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While Ruby Was Gone


Chapter 1

Brett Ransom breathed a deep sigh of
relief as he turned off the coastal freeway and headed toward the
gorgeous blue foothills of Santa Barbara, California.

He was just getting back into town from
visiting San Francisco after attending yet another boring snobbish
artist's convention and hadn't had a single minute to himself until
his long drive home.

Now with his goal in sight, he was
dying for that sacred alone time to regroup and return to his
beloved Adobe home, to enjoy a peaceful glass of his favorite dry
Merlot wine and just lose himself staring at the beauty around
him.

Brett had always been a loner all his
life, who craved, needed, and fiercely protected his
privacy.

When his last relationship had ended
badly several years before, he swore off connections with men
forever, choosing to concentrate on his unique brand of
impressionistic art. It took several years of hard work, with
intense concentration before his paintings first became a hot
property at the beach art show, and soon he had his first break
with a gallery showing and recognition on the Internet.

Following his first true success, he'd
purchased a neglected authentic Adobe house that was still solid
but seriously in need of tender loving care, in other words,
everything. It was located in the beautiful canyon area above the
Santa Barbara Mission that included beautiful views and the privacy
he craved.

Brett's early friendship with his
unique neighbor Ruby Benson began the morning after he moved in and
had grown much deeper with time. Ruby was an eccentric elderly
woman and the daughter of a former bit part actor in the Hollywood
movies of the 1920s, her dyed hair was the intense hue of her given
name.

One day after moving in, Brett was
working to clear some of the overgrown plants away from the front
steps. He jumped in surprise when someone said something right
behind him, starling him.

"So someone unloaded this piece of crap
on you," the old woman commented, her penciled in eyebrow
arched.

She took a swig on the diet soda she'd
brought along with her while carefully kicking some of the loose
cuttings out of her way.

Trying not to be offended and almost
mesmerized by her flamboyant hair color, he decided to take the
high road.

"I believe it has a great potential,"
Brett returned, defending his new home while brushing a prickly
weed away from his shoe.

Ruby glared at him for a moment and
then took another long pull on the soda before she
replied.

"Potential disaster if you ask me which
you didn't, but you look like a capable young man, with all your
stuff in the right places," she snickered.

She stared at his naked hairy muscular
chest and then looked back around at the run-down house and rolled
her eyes.

"Well in case you're wondering I'm
Brett Ransom," he offered after a moment of total
silence.

He speculating how long she planned to
hang around bugging him and trying to insult him about his new
home.

"Ms. Benson here, but my friends call
me Ruby, but let's leave it as Ms. Benson for now. Until I get the
lay of the land around here, if you catch my drift," she said
taking yet another long pull on the icy soda followed by a not so
discrete belch.

Brett could feel his hackles rise at
her remark that he took as a rebuff but tried to keep his
cool.

"Wow Ms. Benson. No I don't catch your
drift as you put it. I'm not even sure if I want to, so it has been
nice meeting you and take care," he answered.

He then threw down his clippers and
turned to go back inside his house, pissed off and showing
it.

"Oh hell young man, don't go and get
your panties in a twist by me, I am someone that speaks my mind.
Besides, I was just teasing you. Now it seems like you have a nice
set of balls to match all those hairy muscles," she
snickered.

Brett, skeptical was taken aback by her
comment, but decided to let it go considering he was new around
here and didn't know anyone else.

He ran his fingers through his thick
shaggy dark blond hair and smiled back at her
tentatively.

"That's fine Ruby, I'm somewhat worn
out from the move, planning, and all the renovations for this old
place. Why don't you stop by later and we can have a drink together
and you can fill me in regarding the neighborhood? I promise to be
better dressed, balls or no balls," he countered.

Ruby beamed back at him, looking
pleased that she'd finally met someone to whom she could truly
relate.

"That sounds fine, and I'll bring a
nice casserole along to apologize and welcome you to your new
home," she offered.

That comment made Brett stop dead in
his tracks as this situation had suddenly gotten a bit too
cozy.

"I don’t want you to go to any
trouble," he said, wondering what he had gotten himself into with
his new neighbor, and hoping she wasn't going to make a pest of
herself in spite of how amusing she might appear.

Ruby waved his comment away and smiled
as if reading his mind. She wanted to clear things up from the
beginning.

"No trouble at all and I'll let you in
on the hot gossip around here as well so see you a bit later. Now
you make sure you have plenty of wine on hand, as I'm sure it tends
to grease the wheels a bit," she said.

She turned away and walked slowly back
toward her distant house, her flat slippers sparkling in the warm
late morning sunlight.

So began Brett's unexpected friendship
with his unconventional neighbor and from the start, he fell in
love with her caustic wit.

Despite his early reluctance, he now
counted her as one of his closest friends, sarcasm, and all. Their
friendship became deeper as time went by, but they always afforded
each other the respect of their mutual privacy, putting Brett's
earlier fear of her being intrusive to rest, and he was more than
relieved.

Throughout the subsequent months, Ruby,
and Brett occasionally shared meals together and she told him
stories of her mother's long ago interesting film career as a bit
part player in the 1920s and 1930s.

She mentioned how her mother encouraged
her to carry on her social traditions and keep in touch with the
circle of film industry friends and the many children of her late
friends in the industry.

She reminisced about the wonderful time
her mother had as a young woman when the Hollywood studio made a
film in the dunes near San Luis Obispo.

The sets now almost forgotten, as the
sands and the producer at the time tried to erase any memory of
them.

However in recent years they emerged
from the lonely graves as traces of old Egypt Hollywood style
reappeared in California.

Brett had no immediate family in his
life, or extended family for that matter that he claimed. Ruby had
mentioned that she too was alone in the world except for her
beloved great-nephew.

She raised him and saw him regularly
throughout the years while keeping in close touch with him by her
basic cell phone, emails on her laptop, or text.

Pride washed over Ruby's features
before she spoke.

"Zane is an expert at outfitting remote
places with solar power so they can run the machines necessary to
clean up the water and such. To tell you the truth I have no clear
idea what he does, as its too scientific for me," she laughed, not
bothering to try to hide her obvious pride in him.

"It sure sounds like something
worthwhile," Brett said, refilling her wine glass for the second
time.

Ruby nodded her agreement, touched her
glass to his glass, and took a deep sip before answering
him.

"Oh that it is for sure, but in some
ways, I've considered it a waste. Zane is a handsome man and has
lived his adult life chasing around to remote places and has never
had someone to call his own," she said sadly.

"Sometimes that's best for the person
in question, it could be he doesn't want to be tied down with a
family and kids and considering the work he does, it might be the
right plan for him," Brett told her.

He began thinking about his own
situation as a loner and trying to ignore the nagging occasional
pangs of loneliness he sometimes felt. He rapidly pushed them aside
when they invaded his thoughts.

Ruby pondered his words for a few long
moments, and then firmly set her glass on the table.

"Could be that is true, but still I'd
like to see him with someone that loves him and cares for him,
after all he's a great young man, and I'm not saying that because I
love him. There is however a glimmer of hope for him now I
believe," she told Brett during an evening together, several months
after they had met.

"Oh really? What do you mean by that?"
he asked, surprised by the change in the outlook for her
nephew.

Ruby carefully licked her glossy red
lips and with her eyes glittering in amusement, she leaned toward
him.

"The last time I talked to him he
revealed that he might be starting up a company here in Santa
Barbara in the not too distant future once he gets back in the
States. He told me it was something to do with creating mass
produced portable and low cost units to do what he does, and he
feels the market is finally ready for a venture of this nature,"
she said.

"Starting a business can be pretty
ambitious but from the way you describe him he sounds very capable.
Does he have any other family still around to help him out, other
than you that is," Brett asked.

Ruby stared at him blankly for a few
seconds as surprise registered across her playful face.

"A family, oh heavens no we are the
only ones left unfortunately. His parents died in a car crash when
he was a baby and I raised him, as he was my sister's daughter's
son. My sister never married my niece's father, and he was long
gone before my niece was born. My sister also died that first year
after Zane was born, out of grief for her daughter I suspect, so
I've been the only parent he ever knew. And there is that other
little consideration worth mentioning," she said, her glistening
light blue eyes never leaving Brett's face.

Brett looked at her with a puzzled
expression on his face wondering what might be coming
next.

"What little consideration is that
Ruby, have I missed something here," he asked cautiously wondering
what he was getting into.

Ruby glared at him long enough to make
Brett wonder if he'd grown a third eye or something.

"Apparently you have Brett, why he's
gay of course I thought you figured that out, being of the same
persuasion that is. Where the hell is your Gaydar? Heaven only
knows I've dropped enough clues in your lap Mr.
Oblivious."

Brett almost jumped in his chair out of
surprise not realizing she was aware of his orientation.

"How would I know or think something
like that? I haven't met him yet, or said anything about myself,"
Brett said, sounding embarrassed.

"I'd imagine you're right unless you're
a mind reader of some sort. But there is that picture standing in
the bookcase of you and that other man that I assume isn't a
kissing cousin of yours," she laughed.

She was completely amused at his
reaction as he glanced in the direction where the picture of him
kissing another man stood.

"No I'm not a mind reader I'm afraid
and that was some pretty accurate sleuthing on your part Ruby. So
when was the last time he was here to visit you?" Brett asked,
trying not to sound too transparent now that his interest was
piqued.

"When he can, and this isn't too often.
He was here many months before you moved into your house. He said
this final trip would be a long one and he'd be away for a year or
so, possibly a year and a half. I'm always so sad to see him go on
his long trips, but his work is what makes him happy and that is
what makes me happy," she said smiling, ending the uncomfortable
conversation.

So now over a year later, Brett was
also glad to be back home and turning onto his beautiful curving
road heading toward the mountains.

Despite being tired from driving so far
in one day, he was happy to be once more on familiar territory and
away from the hectic pace of The City in the north.

He was looking forward to chatting with
Ruby and catching up on what had happened around the neighborhood
since he'd been gone and tossed it around about inviting her over
for some wine once he was settled.

He was surprised he hadn't heard from
her for several days, as they generally dropped each other an email
or text. She called when one or the other went out of town for any
extended length of time.

She always used the excuse to contact
him to tell him all was in good shape when he was gone, but he knew
in reality she was lonely and wanted a chat with a
friend.

Once inside his gate, when he drew near
to his house, the first thing he saw was that his mail was lying in
a stack by the front door.

Not bothering to bring his things in
right away he unlocked his front door and went inside and turned
off the security system.

He continued into his kitchen and was
glad to see nothing else seemed out of place, but he still wondered
why Ruby hadn't taken the mail to her house as she usually had in
the past without question.

Suddenly a sense of fear struck him
that something had happened to Ruby, and he ran back out of the
house, slamming and locking the door behind him.

It didn't take him long to cover the
quarter mile distance between the houses, and as he approached her
house, Ruby's door swung open.

A handsome muscular man with short
auburn hair and a few days growth on his face stood there staring
at Brett.

"You must be the close neighbor Brett
that Great Aunt Ruby tells me about all the time. I'm her nephew
Zane," he said, extending his large hand while he continued to lock
eyes with him.

Brett looked down to take his warm hand
and blinked painfully considering the strong grip Zane
had.

"I am Brett, and I just got back from
the Bay Area and was surprised to find my mail by the front door.
When I went inside there was nothing out of the ordinary in my
house and I wondered if she was okay. I was concerned about her as
she always takes it home with her and considering I haven't heard
from her like I usually do, I was afraid something might be wrong,"
he explained.

He dropped his eyes once more to look
Zane over and decided that Ruby had not exaggerated regarding his
looks one bit, not one bit at all.

Zane sighed deeply before he spoke and
rubbed the rough stubble on his darkly handsome face and then
looked back up at Brett.

"I can't find her, and after calling
her several times a day for the last week I finished up early and
flew back to see what was up with her and why she wasn't picking up
her phone. I would have tried calling you, but she never told me
your last name or gave me your number. When did you last see her?"
he asked, glancing around the area once more, looking hopeful that
he might see her walking toward the house.

"I left here a week ago last Monday so
that would make it nine days. She was fine when I left and promised
to keep an eye on things as usual. From the pile of mail sitting on
the porch, it looks like she must have been here most of the time
as it was stacked neatly by the door," he said still trying to
steal another quick glance at Zane's body and the generous way he
filled out the front of his jeans.
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