “The stage is being set for so much new growth.”
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     Chapter Two


    One must not put a loaded rifle on the stage if no one is thinking of firing it.


    Anton Chekhov


    Thursday, April 30 - 10:30 a.m.


    My wild watchdog, a small Douglas squirrel, set up a chattering complaint as I dripped up the side steps to the kitchen door of my parents’ funky olive-green farmhouse. The little squirrel had taken up residence in the trees next to the house during the winter, and now she chattered at perceived intruders, including me, who had lived here over a year.


    My parents had purchased the rambling home when I was in college. I’d loved it straight away for the wide-planked wood floors, generously-sized rooms and abundant windows. The exterior was an odd color scheme with the olive-green house being topped by a gray roof and accented with berry-red gutters, and bright yellow doors, all of which were grimy now.


    I unlocked the algae-streaked door, accompanied by the high shrills of the squirrel.


    “You’re better than a dog,” I called.


    The squirrel went into overdrive as I squelched inside. I stripped down on the inside door mat. There was no one home to see me in my goose-bumped nakedness, which suited the hell out of me. My wet clothes could wait on the welcome mat until I felt like doing laundry.


    There were a few joys I’d discovered in having a large, rural home to myself. Wandering about unclothed was one. The house had been built in the 1980s to look like it was from the 1880s, which meant it came with a mighty furnace and abundant insulation.


    It was a toasty home.


    I carried my phone and sauntered, naked, down the main hallway, then up a staircase to an old-fashioned bathroom with a deep tub. Turning on the taps and rejoicing at the quick steaming water, I added bubbling bath soap. A few minutes later and it was heaven to wiggle toes in the hot water as the suds reached my chin.


    A walk with Gretchen was a good excursion, even with the downpour of cold, late April rain.


    There hadn’t been many happy moments in the past year. So many things had been a struggle.


    The months ahead didn’t look to hold much joy either. My happiness began to dissipate as I contemplated the tasks to come.


    I blinked, sniffed and frowned. It was time to entice my twin into taking on some of the estate shedding.


    It had been easy to speak with confidence to Gretchen about getting the things moving, but now I found myself squirming with discomfort. My brother’s life was very full. Thursday mornings, however, he had an assistant to open the ice cream shop.


    Taking a breath, I reached for my phone and typed a text, “Ready to make some $$? Stop by?”


    An affirmative thumbs up chimed in quickly. “10 min,” my brother messaged.


    “Damn.” I’d hoped to stay in the tub until the water cooled. Still, task shedding and improving my mental health were the goals. The game was on. I emerged from the water, rosy and clean.


    After a few hasty pats with one of my mother’s deluxe towels, I made another naked dash through the house, this time to a bedroom overlooking the back meadow.


    I’d claimed the room as mine when I had moved in to care for my parents. They had been frail and needy from the start, which meant I had simply dumped my worldly goods in the gracious room.


    Today I yanked a clean T-shirt out of the laundry basket and rummaged for a semi-clean pair of jeans from a pile on the floor.


    Speed was important. I wanted to greet my brother with a sword. Our father had been a sucker for weaponry, and Kent was too.


    Unfortunately, the sword collection had been popping up in my mind every night as I struggled to sleep. I was too often haunted by a mental picture of what a fine blade could do against a wrist. It was time to take positive actions before a negative action became alluring.


    I clattered back down the staircase and headed to our father’s office, a room I’d avoided for weeks. Two of three overhead light bulbs were out, and I hadn’t summoned the strength to fetch a ladder to remedy the issue. The office was a dim place, crowded with belongings.


    The door opened smoothly enough, coming to rest with a bump against a heavy wooden chest. I clicked on the remaining light and tried not to see the thick film of gray dust that covered every surface. My heart stuttered a bit as I took in Dad’s big office chair.


    I made my eyes move to the wall to the left. There, on a high shelf, sat a prized Japanese katana, resting on an elegant wooden stand with the sword’s scabbard cradled underneath the blade.


    It would be foolish to stand on Dad’s wheeled chair to reach the high shelf. I dragged the wooden chest closer to make an enormous step. With a stretch I could lift the entire array, which ended up being heavier than I expected.


    My legs shook, but I was able to lower the whole apparatus to the desk. I scrambled down, took a new grip on the sword, sheath and display stand and hustled out to the kitchen.


    Kent’s Civic was already turning down the long drive to the farmhouse. I galloped back to my father’s office and flung open the closet. Pushing aside coats that smelled altogether too much of my father, I found four stacked wooden cases. I grabbed two and sprinted back down the hall to the kitchen to lay the cases on the counter.


    Three swords would have to do. I knew there were more stashed elsewhere in Dad’s office, but we could start with these.


    I rinsed my now grubby hands and took a few calming breaths, trying to look nonchalant as my brother came in the kitchen door.


    Kent stepped onto my pile of wet clothes, swear words coming easily as he rocked for balance, all of which amused me.


    “Sorry about that,” I said. “I had a walk in the rain. Thanks for coming.”


    “Sure.” Kent pulled me into a fast hug. His eyes were already on the katana as he released me. “Oh, man. That beauty!” He moved closer, bending down to take in the details of the exquisite sword smithing. “It’s dirty, but you can see the hamon line.”


    One of the lovely things about having a twin is seeing yourself. Kent has my russet curls, round face and square jaw.


    Alas, our father’s fascination with all things Asian had begun early. My given name is Kamiko, and my brother is Kento. With our stout Western bodies and pale, round faces, we look at home hoisting steins of lager in an Octoberfest beer garden. I’m busty enough to fill out a dirndl nicely.


    Kamiko and Kento don’t play well with the surname Schmidt. For years I had a reflexive wince when a new teacher called out “Kamiko Schmidt?” always with an air of uncertainty.


    Our parents had been unapologetic. We’d been miserable until a middle school P.E. coach Americanized our names.


    It wasn’t that we hated our names. We had, like most schoolchildren, hated being different.


    Today my twin straightened up, smiling. “I remember when Dad bought this. He was so excited. You’re right. This is worth some money.” The smile shadowed as Kent added, “If we can find the paperwork.”


    “Yep.” I hunched up my shoulders. “It might be under ‘sword’ or ‘katana.’ Dad’s filing was terrible.”


    “I know. The papers might be under ‘Japan.’ Or ‘Collectible.’ Kent shook his head. “I think we bought a katana on the 2014 trip. Maybe a 2014 file?”


    “Great.” I folded my arms and sniffed. “That’s about when Mom bought a new dryer, so maybe I can figure out if that screeching sound can be fixed under a purchased warranty if I can find the 2014 folder. Dryer receipt with a sword receipt. That sounds about right.”


    Kent looked a bit ill, like he’d swallowed a frog.


    “What? You think I’m wrong?” I asked.


    “No. You’re absolutely right. Dad’s filing system isn’t a system.” Kent looked at me, steady, twin-to-twin. “I need you to know that Ashlee is wound up. She thinks you’re goldbricking out here.”


    “What?” I waved a hand towards our father’s den. “She’s seen that mess!”


    “I know. I know.”


    I couldn’t help myself. Ranting was better than breaking into tears. With a most excellent sneering tone, I said, “I was all for calling in an auction house. She’s the one who says we’re going to come out ahead if we go through all this stuff ourselves. And you’re not helping. Any.”


    “I know.” Kent looked beyond miserable. “We’re cramped. The girls have lots of needs. She’s overwhelmed, and I don’t know if I’m coming or going.”


    He sighed. “Money is so damn tight. I really think the shop will pick up this summer. People are going to be traveling, and there’ll be events downtown.”


    I relented. “But you have to get through most of May, right?”


    “Yeah. Things should pick up as soon as we have some sun, but it’ll be June before we’re really busy.” His fingers drummed on the kitchen counter. “Could we get this house on the market next month?”


    My rage dissipated. Kent was trying to find a way forward, and I could hear his exhaustion.


    “It’d be crazy making,” I said, flapping a hand at the sword. “Maybe we can do the nice stuff faster. Can we sell this katana without the paperwork?” I managed a weak grin. “I’m an eternal optimist. Hell, I even thought I could write books for a living.”


    “You can.” He looked down at the sword. “We will get so much more with proper documentation. This was made with immense skill. With the paperwork, we might get thousands. Without, maybe a couple hundred.”


    “It matters,” I said.


    “Yes. For Japanese katanas, documentation matters a lot.” Kent straightened his shoulders. “We can do this. We have to. It would be a tragedy for the history of this piece to be lost. We’ve got the history. We just have to sort out where the hell Dad filed it.”


    “And the others?” I jerked my thumb at the two long boxes I’d fetched. “There’s more in the den closet.”


    “Let’s hope all the documentation is in one file marked ‘Katanas,’ or it’s a long path to payday,” Kent said.


    “Sweet Jay-sus.” I had harbored hopes that Kent would remember more about the swords and be keen to take them home to do a fast, lucrative marketing plan. I’d be safer from my dark ruminations, and we’d make money.


    Now I was realizing that was ridiculous. Kent and Ashlee had a cute, but overstuffed, bungalow and two very little girls. There was no room for processing estate items. Ashlee would be apoplectic at the idea of weapons coming in the door. For all their collectability and grace, the katanas were serious blades.


    The swords had to stay with me.


    My stomach swooped and roiled. I took a steadying breath and made a silent vow to find a sleep aid so my nights would not include mental images of blades on wrists.


    “You okay?” My twin’s face showed his lips coming together just as mine did when I was worried.


    “I’m overwhelmed. Each item has to be researched. I have to measure the thing, take pictures, write a description, and then the real fun begins. I upload the whole bundle and pray for results.”


    A groan escaped me as I added, “And then it either is total crickets with no interest, or the emails start arriving with questions I struggle to answer.”


    I scowled, “Would you say Dad’s jackalope is in good, fair, or moderate condition?


    “There’s a difference?”


    “Good is better than fair. I think that both ‘good’ and ‘fair’ are under the moderate umbrella. If I’m wrong, then the buyer might ask for a refund.”


    “Jay-susss!” Kent’s eyes roved around the kitchen. I could see him look up at the row of cookie jars lining the perimeter of the upper cabinets.


    “Right,” I nodded at his surveillance. “Each one of them should get that treatment. An hour, or more, per cookie jar. Some of those are rare collectibles.”


    Kent shook his head. “I can’t help you with the cookie jars. If I took one of those home, the girls would be into it right away. It’d be chipped by dinner time.”


    “I know. They’re little girls.” I moved to the sink to fill the tea kettle and took in my brother’s tightly hunched shoulders. “What’s really going on?”


    “Whadya mean?” Kent’s question was too innocent. I shot him a hard look, bringing my eyebrows down to augment the glare.


    Kent shifted on the kitchen stool. He finally said, “Ashlee bought a product line.”


    “No!” I set the teakettle down on the burner with a thump. “One of her mother’s Ponzi schemes?”


    “Multiple Level Marketing opportunities are not all Ponzi schemes.”


    “Most of them are.” I turned the burner to high with a frown. “I can’t believe Ashlee did that.”


    “She can’t either.” Kent slid off the stool and took down two mugs. “She told me Glynnis called with a ‘fabulous entry deal,’ and it caught her at a weak moment.”


    “That I can believe. Glynnis is a terror.”


    Kent licked his lips. I knew that ‘tell’ because I had the same one. There was more to confess here, and he didn’t want to share it.


    I plunked tea bags into the mugs and said, “Spill the beans. Which line did she get and how much?”


    “Essential oils.”


    “Great. Any product Ashlee doesn’t sell can be gifted. Everyone can smell like vanilla or cinnamon all year after Christmas. For the next ten years.”


    “Not funny.”


    I poured hot water into the mugs and gave my twin no quarter. “How much?” I repeated as I set the kettle back onto the burner.


    “Five thousand.”


    It was a good thing I’d put down the kettle because I would have dropped it. My mouth worked like a goldfish, opening and closing with no sound. Finally, I croaked, “Five thousand dollars?”


    “On the store credit card.”


    “No!”


    “She feels bad,” Kent defended his wife. “She’s going to do her best to move the product.”


    “To make her money back, she’ll have to enroll other salespeople.”


    Kent shook his head, “Nope. We agreed she is not going to do that. She’s going to sell the product she has and be done.”


    “Five thousand dollars of essential oils must be boxes and boxes of stuff.”


    My brother’s sigh was expansive. He followed it with a second sigh. “I can’t park the car in the garage.”


    “I don’t get it. Ashlee’s smart.”


    “It has nothing to do with smarts,” Kent snorted. “It’s her desire to make her mother proud, and to rescue me from a business I can’t run well. Glynnis said she knew someone downsizing an essential oils collection, and this was a chance to get in on the ground floor. I was in Seattle for a couple of days for a training course. Glynnis drove over to stay the night with Ashlee and the girls. By the time I was back, Ashlee had signed. The stuff was delivered the next day.”


    He squeezed out the tea bag and tossed it into the trash. “I would say ‘ground floor’ was really ‘ground-down Ashlee.’ It’s hard to stand up to a sales pitch from Glynnis.”


    “Can Ashlee unload this great opportunity to someone else?”


    “She’s trying. It’s hard to do much at the computer with the girls.”


    “But she thinks I should be churning out the sales here.” My bitter tone made my brother’s shoulders rise and tighten.


    “She says a novelist cranks out thousands of words, so why aren’t you?” Kent put his hands around the tea mug. “Kami, I know you hate this stuff, but doesn’t she have a point?”


    “All writing is not the same.” I responded with a sneer. “It’s like ice cream. You can power through a pint of Chocolate Crunch, but you can’t handle a scoop of Double Licorice. Lots of people can tell a story and are not able to write a sales blurb or a synopsis. I can write blurbs - I just hate them.”


    I sat down on the kitchen stool next to my brother and made my voice take a neutral tone. “I told you. There’s also a ton of work assembling the material. It’s exhausting.”


    Pointing at the katana on its stand, I confessed. “I’m having nightmares about cutting wrists. I’m okay, but I need to stop that road from building further.”


    “Shit!” Kent’s eyes went wide.


    “I’m not going to. There was just the thought you could take the swords home and do some of the research and write up yourself. You’d see what I’m talking about, and I’d get these things out of the house.”


    “I can’t have blades at our place. The girls…”


    “Got it. What was I thinking?” I shifted my weight and grimaced. “Gretchen knows two high school kids. She says they could be hired to help process stuff.”


    “Can you get them, like fast?” Kent’s shoulders were still hunched up.


    Eyeing his tension, I asked, “Besides Ashlee dropping five grand on stupid stuff, what’s up?” I held up my hand, extending a pinkie. It was our secret handshake. Pinkie-to-pinkie meant “I’m here for you, but no bullshitting me.”


    Kent wrapped his beefy pinkie around mine. “The reason Ashlee caved and went for the product line purchase is because we’re thirty days behind on the store rent. She actually got twenty thousand dollars of product, so she was thinking – for a moment – that it was a screaming deal. Glynnis, of course, was pounding that line, for sure.”


    “Christ on a crutch.”


    Kent snorted. “It gets better.” He released my pinkie, which was fine. I knew he would continue to be frank.


    “How does it get better?”


    “Glynnis is coming back here.” Kent paused. “She’s staying with us while her condo is painted and recarpeted. She wants to sell her place.”


    “Well, Bro, the girls are her grandbabies.”


    “Doesn’t mean I’m happy about it.” Kent scowled. “She’ll be in my face and on my case about improvements I can make. She also acquired a dog. A little yappy thing.”


    “You poor man. Is there someplace else she can stay now that she has a dog?”


    “Dearest sister. Twin of my heart,” Kent began.


    “No!” I shook my head. “Absolutely not. She is not staying here.”

  


  
     Chapter Three


    Neither a borrower or lender be.


    Polonius in Hamlet. Act 1 Scene 3


    Thursday, April 30 - 11 a.m.


    I was unrelenting. Based on my previous handful of interactions with Glynnis, I knew her presence would, in no way, help me process my parents’ belongings. Quite the opposite. Glynnis could be very persuasive. If she were staying with me, I might end up thinking one of her programs was actually a smart investment.


    To his credit, Kent didn’t try too hard to convince me to house his mother-in-law. He finished his tea and left, giving me a hug and a wry smile after rinsing his mug and shrugging on his jacket.


    “We’ll get through this,” he said.


    I gave him a fierce nod, but found myself blinking back tears as he backed an old Honda Civic down the drive. Five years ago, we’d each had a top-of-the-line Lexus.


    Now there was too much to do and not enough cash on hand. There were financial outfits who were keen to lend quick cash while the estate went through probate, but my research made me wary of them.


    The downstairs toilet gurgled ominously when I flushed. I stalked out to the garage to look for the plunger, feeling that a backed-up toilet represented my life when an idea blossomed.


    What about a home equity loan? Would the respected credit union where my parents, Kent, and I had banked for years extend a home equity loan to the estate? We could get the house in shape with hired help and get it on the market.


    I abandoned the plunger hunt and ran back into the house.


    Forty-five minutes of intense computing later, I had an on-line application submitted for thirty thousand dollars.


    As I stood up and stretched, I felt we had a chance of gaining approval for the loan. Housing costs in Thurston County, like so much of the rest of the nation, had soared in recent years. My parents had no mortgage. It was a low-risk loan for the credit union.


    We could do so much with the added cash flow. The roof could be replaced and the driveway re-graveled. Both should be done before the house went on the market.


    And the loan could give Kent and Ashlee a bit of breathing space.


    We’d have to be careful. With our history of spending, Kent and I could mow through thirty thousand in an eyeblink. We had been accumulating better money management habits too slowly.


    A weak sunbeam slicing through a dirty window let me know the morning showers had passed. I felt empowered enough to fetch the mail.


    I have a love-hate relationship with mail. I adore cards and packages. I hate bills and flyers. The past week had been so miserable that I hadn’t collected the mail even once. It was depressing to acknowledge my college friendships had wilted during a long year of parental care. There was no one out there who would be sending me a card. Surrounded by knick-knacks, I’d also severely curtailed my on-line shopping. There would be no interesting packages arriving.


    Shouldering a canvas shopping bag, I set out for the neighborhood mail tower.


    My parents’ farmhouse sat at the end of a rural spur road. The meth epidemic of the early 2000s resulted in constant theft from rural mailboxes, so the eight households and one real farm on our spur went together to buy an industrial mail tower, anchored in concrete and lit by a rare county streetlight.


    The hike to the mailbox was actually one of the few occasions when I might have a neighbor-sighting.


    Our neighbor to the right was a surgeon, Dr. Jaeger, we rarely saw. His house was also in the farmhouse style, but his was meticulously maintained behind a border of giant rhododendrons. Tall Douglas fir and one droopy-topped hemlock rimmed his flat and very green backyard.


    Next to Dr. Jaeger lived Bob, a retired mycologist and part-time folksinger who was one of Gretchen’s favorite lovers. Today Bob emerged from his drive, walking slowly. He was, as usual, skinny, shaggy and smiling. He often wore a lurid tie-dyed shirt, stained mountaineering pants and hiking boots. Today the shirt was long-sleeved, and he’d added a fleece vest.


    “Mail?” he called.


    “Yep! I am prepared for the onslaught.” I wiggled my elbow, making the canvas bag flap. “I haven’t picked up in a week, but I’m feeling brave at the moment.”


    I waited for Bob. He was walking slowly with his shoulders forward. My heart clinched as his old man’s tilt reminded me of my father’s decline. I didn’t know Bob well, but his confident stride had been noteworthy all last year whenever I’d had a Bob sighting.


    Bob joined me and I deliberately set a very slow pace as we walked past the entry to Gretchen’s drive. Both Bob and Gretchen had long, cedar and Douglas fir-lined driveways with small homes at the back of the five-acre lots.


    The Yo Mommas’ Llamas farm was next to Gretchen’s place on the north side. Its entrance configuration was open, with no trees. The llama farm had a small shed by the drive with a table display offering cartons of free-range eggs. They also had a padlocked pay box welded to a massive metal fence post. Five-foot-high stout fencing paralleled the road and divided the farm into several pastures, each dotted with llamas. There were chicken runs at the back of the property, next to a large, single-story home.


    “They’ve been having more issues,” Bob said, waving at the two women who were loading a metal feeder with hay.


    “With each other or with the neighbors?”


    Bob snorted. “Monika and Xiulen are solid. The asshole vegans and the feral cat lady are being snots about the egg sales.”


    “Gretchen mentioned something about that. Delphina has feral cats now?” This was my neighbor to the left. I rarely saw her, but I knew her to be a large woman with a soft cloud of brown hair and four or five cats. She ran a book-indexing business from her home. I’d only spoken to her a handful of times, but had always found her to be smart and pleasant, if perhaps a bit shy.


    “Delphina?” Bob shook his head. “No. She’s cool. Keeps to herself. Even better, she keeps her cats in her garden. She’s great.”


    He pointed at the Visualize Whirled Peas sign on our right, standing in front of a row of head-high huckleberry bushes. The rainbow-hued letters stood out against the flat black sign board. “These guys and their tenant. You got the name change memo?”


    “Ah.” My mind stuttered for a moment before I recalled a penciled note on unattractive handmade paper. I said, “Belinda and Steve are now going by Briar and Thorne.”


    Bob’s snort was half a grunt. “Yeah.” His voice deepened as he quoted, “To better reflect our mission to move the world to a sustainable, vegan path.” He followed the broadcaster’s tone with a sigh. “It pisses me off that I about ninety percent agree with them. I just don’t like their approach. Seems like you could be doing some other things than harassing your neighbors over their little egg stand.”


    He frowned. “And they’re even free-range eggs! Those are some happy hens!”


    “So, Belinda, I mean Briar, is into feral cats?” We were past the vegans’ drive and now near the mail tower, also backed by high huckleberry bushes.


    “No. Sorry. Got side-tracked there. See the little house?” Bob pointed at a clever wood trailer structured like a caravan from a fairy tale. It was possible to get a clear look through a gap in the bushes. “That’s their renter’s place. She now goes by ‘Ivy,’ which is a hell of a name.”


    Something Gretchen had said on an earlier walk popped up in my brain. “Ivy is an invasive species?” I ventured.


    “Yep. Horrible stuff. Right up there with Scotch broom. Bad news for the Pacific Northwest. We need more ivy like we need more commuters.”


    Bob sniffed, “That feral cat rescue stuff is madness. Bad for birds.”


    We each opened a box on the mail tower. My family’s box was crammed with letters and advertising. As I scooped and unloaded into my canvas bag, Bob said, “I read your book. It’s pretty good.”


    I tried not to wince. I pasted a smile on and said, “Didn’t Gretchen tell you that writers like superlatives? Just throw in a ‘marvelous’ or at least an ‘unexpected.’ We’re fragile things.”


    Bob snorted as he pulled out a paltry two envelopes. “You’re not fragile. But I see your point. I tend to understate stuff. Let me start over. I thought you wrote a clever book.”


    “Ah. ‘Clever’ I’ll take. Thanks.”
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