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      I took a left out of the driveway for the first time since moving in with Jason nine months ago after my friend Patricia’s mom took over my apartment lease. It was Saturday late afternoon, and I had already spent a couple of hours tinkering with my motorcycle. I didn’t want my bike to feel neglected after spending all that time getting Jason’s up and running that morning. Jason, my live-in boyfriend and boss, had taken off to parts unknown after I completed a tune-up of his Kawasaki. Left to my own devices, I grabbed my boots and helmet and set out on an adventure of my own.

      A right turn would take me toward the 101 and civilization near Gilroy, California, nearly an hour south of Santa Clara. I had no idea where a left turn would take me, so I turned left. Within several hundred yards, I came to Gilroy Hot Springs Road. I surmised this route might lead to the Gilroy Yamato Hot Springs, which I had heard of but had never ventured to.

      The road took me directly to the Hot Springs in a mile or two. I passed one hiking trail and an unnamed road off to my right. Otherwise, there was nothing else in that direction. Reading the historical plaque, I learned that the Yamato Hot Springs had been

      an active tourist venue from the late 1800s until the 1930s and the depression. World War II dramatically impacted the springs when Japanese citizens, including the owner of the site, were put into internment camps. Attempts had been made over the years to return it to its prior splendor and even make it into an overnight resort, but when the on-site hotel burned to the ground in 1980, the efforts never came to fruition. The site was now a derelict part of California Parks and Recreation, apparently abandoned and forgotten.

      I strolled around the grounds and found them deserted. In the middle of the compound, which included several small rooms that looked like changing rooms, was a pool, which I assumed was fed by the natural hot springs located underground. The doors to the changing rooms had all been held open by small pieces of wood. The rooms were immaculate, so clearly, the place was cleaned often.

      Not ever shying from an opportunity, I ran back to my bike and grabbed my bathing suit out of my saddlebag. I found it odd that there were no ‘No Trespassing’ signs, no chains, no gates, no locks, absolutely no deterrents to entering the property. But on the off chance someone in authority discovered me here, I could cite that as an excuse. I could seem pretty innocent when I wanted to.

      I picked a changing room and slipped into my bikini. Ten years ago, I might even have attempted it sans suit, but my more modest side was revealing itself since I hit thirty. It was hard to believe that was nearly nine years ago. Not one to waste time, I stuck my foot in the pool. It was perfect, very similar to my old hot tub. I would estimate the temperature at 102 degrees. Without further ado, I stepped into the pool.

      Built-in benches lined two sides of the pool. It was probably a thirty-foot square with a painted concrete surface, similar to most pools constructed during that era. It was absolute heaven. I hadn’t been in a hot tub since I left Malibu, and since this pool was fed with natural mineral water, it was soothing in a medicinal, Zen sort of way.

      That was probably why it was even more disconcerting when I felt a cold gun barrel touch my head as I rested it against the side of the spring-fed pool. I was afraid to open my eyes, so I just froze.

      The man, whoever he was, started talking, “So, I finally caught you. You thought you were so smart, a-comin' up here and usin’ the place. Well, I outsmarted you now, didn’t I? I wonder what the cops are gonna think about that. They ain’t gonna be too happy now since they couldn’t catch ya. I’ve got a mind to give them a call and see what they want to do. Maybe we could all have our way with you. What do you think about that? Yeah, you’re quite a looker, ain’t ya? Yup, quite a looker.”

      Uh-oh. I was in serious trouble. I was barely dressed, and this psycho had a gun. He also seemed to have a case of mistaken identity, but it didn’t seem like a good time to start arguing or calling him a liar. With the gun barrel still grinding into my head, I figured I had to start talking soon before he got trigger happy. “Mr.—”

      “Oh, so she can talk. Burt, just call me Burt.” I couldn’t tell what Burt's horrible smell was, but it was some combination of liniment, sweat, and chewing tobacco.

      I squirmed a little under the pressure of his pistol.

      He laughed out loud. “Oh, am I hurting you? That’s a shame, just a shame, ain’t it?” He tsked. “Just a shame.”

      I tried my best not to move. “Hey, Burt. You seem like a nice guy. And obviously, you’ve got the gun, and I’m in the pool, so you’ve got the upper hand, and I’m not going anywhere. Do you think, maybe, you could take the gun from my head so we can have a chat?”

      He didn’t respond, so I didn’t know if he was thinking about it or trying to come back with some clever remark. Then, he removed the gun from my head so, I figured we were making progress. “Okay, I removed the gun, now what are you going to do for me?” I couldn’t see his face, but I could only imagine it was said with a smirk.

      This was getting creepy fast. I had to decide if I would need to take evasive or aggressive action. Nine out of ten times, guys like this were completely harmless and could be talked out of anything with a wink and a flirt, but that tenth guy was a real problem. And identifying them before it was too late was critical. I also needed to decide if I was safer in or out of the water. At this point, I was thinking I was safer where I was because if he tried to get in, I had a tremendous advantage, having been trained in hand- to-hand combat in all depths of water. I wished he would get in and even things up.

      I hadn’t actually been able to look at my enemy yet because he stood behind me. I wasn’t sure how to solve that standoff. Finally, I had a relatively low-risk idea. I figured he could only say No. “Hey, Burt, now that you’re not pointing the gun at my head, maybe you could come around the other side of the pool, so I can see who I’m talking to.” I pondered being a bit more flirtatious, but you can’t take it back once you say it, so I figured I start out safe and slow.

      He didn’t respond; he just walked slowly to the other side of the pool. He was a big man, mid-fifties. Even with his flannel shirt on, I could see his chest hair between his buttons. He was around six foot five, probably two hundred and eighty pounds, mostly muscle. He was the kind of guy you wanted on your team if you were camping in the woods and a bear was scavenging through your food.

      As menacing as he had seemed behind me with a gun, I couldn’t look away from his face, which seemed kind, but maybe that was just wishful thinking on my part. I took a chance, “Burt, when you said before that you finally caught me, I think you might have me confused with someone else.”

      He shook his head. “Wait a minute. Are you trying to tell me you haven’t been comin’ up here, usin’ the showers, leaving cigarette butts in the wastebaskets, and clogging up the toilets?”

      I smiled. “Burt, do I look like someone who would clog up toilets?”

      He couldn’t help but laugh in spite of himself. “Okay, you got me there. God, I hate this job. I’m just no good at it. I tried to scare the crap out of you, and in ten minutes, we’re already jokin’ around. It’s a curse.”

      I gave him an innocent look. “You mean to say you never meant you were going to have your way with me?”

      He threw his hat down, “God, no! If my wife ever found out she would kill me!” He pulled up an Adirondack chair. “So, what ya doin’ up here, anyway? Most people don’t even know it exists.”

      I started to get light-headed from being in hot water too long but still a little too exposed to hang out with Burt in a bikini. “Miranda Marquette. I live down on Roop Road.”

      He perked up. “Well, how about that—Burt Roop at your service. My family bought this place in the 1860s and ran an upscale resort during its heyday. Then my grandmother took it over, trying to save it during the depression. My dad had a dream of bringing it back to its splendor, which was dashed when the hotel burned on the fourth of July weekend in 1980. We’d have a Class A resort if it weren’t for that damned fire.” He swore under his breath. “I’m going to catch the guy that burned this place down if it’s the last thing I do. I know who it is.”

      I was surprised. “You do? How come they haven’t been caught?”

      He stared into my eyes. “We did catch him back when he did it and they let him go, but I’ll get him. Wait and see.”

      I nodded. “I hope you do. What’s his name? Maybe I can help. I have an investigation background.”

      He looked at me for a long time as if he were debating spilling his guts but held back.

      I smiled. “Well, if you change your mind, you know where I live.”

      He said, “Thank you,” and re-gathered his thoughts. “Now, we rely on volunteers and the kindness of others to keep the place afloat. My dream, though, is to reopen it to the public someday. This pool is a small concentration of the springs, which are all around this ten-acre area.”

      I felt safe opening up to this man, “I just moved here about nine months ago. My boyfriend’s been here for several years.”

      He scratched his head. “Jason?” I nodded and smiled.

      “He said he had a hot girlfriend, but I had no idea.” I thought I saw him blush. “We’re one house up and across the street.

      I had to laugh. “What a way to meet your neighbors, right?”

      He smiled. “Sally will think it’s a hoot, or she’ll punch my lights out. Kind of depends on the day.” I thought I saw him break a sweat.

      I offered, “We’ll tell her the G-Rated version, leaving out your obnoxious threat to me.”

      He looked up at the sky. “Thank you, Jesus.”
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        * * *

      

      I lost track of time as Burt and I talked about the history of the area, motorcycle riding, him being married to the same woman

      For thirty years and loving Northern California. I told him about my childhood in Meraux, my detour to North Carolina and Vegas, my Southern California adventures, and how I ended up here.

      Somewhere between stories, I changed back into my street clothes. He seemed way more comfortable talking to me after that. He came across as a gentleman at heart and didn’t fit the role he tried to portray at our initial meeting. I thanked my lucky stars for that.

      The sun was just disappearing over the canyon when we finally said our goodbyes. He invited me to stop by anytime, especially since the springs weren’t yet open to the public. If he was even able to open them, he promised he would give me a deal. We hugged like old friends before I jumped on my motorcycle.

      He hummed a song from a seventies band rock opera my parents used to play that I couldn’t quite place as I rode away.
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      By the time I got home, it was nearly dark. Jason’s Kawasaki stood in the driveway, and I could see by the lights in the house that he was in the kitchen. I waltzed through the back door and snuck up behind him. I put my hands over his eyes. “Guess who!”

      He thought for a minute. “Wait, oh, I almost had it. No, that’s not it. It’s been so long I can’t actually remember. Maybe if I—” He turned around and kissed me deeply. We both came up for air. “I’ve almost got it.” He kissed me again. “I think it starts with M.”

      I put my hands on my hips. “That’s the best you can do, mister?”

      He came up behind me and put his hands around my waist. “And where have you been, young lady?”

      I said quietly, “Well, sir, if you must know, I was with Burt Roop.”

      He pushed me away. “Yeah, and I was with Sally.”

      I bit my lip. “Hmm, how’d that go? I understand she can be a bit of the jealous type.”

      He laughed. “Okay, sweetheart, I give up. I know somewhere on your side of the conversation, there’s a hint of truth about what you did today, so are you going to tell me, or do I have to guess?”

      I put a finger to my lips. “Um, guess?”

      He gave me a look, which I took to mean, this was fun, but let’s get to the truth before I start to get annoyed.

      I took a deep breath. “Okey dokie then. Well, you were gone to places unknown on the motorcycle that I had brought back to life after five years of neglect.”

      He acknowledged me. “And for that, I will be forever grateful.”

      I went on. “So, I tuned mine up too, but you still weren’t back yet, so I figured I’d take her for a spin. I had never taken a left out of the driveway, so I just thought, what the heck, and I did. Anyway, I took a left and then a right at the end of our road and in a mile or two came to the Hot Springs. Well, you know I’m naturally curious, so I parked the bike and took a look around.”

      He nodded; knowing me, he wasn’t surprised.

      “Well, I had no idea this place was even there. A lot of it is quite rundown and in a state of disrepair. It looks like there had been several cabins, some of which are now falling down, some had been restored. Then there were these changing rooms and a pool that was fed by the natural mineral springs. It was heavenly.”

      He raised his eyebrows in surprise. “You don’t mean you actually⁠—"

      I protested, “Geez, Jason. What do you think? I keep a bathing suit in my saddlebag just for such eventualities.” I glared at him then winked. “So, I’m lying back in this heavenly pool, feeling on top of the world, and suddenly I feel a gun to my head.”

      He shook his head, “Burt.”

      I nodded. “Evidently, the place has been in and out of his family for a hundred and fifty years, so he’s fairly protective.” I rolled my eyes, “Well, maybe fairly protective is a bit of an understatement. He thought I was someone else who had been giving him a run for his money and abusing the property. At one point, he actually threatened to call the police, so they could all, let’s see how did he put it? ‘Have their way with me.’”

      He didn’t seem particularly concerned or surprised. “That will be the day. Sally would kill him. You haven’t seen her, have you?”

      I gave him a side glance. “No. Why?”

      He continued. “Well, if he’s pushing 300 pounds, she’s a good fifty more at least. I’m sure she could take him. He’s scared to death of her, I’m pretty sure. And make no mistake. She’s the jealous type. If she even knew you two had a conversation, the fur would fly.”

      I drummed the table with my fingernails. “Well, I guess Burt was taking his life into his own hands then. After that rough start, when I explained that I lived out here and that I’d never been there in my life, we talked most of the afternoon, and a good portion of that I was in my bikini. I was getting chilly, so I changed back into my riding gear. Quite honestly, he seemed relieved. Thank God Sally didn’t come looking for him. I’d have been a sitting duck.”

      Jason winked, “That’ll teach you to keep your clothes on.” I felt lucky to be with the least jealous guy I had ever met.

      I guess that came with being secure with himself. He’d often found me talking to guys at work and never questioned me about it like he never gave it a second thought. I wasn’t sure I’d be as understanding if one of my co-workers were flirting with him. I guess he was a better boyfriend than I was a girlfriend. I often told him so.

      I thought for a minute about the day. “So where’d you go today, Mr. Kawasaki?”

      He grabbed a beer from the fridge. “I rode out to the San Luis Reservoir State Park. I took a trail around the lake. It was gorgeous. Granted, I didn’t have a run-in with anyone with a handgun or a bikini, for that matter, but it was a relaxing afternoon. I used to fish out there years ago when I first moved out here. I figured once you got on the phone with your girlfriends, you wouldn’t even notice I was gone.”

      I nearly got defensive but had been practicing taking responsibility where responsibility was due. “Yes, we do love to talk. I’m so glad I met Margo and that we put together our group. She is so much fun! I hope I can still be that fun in twenty years.”

      I figured this was as good a time as any to discuss my weekend plans with him. “Oh yeah, we’ve made plans for next weekend so you’re free. This is your chance to have that poker game and bring in those strippers you’ve been waiting for me to leave town for.” He pulled out his cell phone and pretended to dial.

      I grabbed it and ran to the living room, “Do it and face the consequences, Cowboy.”

      He chased me around the couch, “Well, you can’t withhold sex because, well, because we don’t have it.”

      For some reason, that comment had me seeing red. I threw his phone at him and ran out of the house. He stood there staring at me. I ran out to the road and took a left. The right would just take me to the highway. I needed some time to cool down. I had to figure out what was going on in my head and my heart. I rarely had this kind of reaction to any conversation with Jason. We always just joked around about stuff. I tried to figure out why this was different. Was it his delivery, or was it how I took it?

      I kept running then slowed down when I got to Gilroy Hot Springs Road and started walking. I wasn’t going to walk all the way up to the springs. It was dark, and I could hear all sorts of wild animals in the woods. Coyote creek ran to the left of the road, and I could listen to it gurgling as I walked. I thought I remembered a bench just before the bridge crossing the creek and leading to the springs. After walking for about ten minutes, I found it and sat down.

      I hadn’t found a new therapist since moving to Coyote Lake, and I needed one badly. I had gone to the one in Santa Clara a couple of times after work since I’d moved from my apartment, but I hated getting home that late, so I had stopped going. I hadn’t been more than three months without a therapist in, well, ever, so I was definitely feeling the loss.

      I thought about what I would tell her when I showed up at her office, angry and hurt. “Jason and I were just fooling around. I was telling him that I was going away for the weekend with my girlfriends. I joked that he should hold a poker game and have some strippers over. He pulled out his cell phone, pretending he was setting it up, so I grabbed his phone. I jokingly warned him he’s better not or face the consequences. Then he said that I couldn’t threaten to withhold sex because we didn’t have it.”

      Then she would get a real sincere look on her face and say, “Oh, Miranda. And how did that make you feel?”

      And I’d respond, “I was mad! He shouldn’t be throwing that in my face. He agreed to my conditions when I moved in here. I’m just feeling vulnerable and want to take things slow. That doesn’t mean forever, but for now.”

      She’d sit there for a minute and then ask, “Well, are there ever times when you wish you and Jason would have sex?”

      I’d glare at her. She’d look back at me with a blank expression, the one that they teach in therapy school. Finally, I’d say, “Of course there are. God, sometimes when we are watching a romantic movie, and then he and I get all wrapped up and start kissing and, well, you know.”

      She’d try to draw me out. Sometimes I wonder if she gets off on this kind of stuff. “I don’t actually know, Miranda; tell me how you feel.”

      I’d close my eyes, trying to relive it. “I feel wonderful and horrible and strong and weak. I feel like I could live forever and like I want to die. I feel like I’m drowning and like I’m lost in the desert, like I’m floating in space and freefalling from an airplane with no parachute. It’s the best. It’s the worst.”

      She’d be relentless, “But do you want to have sex with him?”

      I’d practically scream, “Of course I do! But I won’t do it. Not yet. I don’t care how sad he looks at me with those puppy-dog eyes. I don’t care that he knows just how to touch me to make me want to. I’ve moved from the couch to the love seat when he thought he was being clever.”

      Then just when I thought she’d let up, she’d stick me with the punch line, “So why did you walk out today?”

      I would think, knowing if I just blurted out the first thing that came to my mind, she’d keep pressing until I got it right. “I’m afraid.”

      She’d sit back in her chair, happy I was performing properly for her. A question entered my mind. Why did I need a therapist if I knew exactly what mine would say? I’d have to ponder that some other time when I wasn’t in the middle of a session. She’d ask, “Good, Miranda. Now we are getting somewhere. What are you afraid of?”

      I’d drum my nails against the arm of the chair, which looked like I wasn’t the only one who had done that over the years. “I’m afraid he’s going to leave me. Or worse, cheat on me.”

      She’d ask, “Do you think he loves you?” I’d laugh. “Of course, he loves me.”

      “Then why would he leave you or cheat because you wouldn’t have sex with him?”

      I’d close my eyes, knowing what the answer was, but hoping for something more clever, “Because he’s a man, doc. Because he’s a man.”

      I stood, deciding I needed to go home. Talking to Jason was probably a better idea than an imaginary therapist, although I just saved $150. He was sitting on the couch watching golf when I walked in. I could tell he didn’t know what to do or say, so I decided to break the ice.

      I sat on his lap. “Okay, I might have over-reacted there, just a touch.”

      Happy and relieved that we weren’t fighting anymore, he kissed me hard. I couldn’t breathe, and I didn’t want to. I wanted to crawl out of my skin and crawl inside of his. All of this sex talk with my make-believe therapist had made me just a bit, how should I say it, needy.

      Knowing I was in a weakened state, I went to the kitchen for a glass of wine. I stood behind the kitchen counter, where it was safe. “I’m sorry, Cowboy. Sometimes, I just get crazy. I figured that taking a walk was a better idea than having a knock- down-drag-out screaming match.”

      He thought about that for a minute. “I think you’re right.

      You know, maybe you’re growing up.”

      I took off my sneaker and threw it at his head.

      I sat at the other end of the couch and looked over at Jason. He avoided my gaze, knowing I was going to be asking him something serious. “Jason, if you were starting to feel restless, would you tell me?”

      He thought long and hard, knowing this was likely an unanswerable question like, “When did you stop beating your wife?” He decided to answer a question with a question, “Is all this happening because I made that joke about you not being able to threaten to take away sex? Because I was really just kidding.”

      I looked him directly in the eye, “Yes, and we both know that many a truth is said in jest. It’s a socially acceptable way to say something that you really mean in a way that you don’t think will make the other person mad. In this case, it backfired.” I could feel my anxiety level increasing again and knew that I needed to either back off or get ready for the fight I’d just walked a mile to avoid.

      Because he’s a perceptive, intelligent man who values his life, he said nothing.

      I took a couple of deep breaths and remembered some advice from my therapist in Malibu. “When you feel the most vulnerable, move toward the source of your vulnerability, not away.” I slid down the couch and laid down with my head on Jason’s lap, lying on my back. “Promise me one thing, Cowboy. If you get sick of me, just tell me, then leave me. Don’t find somebody first.”

      He nodded. “Okay.”

      I pleaded with him. “I’m serious, Jason. Cheating and lies are the only things my heart couldn’t take right now. Anything else I could deal with. I have bad breath. You hate the way I kiss. I’m a horrible driver. My voice grates on you. You hate my friends. My job performance is off. I’ve lost my sense of humor. You hate my family.”

      He smiled at me like I was having a breakdown.

      I was on the edge of whining and tried to dial it back. “Please promise me. That’s all I ask.”

      He took my hand. “I promise.”

      He turned his attention back to the TV, and I fell asleep with my head on his lap, dreaming of forever and ever.
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      At some point, I must have slogged off to bed because that was where I woke up with the damn rooster at 5:32 on Sunday morning. I felt surprisingly rested and energetic by the time I finished my shower and my third cup of coffee.

      Jason had figured out, after years of living here, how to sleep through a rooster crowing. There were some weekend days, if I didn’t wake him up, I didn’t see him until mid-morning, sometimes even noon. Good for him. That wasn’t something I could do.

      So, we had developed an informal routine where I would take care of the eggs, feeding the chickens and livestock, and milking the goats on weekends, and he would do it during the week. That seemed fair to me, given the ratio of weekend days to weekdays.

      Sunday was also my favorite day to run. Back in Santa Clara, I used to run at least three to four days a week, but my hour commutes each way were killing me. When I did run here, until yesterday, I had no idea that I had other options than right, toward the highway. So, after I completed my chores, I headed left toward Gilroy Hot Springs Road. After my internal psychotherapy session last night, I picked up a trail map from a nearby information board.

      It was the Hunting Hollow entrance to The Henry W. Coe State Park. According to the map, the Hunting Hollow entrance provided access to the Jim Donnelly Trail, the Steer Ridge Trail, the Middle Steer Ridge Trail, the Lyman Willson Ridge Trail, and, of course, the Hunting Hollow Trail. The map included contour and elevations, a couple of which climbed from 1,000 feet above sea level to nearly 2,500, but I was up for it.

      I had some experience with Coe park over the years. It was one of the best known and best-loved inland parks in Northern

      California and spanned over 87,000 acres, including lakes, mountains, and forests with fishing, camping, and hiking facilities. I did some camping here with some friends when I first moved to LA. It provided me with some much-needed relief from La-La land.

      The Jim Donnelly trail looked challenging, so I decided to tackle it, climbing 1,617 feet over a three-mile trek. It was a gorgeous morning, sunny and mid-sixties. Still only 7:30, I doubted I would run into any mountain bikers, but it was always possible. Personality-wise, I had noticed the runners and mountain bikers didn’t have much in common, similar to bicyclists and motorcyclists. However, runners and hikers were often very similar.

      According to my fitness watch, the trailhead was about a half-mile from the house, so it took me just over four minutes to get there at warm-up speed. I wasn’t sure how the footing on the trail would be, so I was ready to dial my speed back if I necessary for safety's sake.

      I started up the trail just shy of 7:35, feeling strong and invincible. After the first mile, my breathing was steady but not super hard. I was impressed with my physical shape since I hadn’t run on any type of incline since I resumed my running regimen upon my move to Santa Clara.

      Not far from a picnic table, around mid-trail, something in the tall grass grabbed my attention. My history told me to keep running and stay on the trail, but something made me stop and investigate further. Around thirty feet from the trail, my worst fears were confirmed; it was a body.

      As I got closer, I saw more details. It was a man, a big man, face down with a bullet in the back of his head. I had a terrible feeling, not just the usual anxiety of finding a dead body, but the familiarity of the body, the clothing, the man. There was no doubt in my mind even before I turned him over; it was Burt Roop. And the fact that he was wearing the same thing he had been wearing yesterday told me that he probably hadn’t been home since our chance encounter. I dropped to the ground. I had just met him, but he was such a nice man, I felt horrible seeing him lying there. It made me wonder, once again, if I was somehow responsible for these deaths, or they were just a macabre series of coincidences. As I stared at his dead body, I couldn’t help but feel responsible. I sat with my arms wrapped around my knees for, probably, twenty minutes, not moving, trying not to think.

      After a while, I started to worry. I had been a murder suspect often enough to realize the implications of this situation. I was probably the second to last person to see him alive. Second only to the murderer. However, any law enforcement person worth their salt could easily mistake me for the prime suspect. I had no alibi; not even Jason could vouch for me. I had no idea if Burt had contacted the sheriff or the police when he discovered me at the Hot Springs before realizing that I wasn’t the suspect he had been searching for.

      I had to think before acting, which I didn’t always do. I walked slowly back to the picnic table and sat down, keeping Burt in sight. I hadn’t seen anyone else on the trail since I’d started my run, either on foot or bicycle.

      Despite putting myself in obvious peril, my first inclination was to dial 911. There were pros and cons, which I ticked off in my head. The pros were: It was the right thing to do. It had the potential of putting me in a good light because I did the right thing. Burt’s family would be informed about his whereabouts. And the police could begin to look for his killer. The cons were: I would probably be the primary suspect. I had no alibi. I already had an inexplicable history of drawing dead bodies to me, and this would be another one. This murder could reignite my ‘Princess of Death’ title on the internet, which I tried so hard to dispel. I could be charged and or wrongly convicted of this murder. And Burt had a jealous wife that I might have to explain why I spent most of yesterday afternoon with him wearing only a bikini.

      The list of cons greatly outweighed the pros. Now I had to make a list of the cons of the police discovering that I had come across Burt’s body and didn’t call 911: I would immediately appear guilty. They were likely to question me anyway since Burt discovered me at the Hot Springs and may have reported it to someone, so I may already be on record as the last person who saw him, so if I reported finding him here, that might be my best course of action. My DNA could be found on the gun Burt rested on my head if they tested the gun for DNA. It was a long shot, but was it one I wanted to chance? My DNA was also probably on his clothes because we hugged before we left one another last evening. His wife wasn’t going to like that one, no matter whether I was guilty or innocent of killing him.

      As I pondered the pros and cons, I realized I didn’t have enough information to know my best alternative. If Burt had kept our encounter to himself, doing nothing might be my best option. However, if he told someone or kept a record of our meeting, stepping forward would be my only smart course of action.

      Normally, in these situations, my decisions were governed by the conscience, and this would be no different. I couldn’t change my response to the situation simply because I was scared that there was circumstantial evidence that could possibly have made me look bad. I had the truth on my side. I debated calling Jason first, but what for? If he tried to convince me not to call, I would just argue my case. If he tried to convince me to call, I was already going to call anyway.

      I called 911. “Gilroy Rescue, this is Samantha Smith. What is your emergency?”

      I tried to sound businesslike but not too businesslike, innocent, but sympathetic. “Hello Samantha, I was running on the Jim Donnelly Trail in the Coe Park and found a dead body about halfway up the trail. It’s someone I recently met. His name is Burt Roop.”

      Samantha sounded like she was in her early twenties and that she was writing down everything I said. “And your name is?”

      I responded slowly, “Miranda Marquette. Do you want me to spell it?”

      She spelled it out. “I think I’ve got the Miranda. M I R A N D A, right?”

      I felt guilty smiling but couldn’t help it. “Yes, Marquette. M A R Q U E T T E.”

      She sounded relieved. “Thank you. I wasn’t even close.”

      She continued as if she were reading a script. “And you said it was Burt Roop? How do you know? Did you check his ID?” I didn’t know how much of my story to share. “No, coincidentally, I met him yesterday. We are or were, I guess, neighbors on Roop Road.”

      She hesitated as if she were reading instructions. “Miranda, have you touched the body?”

      I replied, “Yes, I turned him over to ID him, but that was it.”

      She said, “Okay. Let me give you a few instructions which come to us courtesy of the sheriff’s department. Please do not attempt to touch or move the body any further. Please consider it a crime scene, and if it is in any way disturbed, it could significantly vary the outcome of the trial. Please stay at least ten feet away from the body at all times and do not touch or disturb anything around it. Please keep all pets and small children at least twenty-five feet away. If you can do so without putting yourself in danger, please stay where you are until the law enforcement agents arrive at the scene. If, for any reason, you need to leave the scene, please provide us with a cell number, an email address, and a home address where you can be reached as soon as possible after the evidence has been collected from the crime scene. Miranda, do you understand these instructions?”

      I nodded out of habit. “Yes.”

      She inquired, “And where are you now in relation to the body?”

      I replied, “I’m about thirty feet from the body, sitting on a picnic table.”

      She sounded satisfied with the call. “Just stay put, Miranda. Because you’re physically in the Coe Park, I’ll call the State Park Peace Officers as soon as we hang up, but they may ask for back- up from the Gilroy Police Department or the Santa Clara County Sheriff’s Department. Either way, it shouldn’t take someone long to get to you. They’ll probably arrive in a large four-wheeler equipped for multiple officers and personnel, as well as the ability to haul the body out and down the canyon.”

      I breathed a little easier, having made the call. “Thank you so much, Samantha. You made what could have been a horrific experience more tolerable.”

      She responded, “You’re welcome. I’m pretty new on the job, and I just try not to make matters worse. I know that people are already in a stressful situation before I even pick up the phone, so thank you for acknowledging that. Have a better day.”

      I was ready to get off the phone and wait for the officers. “Thank you, again.” I hung up.

      It was now 8:30, so I called Jason, figuring he’d be up. He picked up on the second ring, yawning, “Hello.”

      “Man, you need to go to bed earlier or get a better mattress.”

      I could hear a smile in his voice. “I’m still in bed. Why don’t you join me?” He purred.

      That sounded so much better than where I was now, but I wasn’t letting him know that. “Stop that!” Then I hesitated, trying to figure out the best way to break the news to him that I was waiting for the cops. “Um, Honey, don’t be mad, okay?”

      He suddenly got serious. “Did you smash up my car? I knew you were driving the Camaro when I wasn’t watching.”

      He was right. When he took his truck and would be gone for a couple of hours, I would bomb around the back roads in his ’69 Camaro. It was amazing. I batted my eyelashes, “Little ole’ me?” I then remembered the real reason for my call, “No, it’s way worse than that.”

      “Well, you’re still alive, so it can’t be that bad.”

      I took a deep breath. “Well, you remember I told you I met Burt Roop yesterday?”

      He jumped down my throat. “Yes. Now you didn’t go back to those springs again, did you, Miranda?”

      I acted offended. “Give me a break. Of course not.” Then I cut him a little slack. “Okay, it’s not like I wouldn’t ever do it again. But anyway, no, that’s not it.” I decided I’d better get to the point, or the cops might arrive before I was able to fill him in. “When I went up to the springs yesterday, and later when I took my walk to clear my head, I saw a trailhead just before the bridge that led to the springs. It’s the Hunting Hollow entrance to Coe Park. I had picked up a trail map there yesterday and decided to run up the Jim Connelly trail, which was mostly a mountain biking trail but was suitable for running also.”

      He let me know he was paying attention. “Sounds pretty harmless, so far, but I know you have the capability of going off the rails at any time,” he chuckled.

      I chuckled sarcastically. “I’d like to argue that point, but you’re spot-on. And here’s where this story goes awry. My run was going great, it’s almost a mile vertical drop, so I was proud of myself. About halfway up, there’s a picnic table, and I was debating taking a short rest. When I glanced in that direction, I saw something over in the grass about thirty feet from the trail.”

      He groaned. “Okay, Princess of Death, here’s where the really bad part comes in.”

      I whined. “Not you too, Brutus! But, yes, I found a body. It gets worse.”

      He stifled a laugh. “How could it get worse than that?”

      I couldn’t keep him in suspense any longer. “It was Burt Roop.”

      There was total silence at the other end of the phone. He must have very quickly comprehended the seriousness of this news. He quietly asked, “Had you heard something on the news that he was missing?”

      I thought for a second. “No, I hadn’t. Did you?”

      He responded, “No, I was just wondering if Sally has reported anything.”

      I continued, “I wasn’t sure what to do at first because I was worried that he had on the same clothes as when he caught me at the springs, and I thought I might have been one of the last people to have seen him alive. But, maybe he wore something similar every day, or maybe he went home, washed them, and put the same clothes back on. Only his wife could answer that one. Either way, I decided that I should call 911, and I’m waiting for the police to come up here and do what they do. So, it’ll probably be a while. They’ll want to investigate the site, question me, and all that. I’m hoping we can do all that out here, and they won’t need to take me downtown.” I suddenly felt weak in the knees flashing back to when I was thrown in jail due to a 911 call in Venice, Louisiana, a few years back. “Jason, what if they take me in and book me for murder?” I couldn’t bear the thought of that.

      Jason put on his soothing therapist's voice. “Sweetheart, let’s not get ahead of ourselves. So far, you were just running and found a dead body. There’s nothing illegal about that. In fact, you were a good citizen by calling 911 and not just leaving him there to be discovered by animals or other hikers.”

      I smiled. “I knew you’d say that. I concluded when I was making a pros and cons list before I called 911. The truth will set you free, and I have the truth on my side. I didn’t kill the guy. That should be enough to keep me out of jail, right?”

      He responded maybe a bit too enthusiastically like he was trying to convince both of us, “Absolutely! Hopefully, I’ll see you soon. Keep me posted either way.”

      I smiled to myself, not wanting to point out that he was contradicting himself by saying that he’d see me soon or to keep him posted. “Okay, Honey.” I hung up.

      By the end of the call, I’d been lying back on the table, basking in the early morning sun. I was relatively sure I wouldn’t have much relaxation time today, or at least this morning, once the police showed up. Off in the distance, I heard a siren, disturbing the peace surrounding me. I pictured a police van or truck towing a trailer containing the four-wheeler Samantha had described during our 911 call.

      Within five minutes, two four-wheelers, one large one with four people in it, and one more customary one, arrived at the scene, with one passenger and a driver. My initial assessment of the players were four uniformed officers, the Coroner, and an EMT. I stood and brushed the picnic table dirt off my running clothes.

      A woman around my age with a clipboard approached me. The other three were men ranging in ages from mid-twenties to around forty. She approached me directly with her hand extended.

      “You must be Miranda. I’m Sergeant Tina Bright with the Santa Clara County Sheriff’s Department. I’ll be heading up the investigation. She introduced the others in order of age. “Bob Carruthers here will provide me back-up. He’s a lieutenant with the Gilroy City Police. We have a reciprocal arrangement when it comes to covering crimes committed in the park.”

      He was obviously fit and had kind eyes. “Nice to meet you, Miranda.”

      If I’d been single, well, you get the idea.

      Tina moved down the line to the next guy who looked ex- military with a shaved head and a square jaw. “This is Randy Bartlett. He’s a State Park Peace Officer, which I know doesn’t sound like much, but they have all the authority of the State Police when it comes to arresting and apprehending a criminal, including shooting to kill when necessary.”

      I reached out to shake hands with him. “So the term ‘Peace Officer’ only goes so far.”

      Randy agreed. “That’s correct, ma’am. We are here to keep the peace, but that doesn’t always mean we use peaceful means to do so, even if this is California.” I could have sworn he rolled his eyes, but that could have been my imagination.

      Tina moved down the line to the youngest and meanest looking of the group. “And this is Jacob Mabry. He’s a rookie detective with the Santa Clara Sheriff’s Department, and he’ll be my chief investigator, digging into the details when I might only have time to brush the surface. You know, ballistics, forensics, stuff like that.”

      I had a feeling she was telling me more than she would tell a typical citizen who just found a body along a running trail. She confirmed that for me before I had the chance to ask. “For example, he had a chance to research your background to find out that you used to be an undercover detective for the Charlotte

      Mecklenburg Police Department in North Carolina. We understand you had a tragic accident, which resulted in your leaving the force and starting your own multi-million-dollar internet-based corporation, which a few years ago was shut down by the government under suspicious circumstances. Since then, you have been working for an international power supplier with relationships with some of the United States' most hated governments, including Russia, Communist China, Northern Korea, Iraq and Iran.”

      I suddenly felt like I was being arrested, indicted, tried, convicted, and sentenced all at once by these officers. I took a couple of long, slow breaths in an attempt to control my anxiety. They all stared at me, so I felt the need to respond. “Your initial description about me being an ex-detective was completely accurate; however, the rest was not. Number one, there was nothing suspicious about my company’s demise. Between the time I started my cosmetic surgery company and the time it ended, the government had started paying for reconstructive breast surgery after mastectomy. Since I received a part of that reimbursement from my participating doctors, it was considered a commission, not allowed by CMS. So, we agreed to disagree, and my business was dissolved. I was not found guilty of any wrongdoing and never did any jail time. If there are governments who are customers of Ion Systems, I have no idea. I just process orders and deal with customer service issues. The only customers I deal with are commercial businesses in the United States and Canada.”

      They all remained silent as if expecting me to say more, then Tina dropped the bomb. “Okay, all that even makes sense to me, Miranda, it does. But, what about the fact that you just keep finding dead bodies?”

      My ears started ringing, and I closed my eyes, refusing to have an anxiety attack, not here, not now. I took three or four deep breaths. They didn’t speak, waiting for me to respond.

      When I didn’t, she said. “I even understand that stuff happens and that the court system works. I have to respect that you were not even arrested for all but one of these murders. On the other hand, I will not be made a fool of. If you have some sick desire to kill people and see that other people get punished for it, that will not happen on my watch. Do I make myself clear?”

      I started to protest, but I didn’t have the energy, and I could see that this was not the time or the place. “Yes, ma’am,” I said and sat down on the picnic table, doing everything in my power to fight the impending anxiety attack.
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