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      My mind raced, and I nearly tripped over Jason as he rounded the corner of the henhouse. I recovered in time to kiss him and said sweetly, “Good morning, Cowboy. To what do I owe the honor of your presence this early on a Saturday?”

      He grumbled, “Miranda, your brother called on the house phone. He said something about cell phones not being secure and that they missed their flight, so they won’t be here until tomorrow.”

      Michael had a reputation for being a bit of a conspiracy theorist, so I doubted they missed their flight. He probably had heard something through the conservative underground that convinced him not to take that flight. Jason was a bit of a converted California Liberal. I couldn’t imagine Michael and him living under the same roof for an extended period.

      My political views didn’t align with any party or idealism; my thoughts flowed more freely, usually going with my gut on the issues. This already drove Jason crazy and would probably have the same effect on Michael.

      I tried to put a positive spin on it. “Well, that’ll give you and me a little more alone time before the onslaught.” I looked at him cross-eyed.

      He rolled his eyes. “Whose idea was this?” He kicked the dirt driveway. “Oh yeah. Mine. What was I thinking?”

      I smiled. “Maybe it won’t be so bad. According to Sabine, Kara is far more reasonable than Michael and has done a lot to ground him. Maybe she can reign him in.” I thought about it further. “It should be interesting meeting this Kara. She must be pretty special if Sabine gave her the seal of approval. As you know, that doesn’t come easy.” I chuckled. “I just hope Michael and I can survive the visit in one piece and that you and I won’t kill them or each other in the process. He and I haven’t really developed an adult relationship. I’m hoping we can make some progress on that while he’s here.”

      He hugged me. “I’m sure it’ll be fine. Let’s not let this visit get between us, okay? I know we’ve had our challenges over the last year, and this could put a strain on us.”

      I stood back and eyed him up. “Wow, aren’t you Mister Sensitive? I guess therapy is helping you.”

      He nodded. “It is, Miranda. I understand a lot more of what goes on in that head of yours. It’s not quite as much of a mystery, although it still is baffling to me most of the time.” He kissed me.

      I came up for air. “Just keep doing that, and we’ll be fine.”

      We strolled hand in hand back to the house. I looked at him seriously. “So, do you think having them stay here is a bad idea? We are very different people. Maybe they would like to camp. The Harvey Bear Ranch County Park is within walking distance, and they have done a ton of camping, I understand. After all, they were both in the army.”

      Jason looked like he wanted to kick himself. “That would have been a great idea had I not already offered them my room. I was really trying to get to know your family. I guess I should have discussed it with you first.”

      I chuckled. “Ya think?” I hugged him. “It was a really nice gesture. I hope it doesn’t come back to bite us all. Let’s hope for the best.” I suddenly felt like this would be the last day of freedom for the foreseeable future. I ran to my bedroom, yelling out the door behind me as I half-closed it. “Let’s go to the beach today. I know that Michael hates the beach, so we’ll be inland bound for the foreseeable future.” I laughed. “Besides, I’ve got a new bikini.”

      He protested, pretending he wasn’t watching me change. “Not again. I’m the only one that’s supposed to see that much of you.”

      I continued changing and yelled through the half-closed door, “Oh, come on. It’s not like women don’t eye your six-pack, so don’t even pretend they don’t.”

      He laughed. “Well, they don’t if they value their life when you’re on my arm.”

      I smiled. “If they only knew I had police training, you’d probably be right, but I look pretty harmless. I’ve seen it all behind the sunglasses, the looks, the little smiles here and there. I accept it for what it is, Cowboy. You should too.”

      He agreed, sort of. “Okay, babe, whatever you say. I’ll be happy to be out in the sun walking the beach with my girl.” He smacked me on the butt as I came out, showing off my new suit. I didn’t complain. He didn’t either.

      We ended up at my favorite beach, Half-Moon Bay Beach, which Jason had never even heard of until he met me. I couldn’t believe that anyone living in this area hadn’t been there, but it took all kinds.

      As we walked hand in hand, Jason’s face took on a serious air, and he said quietly, “Miranda, I’m so sorry about not coming out and telling you I was still talking to Chenoa. You deserved to know.” His Indian Princess, ex-girlfriend, was still a sore subject between us, but this seemed like progress. I tried to respond in a way my therapist, Rachel, would advise, rather than jumping down his throat. I hesitated before I responded then looked him in the eye. “Thank you. It usually seems like you wait for me to bring it up, and then it invariably turns into a fight. You really hurt me. And I don’t think you’ll ever understand how much, but I appreciate the apology.”

      We walked for a while without talking further. Finally, he said. “I love you, Miranda.”

      I kissed him and said, “I love you too.” And for the rest of the day, that subject was behind us.

      My watch read 10 a.m. by the time we were a mile up the beach, far from the throngs of sun worshipers and surfers who couldn’t be bothered walking more than twenty feet from a lifeguard chair. This area reminded me of the beach volleyball games I played with the five college guys when Jason and I briefly broke up. I’d had a blast, and he never needed to know about it, an unspoken joy of being single.

      It thrilled me that we had decided to take a day off from working around the house and barn, fixing things. We walked through Francis Beach, Venice Beach, Dunes Beach, Roosevelt Beach, and nearly made Pillar Point Harbor before turning back. As usual, we enjoyed the perfect temperature of 72 degrees with a slight breeze off the water. Welcome to California.

      As we headed back down the beach, I asked, “Are you sure you’re okay giving up your room to Michael and Kara while they’re here? I’m sure they’d be fine sleeping on the sunporch. That’s luxury accommodations compared to the army.”

      He smiled. “It’ll be fine. Besides, then I can hear you singing to the goats on Saturday and Sunday mornings. I didn’t realize what a great voice you have. We should form a duo and go out on the road.”

      I hit his arm. “You’re making fun of me, I know. I do like to sing for fun.”

      He smiled. “Hey, the goats produce way more milk when you sing than when I do, so you must be doing something right.”

      By the time we got to the parking lot, we had walked over seven miles round trip. I was glad we took the car instead of the motorcycle and that Jason had driven so I could rest my eyes, which was code for nap, on the way home. It seemed to take no time at all to get home since I slept most of the way. It took me a few minutes to get re-acclimated to my surroundings when we arrived home. I sat in the living room, watching the network news, which I rarely did these days. I wasn’t sure when what used to be news had become opinion, but it seemed to happen slowly and continuously since the new millennium started. I only knew that the reporting of facts had gone by the wayside years ago.

      However, today my interest was piqued by a follow-up story about a man that my friends Wanda and Sally and I had helped to apprehend last fall, Tommy Pearson. After multiple convictions in local cold cases, mostly murders of husbands and lovers of women that he fancied, several other cases in nearby towns had surfaced with similar victims. DNA evidence had now implicated Tommy in those murders as well. It did my heart good knowing that we had gotten this guy off the street. Even though we had no idea of the full extent of his evil at the time, we called 911 while sitting in his living room. The picture they showed of him made my blood run cold. It showed the same smile he had greeted us with when we boldly went to his front door a few months ago.

      Jason came into the living room as I watched, and he rubbed my shoulders, seeing that I had visibly tensed up while watching the story. He spoke quietly. “I guess you’ll never forget that face.”

      I looked up at him. “Never, ever, as long as I live. Let that be a lesson to all the young girls looking for a handsome guy to take them to the prom. Go with the shy, honor roll kid with his face buried in Shakespeare. He will treat you right.”

      He sat down and put his arm around me. “Are you still having nightmares about that guy?”

      I tried to minimize it. “Oh, once in a while.” The truth be told, I had them almost every night. I couldn’t seem to escape this guy’s demonic grin. Seeing him on our fifty-inch screen didn’t help. “It wasn’t as bad when I thought he had only burned down the hotel and killed Burt Roop to cover it up. But now that I’ve learned how many people he’s killed, and we’ll probably never even know the real number, it has really freaked me out. Wanda and I were seconds away from being his next victims.”

      He pulled me close. “What does Rachel say about your recovery?”

      I smiled. “Oh, you know, therapists. She gives me the one day at a time, and this isn’t a sprint; it’s a marathon speech, just about every time I see her. And I do think I’m feeling better; but I’ve never had nightmares like I’ve had since we caught him. It’s kind of freaking me out.”

      He chuckled. “I wonder if that’s why Michael’s coming. Sabine and your mom are probably sending in the reinforcements and figured since he hadn’t seen you in years, he’d be the best candidate.”

      I agreed. “I wouldn’t be at all surprised. That’s why I want everything to seem as normal as possible while they’re here. So, we don’t need to talk about any of this in front of them, okay?”

      He nodded. “Got it.”

      I tried to be optimistic. “We’ll appear to be the best, most well-adjusted All-American couple that we can be, and they can return to New Orleans and make their report. That’s my plan. So let’s hope they don’t decide to stay for a month. I’m not sure how long we can keep that act up.”

      He kissed me and looked me in the eye. I kissed him hard, knowing we probably wouldn’t have a chance to be together after the company arrived except for a quickie here and there. He carried me into my bedroom and shut the door.
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      Sometime in the night, Jason retreated to his room, knowing that I couldn’t sleep through his snoring. He was so considerate that way. I loved him dearly and snuggled down in bed, content that we had finally reached a point where sex no longer stood between us.

      The next morning, Sunday, I awoke with the sun and the rooster. I was happy, though, to get up early. Jason and I had a wonderful day yesterday. Now I had time to get to a good place for the visit. After all, Michael was my brother and my responsibility.

      After I finished my chores, I sat down on the picnic table behind the house, contemplating how Michael and I could come together in a more adult way. We had always let past hurts dictate our conversations and how we related to one another. We made a little progress the last time we really talked, but five years had passed since then. I couldn’t say I felt confident in our ability to avoid old patterns.

      Rachel and I had discussed him at our last session and agreed this might have nothing to do with Michael at all, but with unsolved issues with my dad. The more I studied Michael as an adult, the more I realized he and my dad were nearly carbon copies of each other. They were both ultra-conservative, gun- toting, flag-waving, hunting, fishing, never stand down, never shut up, men’s men.

      I hadn’t seen my dad since I turned fourteen. I wondered if Michael had. I’d have to ask him during his visit. I sometimes wondered if Michael felt differently about me since he found out that he was my half-brother, as my biological father was my dad’s brother. Acknowledging that made me feel like I was playing a part in a soap opera. Having discussed that for hours in therapy, we’d decided that learning the truth of who your parents are, as an adult, wasn’t the kind of thing you ever completely adjusted to.

      I wasn’t completely sure what time their flight came in or even if they were taking a commercial flight. It seemed like those associated with the armed services had special ways of connecting with government flights that the rest of us didn’t. And while I had thought Michael had been discharged from the army, it appeared that he still had a close relationship with them, and in fact, might be working undercover. It was all very hush-hush. Maybe we would learn more during his visit.

      Just as I had that thought, a U.S. Army Hummer pulled into the driveway, driven by Michael. That pretty much confirmed that he was affiliated with the armed services. I’d have to make it my mission to pry that information out of him while he visited,.

      I ran to the vehicle. He hopped out, looking proud. “What do you think of my wheels?”

      I laughed. “Don’t even try to tell me that this is yours or that you drove all the way out here!”

      He shook his head and smiled. “Nope, but we did drive from Mountainview.”

      As we were exchanging barbs, Kara climbed out of the other side. She walked carefully in her mini-skirt so as not to land wrong on her high-heeled sandals. She grumbled with a wry smile, “If I’d known we were traveling with the 43rd infantry division, I might have dressed differently.” Then she noticed me and broadened her smile. “You must be Miranda. I’ve heard so much about you.” She sashayed around the Humvee and hugged me. It took me by surprise. Since Michael had never been the most physically expressive guy in the world, I hadn’t expected her to be.

      I hugged her back. “Wow, you are not what I expected at all. Welcome!”

      She smiled. “I hope in a good way.”

      I laughed. “In a great way. That is one more hug than I’ve ever gotten from anyone Michael’s been with.”

      Michael gave me a dirty look. “Just because they weren’t your type, Miranda⁠—”

      I interrupted, “I’m not sure they were anyone’s type.

      What about that Abby girl with the tattoo across her⁠—”

      He put a finger to his lips. “Okay, okay, let's not get started this way.”

      I realized we were already falling into our old communication pattern. I hugged him. “You’re right. Did your therapist suggest that we make changes too?”

      He gave me the thumbs up but clearly didn’t want to talk about it. I wondered if he’d let Kara know he was in therapy. I nodded.

      He headed to the back of the Hummer to retrieve two suitcases. I winked at Jason as I looked over at the door as he came out just in time to welcome our guests. He looked hot in the workout shorts and tee-shirt he had put on to sleep. I tried to wipe out the sweet thoughts of last night from my mind, remembering we had company for an extended period.

      I was pretty sure he hadn’t expected them this early, even though I had warned him to expect the unexpected. He approached Michael with his hand extended. “Michael, I’m Jason; nice to finally meet you.”

      Michael grabbed his hand and shook it briskly. “Anyone who can stand Miranda for this long deserves a certain amount of respect.”

      I wondered if Sabine had filled him in about the issues we had over the past year, and I hoped she hadn’t. I wanted him to develop his own opinion without it being tarnished. But judging from his reaction to Jason, I assessed that he had a clean slate, and I thanked goodness for that.

      However, it didn’t surprise me because Michael and Sabine were anything but close despite their closeness in age. They had never really bonded and were from two completely different worlds—Michael’s conservative attitudes developed through military discipline; Sabine’s attitudes developed from her French background, which was, well, different. You couldn’t define the French in terms of Conservative or Liberal like you would the people in this country. The French had their own way of thinking, being one of the reasons, I believed, they didn’t particularly care for Americans. They misunderstood us and felt misunderstood by us. But that was another story entirely.

      Thankfully, Jason took the time yesterday to move everything he would need to survive for an extended time on the sunporch. Last night had been a bonus night in his bed, and he clearly appreciated it. He motioned for Michael and Kara to follow him. He smiled as he directed them. “Come this way to the master suite. I trust that you will be comfortable here during your stay.”

      I smiled as he made his best attempt to transform the house into a Bed and Breakfast, and himself into the host. I knew deep inside that this was a significant sacrifice for him, and if I were a better girlfriend, I would have opted for the sunporch. But I had to face the facts. I wasn’t.

      After they brought their suitcases into their room away from home, we all gathered in the kitchen. I hadn’t made any plans for their visit, having no idea what their idea of a fun vacation might be. I figured this was as good a time as any to get to know Kara. “So, Kara, have you ever been to California? Or better yet, where are you from? I know absolutely nothing about you, so here’s your chance to spill your guts.”

      Unlike most of Michael’s other girlfriends, who would have avoided the spotlight and stood in his shadow, she moved right into it. “I’m from Chicago originally. I’m the oldest of five kids. My dad was a construction worker; my mom was a homemaker. We had a loving home but barely enough money to survive. My parents did their best, and I loved them so much. My dad died of a heart attack the day after he retired, and my mom died of ovarian cancer two years ago.”

      I shook my head. “I’m so sorry to hear that. My mom⁠—”

      She completed my sentence, “—has breast cancer. I know. I’m so glad she’s doing well. She’s like a second mom to me. She’s so sweet. I don’t know what we’d do if, well, you know.”

      She surprised me again. I had no idea she and Mom knew each other, much less were close. “I’m sure she’d be happy to hear you feel that way about her.”

      She smiled. “Oh, she knows. I tell her every time I see her.”

      I felt so out of touch. I hadn’t even met this woman, and she seemed closer to my mother than I am. I said quietly, “I really need to get home more.”

      She nodded. “She’d like that, Miranda.”

      I started having internal conversations so that I could head myself off at the pass. I pushed down the feeling of jealousy rising up in me of this woman’s relationship with my mother. I wasn’t happy about how she so easily stepped into the spotlight, usually reserved for me. Look for the good in her. She’s the kind of strong woman that Michael needs. I said to her, “So, you left Chicago?”

      She straightened her skirt. “Yes, I didn’t see the point of being there any longer. My brothers and sisters had scattered around the country. I had nothing left to hold onto except my parents’ house, so I sold it and moved to New Orleans.”

      I patted myself on the back for avoiding a petty reaction to Kara. “Oh, is that where you met Michael?”

      She laughed. “Oh no. That’s where I moved to convince Michael that he couldn’t live without me. He and I met in Afghanistan.”

      I hadn’t asked anyone anything about Kara before this. I didn’t even realize they had met in the Army. I turned red, realizing, again, how self-absorbed I had been. “I’m so sorry. I should have known that. So, what do you do in New Orleans?”

      She deadpanned, “I’m a hooker.” My jaw dropped.

      Michael grinned., “Gotcha! She loves to do that!”

      She laughed. “I work on a fishing boat. I hook the fish after they get them on the line, as they draw near to the boat before we bring them aboard.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief.

      She smiled. “It’s not my dream job, but it puts some money in my pocket while I figure out what I want to do when I grow up.” She pointed at Michael. “Mikey here, evidently, doesn’t have to worry about growing up. The U.S. Government seems to like him the way he is. I don’t quite get it, but he seems to have them fooled.”

      He grabbed her and gave her a deep kiss.

      I stood by somewhat uncomfortable. I had never even seen him hold a girl’s hand. He always seemed so secretive with his affection; this was both refreshing and frightening. I gasped in fun, “Michael, is this something you learned from counseling?” I figured the gloves were off.

      He looked me in the eye. “Yes. My therapist said if I continued to hold back, I would die a lonely old man like Dad.”

      I stared back. “Is he dead?”

      He shrugged. “Oh, I have no idea. I mean lonely, like Dad.”

      I continued. “You haven’t heard from him?”

      He hesitated. “Well, I did get a Christmas card from him a couple of years ago, but I never sent one back. I wasn’t sure if he sent you one, so I never let you know. I didn’t want to hurt your feelings.”

      I shook my head, trying to sound cheerful. “Well, I’m not actually his after all.”

      Kara gave him an odd look but didn’t comment. I wondered if that skeleton had never come out of the closet.

      In an effort to break the tension, I said, “Wow, so now I can tell my friends my brother is dating a hooker⁠—”

      Kara corrected, holding out her left hand for Jason and me to see, “—engaged to a hooker is more like it.”

      My turn. I threw my arms around her in a warm hug. “Congratulations! Welcome to the family. Have you set a date?”

      Michael responded, “Not yet. This is a pretty new development.”

      I asked, “When you say pretty new, you mean?”

      Kara looked like she would burst. “Yesterday! That’s why we delayed the trip for a day. We had to have a private celebration first.”

      I wasn’t going to ask what that meant, but it seemed like a sweet gesture. I continued, “So, do you two have any more surprises you want to fill us in on?”

      A tear fell from Kara’s eye. She smiled and put her hands across her stomach. “I’m pregnant,” she said quietly.

      Not that Michael wouldn’t ever consider getting married, but this seemed very sudden. I was happy for them, though. Some people needed a push. They seemed like a good match, unlike anyone else he had ever been with. I hugged her and whispered. “I’m so happy for you.”

      I worried less and less that they were on a Miranda reconnaissance mission. They wanted to give us this news in person. Maybe they saw it as an opportunity to take a much- needed vacation also, but I guessed that this was their primary reason for coming.

      I figured I had grilled them for long enough but wanted to make their stay an enjoyable one. “So, is there anything you guys wanted to do while you’re here? Have you ever done any sightseeing in Northern California? We’re not far from Silicon Valley, the Bay Area, Wine Country, the Monterey Peninsula, the Beaches, or even closer; we’ve got Coyote Lake, Coe Park, and Gilroy Hot Springs. We have a ton of hiking, fishing, biking, and other outdoor activities within a five-mile radius. We love it here.”

      “There’s so much we have talked about doing,” Michael said, his voice full of enthusiasm. “We both love outdoor activities, like hiking. I did quite a bit of research before we came out, and Coe Park sounds almost ideal for the kind of hiking we like to do; day hikes, nothing too strenuous. I understand there’s a trail along Coyote Lake, too, right?”

      Jason jumped in. “Yes, we have all that and more. The lake is beautiful, and the fishing is great. It’s been stocked with Black Bass, Blue Gills, Crappie, and Carp. Not that I’m an expert fisherman, but I’ve even caught a few edible Bass on that lake, and they put up quite a fight.”

      I smiled when Jason came out of his corner. I knew it could be hard to integrate into someone else’s family. I think it helped, though, that Kara had no history with either of us. They were both blank slates, in a way.

      Jason, the tour guide, continued. “Do either of you ride motorcycles? We’ve each got one that you can borrow. There are so many great areas to ride around here; it’s amazing.” Then I remembered. “Um, maybe not, if you’re pregnant.”

      Kara jumped on that, “No! I’m not sick, I’m pregnant. That that would be so much fun.” Her gaze went to Michael. “Mikey, remember when we scootered around Switzerland? We found the countryside so amazing.”

      He smiled. “We had fun. I still don’t know what anyone said half the time, but we had a good time.”

      Switzerland, finally a topic I could get behind. “Kara, where did you go in Switzerland?”

      She looked at the ceiling, recollecting. “Let’s see, Zurich, Bern, Interlaken, Thun. We loved it.”

      I jumped up from the stool I had nestled on. “No way! I spent time in that area a couple of years ago! I loved it! Mostly Thun.”

      She smiled broadly. “Really? What hotel did you stay in?”

      I thought back on my trip like it was yesterday, “Freinhof.”

      She hit my shoulder. “No way! That’s where we stayed!”

      I scolded my brother. “Why does it take your fiancé to tell me all this?”

      He looked at his feet. “I don’t know, Miranda. We haven’t talked much lately.”

      I realized I needed to change course. “You’re right, Michael. It’s mostly my fault. I told you I’d be home more, and I’d call more if I didn’t come home, and I haven’t done either. I’m sorry.” I hugged him. “I’m glad you’re here now.”

      He hugged me longer than I expected. Maybe he really did want a relationship with me. With them getting married and having a baby, I hoped and prayed that they wanted a relationship as much as I did. Right now, the closest thing I had to a niece or nephew was Nate, my friend Patricia’s son, and my Godson, who I saw once a week, and that wasn’t nearly enough. It took nearly a year of separation from Patricia before we figured out how to do it right. How could I handle being half a country apart from the new baby? I’d have to figure it out, but right now, we needed to form a relationship that we could build off when they got married, and they had the baby. Then, we’d figure it out.

      The day flew by as we caught up, ate burgers from the grill, and drank beers, except Kara, who had water and iced tea.

      We started a fire around nine and sat outside singing while Jason played guitar. It had been nearly a perfect day, but it got strange right before we went to bed.

      Michael said that he had an announcement to make.

      I made fun of him. “Oh, is it that you’re finally going to bed after ten beers?”

      He looked at Kara, and she nodded her okay. “No, we were going to keep it a surprise, or maybe we were testing it out to see how it felt. But, either way⁠—”

      I interrupted, “What?”

      He had strung it out as long as he could. “We’re moving out here.”
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      We planned on waking early on Tuesday and going for a hike. Coyote Lake and the associated hiking trails were just up the road from the house, and we hadn’t explored them at all since I moved here. All the trails were on the west side of the lake. I’d hoped one or two of the trails would circle the lake, but the eastern side had been designated as part of the Palossou Open Space and therefore, not open to the public. It was steep and nowhere near as navigable as the western side, although that didn’t mean I wouldn’t attempt it someday. Rumors were a local Native American tribe had set up camp just on the other side of a trail that led to that area, and it would be fascinating to explore some time.

      The lake measured over three miles long, so the trails ran between six- and seven-miles round trip. After reviewing the Coyote Lake- Harvey Bear Ranch County Park Trail Map, we decided to take the Coyote Ridge Trail north, the Harvey Bear Trail east, and the Calaveras Trail south, with a short detour to the Coyote Dam before we headed back to the south. While I considered myself a seasoned hiker and Michael had been in the Army, so he had hiked way more than any sane person ever should, Kara seemed a bit of a novice even though she’d also been in the service. So we chose trails that would leave her wanting more rather than swearing at us all the way home.

      I cooked scrambled eggs, bacon, and toast while they were showering and getting ready. Kara came out first. “Yum, it all smells so good.”

      I smiled. I was dying to find out more about them moving out here, but I figured they’d tell me eventually. “You can’t hike on an empty stomach. It’s against the rules. Besides, we don’t want to carry a lot of food. I’m figuring this hike won’t take too long, so we should be back by lunch. We can bring protein bars in case we get really hungry, but I don’t think we need to bring anything perishable like sandwiches.”

      Kara looked confident as she strapped on her hiking boots. I opted for running shoes. They seemed to work better for me, and I never slipped or got blisters when hiking. Michael’s morning shower lingered on, so I figured I could engage in some girl talk. “So, I get that you’re pregnant, but I don’t think that’s how you snagged him.”

      She nodded. “Nope. I had him way before that. That’s why I didn’t worry when I got the test back positive. We were already well on the way to tying the knot.”

      I looked at her, amazed. “You’ve got the magic.”

      She shook her head. “It’s easy, actually. I absolutely love and adore him. That’s it. That’s the magic.” She thought for another minute. “You have to do the obvious. Tell the truth, be considerate, don’t cheat, be caring, be considerate. We all need to do those things at a minimum to make our relationships work. But you must have the love and adoration of your partner first, or the rest of it means nothing.”

      I thought about it. “I guess it’s not as complicated as some of us make it. Finding the right person has a lot to do with it, right?” I lowered my voice. “I mean, there’s nothing I’d rather do than get married and have babies, but the jury is still out whether Jason’s the marrying kind and the clock is ticking.”

      She nodded as she took a swig of coffee. “Oh, yes. It has to be the right person. And that doesn’t happen through anything you can do. I never thought I’d find the right person until we met.

      Never. I looked and looked and had given up, then I found him.” Her voice cracked, and a tear crept down her cheek. She tried to laugh it off. “I know it sounds silly, but that’s it.”

      I walked over and hugged her. “You’re a special woman, Kara Simon. A very special woman.”

      She stood off the counter stool she had been seated on and hugged me. “Thank you, Miranda. I’d really like to get to know you better. Michael really hasn’t told me much about you.”

      I pleaded, “You can’t blame him because he doesn’t know that much about me. We didn’t hang out together much as kids. We had very different interests. By the time I started to mature enough to be my own person, he joined the Army. Then, we went our own ways. When I turned eighteen, I left New Orleans for North Carolina with a man twice my age. While probably not the smartest move on my part, you can’t go back. Michael and I didn’t see each other at all after that until a few years ago. It’s no wonder we’re practically strangers.”

      We sat next to one another at the counter. Kara said, “I’d like to hear your whole story. I’m sure there won’t be time today, but let’s make time while we’re here. And if Michael is as much of a stranger as you claim, then he should hear your story too.”

      I smiled. “I’d like that very much.”

      Michael came out as we were finishing up our heart-to- heart. He looked at both of us suspiciously. “Uh-oh, what have you two been up to? You both look like that cat who swallowed the canary.”

      Kara smiled. “Oh, we’re just trying to right all the wrongs over the last twenty years or so.”

      He sat on the third stool at the counter. “In the world?” I laughed. “Oh no, just in our family.”

      He put his ball cap on the counter and shook his head. “Good luck with that one.”

      Kara hit him on the arm. “Oh, don’t be that way. You know you don’t like the way things are. We’re just working toward change. And if we can make that happen with very little effort on your part, you should be jumping for joy.”

      He got up to pour a cup of coffee. “Well, you’re right; if I don’t need to go into group therapy to make it happen, I’m all for it.”

      I started cleaning up the cooking dishes. “Have some eggs and stuff. You might have to warm it in the microwave. You don’t want to go hiking on an empty stomach.”

      He grabbed a plate. “Have you mapped out our plan?” He looked down the hall. “Hey, where’s Jason? Isn’t he joining us for this excursion?”

      I said, “No, he decided that someone has to support us while I play hooky.” I’d actually wanted to get them alone so I could catch up on family secrets, but they didn’t need to know that. I spread the map on the counter and showed both of them where we were going. “It’s really nice at the other end of the lake up near the dam, I hear. That’ll be our halfway point. I’m excited to see it.” I continued washing dishes. “I think the hike will be just challenging enough for all of us, but it shouldn’t be a killer.” I hoped, anyway.

      He scarfed down some food. “It’ll be nice doing a hike without army boots and a backpack.” He rolled his eyes. “And without a commanding officer making us do pushups when we don’t run hard enough.”

      I chuckled. “I’ll be happy to take over that duty if you think you’ll miss it.”

      We spent the next half hour getting ready and walking to the trailhead, which started about two hundred feet from our driveway. I found it funny that we hadn’t attempted any of the trails on the lake's west side since we lived here. It took company to make it happen.

      We all stretched before we commenced our hike. I continued my role as the tour guide. “It’s my understanding, at the summit of the Coyote Ridge Trail, we should have views to the west of the Pacific Ocean, to the north of the Bay Area, to the south of LA, and to the east of the Yosemite Valley. It should be pretty amazing.”

      We hiked slowly as the terrain climbed consistently uphill. It took nearly an hour to reach the summit. About a mile and a half, or about halfway up the lake, we stopped to take pictures with our phones and had a few swigs of cold water. I sat on a large boulder. “So, what do you guys think?”

      Kara gushed, “I love it out here. It’s nothing like I expected. I expected ten-lane highways, pollution, illegal aliens, and earthquakes.”

      I laughed. “Oh, you want to go to LA for all that and more. You’ll have to take a trip down there so you can get a feel for Southern California. It’s a whole thing.”

      Michael grabbed Kara and kissed her, again, unusually expressive for the Michael I knew. “I can’t wait to raise a family here. The air is clean, and it’s not so humid and oppressive as the Bayou. I grew up there, and there’s lots to love about it, but I’m ready to get out.”

      I put my arms around both of them. “This is so exciting.

      I kind of feel like we’re all starting over.”

      We took our time descending the other side of the mountain, leading to the Harvey Bear Trail and, eventually, the dam at the lake's north side. As we sat near the dam, we munched on protein bars, admiring the lake's expanse to the south. Behind us ran a long, sloping gravel hill, probably two hundred and fifty feet down, sloping at approximately a forty-five-degree angle. At the bottom sat a holding pond, presumably to hold any water that overflowed the dam during high-water periods.

      We sat for a few minutes on benches provided for weary hikers and observers.

      Eventually, Michael stood and walked toward the edge of the overflow. He motioned for Kara and me to come over. “Let’s go down this. It’ll be fun!”

      Kara peered over the edge. “Are you crazy?” Then she laughed. “I don’t know why I’m asking when I already know the answer.”

      I looked down at the runover. It looked pretty tame compared to many of the extreme sports I had participated in over the years. I smiled. “I’m in.”

      Kara shook her head. “Well, I can’t very well stay up here by myself, can I?”

      Michael started, slowly at first, because of the poor footing. I followed him with Kara right behind me.

      As we started to gain confidence, we increased our speed; I caught Michael and passed him. About three-quarters of the way down, Kara pushed herself forward, inching ahead of me, and we were neck and neck. With about twenty feet to go, with Michael only a foot behind us, we found the spillway ended abruptly with a ten-foot drop into the holding pond.

      Realizing as we reached the end that we wouldn’t be able to stop, we jumped off the edge, hoping it would be deep enough to break our falls and not our legs.

      With a rush of adrenaline, panic, surprise, and finally hilarity, we splashed around in the pond, which seemed at least ten feet deep where we landed, thankfully enough to break our falls without hitting bottom. We all quickly swam to the shore, laughing like we were high school kids. Because of the cool nights, the water couldn’t have been much more than sixty.
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      We sat in the sun, laughing and joking and pushing each other closer and closer to the edge. Finally, Kara and I ganged up on Michael and pushed him in again. He immediately came out of the water with a look of concern on his face. “I felt a body down there.”

      We both laughed it off. I said, “Yeah, right. You’re just trying to scare us.”

      He insisted. “No, I’m not. I know what a dead body feels like. Believe me; I’ve felt enough of them.”

      A cold sweat swept over me. I would do anything I could do to prevent a panic attack at this point. Not here. Not now. I tried something Rachel suggested to ward off an attack—talking. “Hey Michael, do you think it was just one? Or maybe there were multiple bodies. Do you think we should call 911? I can’t believe this; we go out to have fun and look what happens? How long do you think they were there? Could you tell if it was a male or a female? What did you⁠—”

      Michael interrupted, “Whoa. Wait a minute. I can’t answer all these questions at once.”

      I didn’t want to stop and think. I wanted to act. “I’m going to call 911.” I took my water-proofed phone from my pocket.

      He stopped me. “Wait, are you sure you want to do that? We could just pretend this never happened and continue our hike.”

      Kara looked at him oddly. “You couldn’t really do that, could you?”

      I knew this was a test, and he’d downright better pass it. He shook his head. “No, I couldn’t.” He started back toward the water as if to jump in again.

      I said, “So there’s nothing to stop me from calling 911?” They both shrugged.

      My anxiety level had been reduced to a manageable level with all the activity. They answered on the first ring. “911. What’s your emergency, please?”

      I spoke as calmly and confidently as I could. “Hello, this is Miranda Marquette. My brother and his fiancé and I were hiking near the Coyote Lake Dam and discovered a body.”

      The young woman began her questioning. “What can you tell me about the body?”

      I continued, “Well, we really don’t know much. We were fooling around and pushed my brother in the overflow pond, and he felt it underwater.”

      She scolded. “You know there is no swimming in or around Coyote Lake, correct?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Yes, he didn’t plan on swimming. Anyway, so the body is still in the water, which is kind of murky. You can’t see the bottom.”

      I wasn’t impressed with her customer service skills. “So, what you’re saying is that there may or may not be a body in the water.” I could hear her cover the phone and speak to someone in the background. “I’m going to transfer your call. Hold on.”

      The call reconnected. “This is Mrs. Harris; how can I help you?”

      The heart palpitations in my chest made me feel like I had been sent to the principal’s office. “I called in about a dead body and have been transferred to you.”

      She continued, “Well, I am the supervisor. Is there an issue I can help you with?”

      I wasn’t sure why we’d been transferred to a supervisor. “Not as far as I’m concerned. My brother felt a body in the overflow pond near the Coyote Lake Dam, so we called. We were hiking and we stopped to rest. The three of us were fooling around, and my brother Michael ended up getting pushed into the pond. We know there is no swimming.”

      She responded. “I see now. She’s new, and I told her to refer any tough calls directly to me. I can see that this is not just a my husband is having trouble breathing or my cat is stuck in a tree, call. Now, can you provide me with your name, please?”

      I cleared my throat, wondering why I chose to call 911 when Michael actually found the body. “My name is Miranda Marquette.” Then I spelled it for her. “We are near the holding pond at the bottom of the dam at the north end of Coyote Lake. We’re the only three people here. You can’t miss us.”

      She scolded me lightly, “Yes, because you’re not supposed to be down there.”

      I punched Michael. “I told my brother we should stay up by the lake.”

      He put his finger to his mouth to silence me.

      She sounded ready to wrap it up. “Just stay put and out of the water, and we’ll have someone out there in a few minutes. They’ll either be from the Gilroy Police Department or the Santa Clara Sheriff’s Department, depending on who has a professional in the area.”

      I prayed for the Gilroy Police after my recent experience with Tina Bright and the Santa Clara Sheriff’s Department. But it seemed to be the luck of the draw in Santa Clara County.

      We sat on the ground in the sun, trying to dry out as much as possible before the police came and arrested all of us for illegal swimming in a county water supply.

      Obviously, they already had it on record that Michael had been in the water, but why implicate the other two of us unnecessarily?

      Kara spoke first after a long silence. “Miranda, is this the wrong time to ask about the Princess of Death thing that Michael talked about most of the way out here?”

      I glared at him then smiled at her. “Oh no,” I said with more sweetness than I could ever feel on the topic, “there’s never a bad time to talk about my nickname.” I couldn’t even explain it anymore, but I tried. “It just seems like dead bodies pop up wherever I am. It’s not something I want or ask for. It’s not a gift, although it might be a curse. However, the last one resulted in the indictment and conviction of a local serial killer. He had gone unidentified for decades, so good has come out of it.”
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