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PART ONE

Homecoming
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“She was Eve after the fall, but before the bitterness of it was felt. She wore life as a rose in her bosom.”

—O. Henry, Cabbages and Kings



ONE
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Beverley could hear the surf over the wind. Rollers slammed into the totem pole–shaped pinnacles of stone edging the beach, sending up plumes of spray. Looking down from the bluff, she watched the man in the hooded black windbreaker crossing the expanse of wet black sand. Reaching the loose gravel where it showed gray against the blueness of the sky, he slowed, scrambled over broken shale, stooped to scoop up something shiny, then climbed the steep ravine toward the parking lot where Beverley stood, buffeted by intermittent gusts.

The man’s stride, strangely sure-footed, was long and determined, his head was bent, and his noticeably large hands were clasped behind his back, as if he were a prisoner cuffed from behind.

“A crow,” Beverley said to herself. “No, a monk, in a cowl, with something around his neck.” The thought of ecclesiastics took her back to the Convent of Jesus and Mary. It sent a shudder from her fleshy nape to her dimpled knees. As the man crested the bluff, his silhouette’s almost supernatural effect on her was spoiled by the close-up vision of bright green-and-yellow hiking boots laced together and dangling over his shoulders.

“I’m so awfully sorry,” she said in a loud soprano voice, startling him as he neared the spot where his RV had been parked for the last ten days. “Another foot and it might have done some damage.” Beverley touched the pearls at her throat and smiled, pointing at his vehicle.

Unzipping the windbreaker and pulling back his hood, the man Beverley had come to think of as the Mystery Man let his flowing gray hair and bushy beard tumble free.

She took a step back. “I’d swear you were Jesus Christ,” she gasped. Then she let out a nervous laugh and added, “Or maybe Rasputin.”

With deep-set ice-blue eyes sparkling under cascading eyebrows, the man surveyed her, the fallen tree, its tip curled across the roof of his RV, and the large rumbling patrol car parked at a dramatic angle a few feet away, as if it had skidded sideways to a halt. The engine of the four-wheel-drive sheriff’s department Interceptor SUV clacked and shook in time with the swirling lights on its roof. The man’s shaggy brows rose and fell as if synced with the engine. Beverley wondered if he would turn on his heels and run back to the beach.

“It broke your fence good, Ms. Beverley,” a nasal voice bellowed over the wind. The wild-looking man pivoted as a young, muscular sheriff’s deputy came around the back of the RV and waved him into the lee of the wind. “Looks like you were both lucky,” the deputy shouted again, cupping his hands. He eyed the stranger with obvious distaste, seeming to smell overripe cheese. “Is this your vehicle?” he asked, letting his hands fall to his sides. The right one rested atop a bulging holster, the other found and felt a set of handcuffs.

The bearded man shaded his eyes from the heatless morning sun, shifting his face out of the glare. He watched the deputy’s blunt fingers. “Yes, Officer.” His voice rang dry, like boots on gravel, a voice unused for days at a time. “Yes,” he repeated, louder, clearing his throat.

“Seen anything unusual on the beach?” the sheriff’s deputy barked, glancing past the man at the breakers.

“No, sir.”

“No shipwrecks, sea monsters, or cadavers,” Beverley interjected, “or other objects and phenomena clearly related to a tree falling on a camper in a parking lot?”

The deputy’s shoulders rose toward his earlobes, the nasal tone of his voice tightening. “If you see something unusual,” he snapped, “make sure you call us.”

“Now that I think of it,” said the bearded stranger, his voice warming, “there is a wild pig on the beach right below, dead and outgassing.”

“That’s what I smell.” The deputy grunted. “Just a hog?” he asked. “Nothing else?”

The man thought for a beat. “Nothing,” he said, “except for the oil cans and plastic, and something I’d guess was a crushed shopping cart. But it was way out in the surf, so I couldn’t see it clearly.”

“They must’ve been shopping for seafood,” Beverley said.

Ignoring her, the deputy grunted again. “What about this vehicle? Any damage?”

The bearded man climbed without apparent effort onto the RV’s stairs. Reaching with one long arm, he lifted the tree off a folding bicycle strapped to the roof. Again, apparently without effort, he walked the tree’s floppy tip to the ground at the deputy’s jackbooted feet. “Nothing,” he said. “It’s soft and fresh.” Crushing a fistful of pale green cypress leaves, the man smelled his fingertips. He opened his palm to the plump woman and the deputy. Both stepped back, the sheriff’s deputy instinctively unsnapping his holster. “Macrocarpa,” the stranger said in a pleasant baritone, making the word operatic while trying to hide his surprise at the deputy’s overreaction. “More like lime than lemon at this time of year,” he added. “What a shame it came down.”

“Macro-carpa?” the deputy asked. “Sounds like some disease.”

“It’s Latin,” said Beverley. “That’s deadly, if you don’t like the pope.”

The deputy laughed convulsively, wiping at his mustachioed mouth with the back of one large hairy hand. “Will you ever let up, Ms. Beverley?” he said, shaking his head. “We have no problem with the pope. He doesn’t like us.”

Stepping out of earshot back into the wind, the sheriff’s deputy cupped his hands, enunciating slowly into his helmet mike. His closely shaved, fully fleshed, noticeably featureless tanned cheeks telegraphed the gist of his report as Beverley and the stranger looked on. “Clean brand-name clothes and high-tech hiking boots,” he said. “Clean fingernails and toenails—he’s barefoot. Late-model Sockeye recreational vehicle. No rust, new tires, New York plates, no mud or dust on them. Caucasian, male, older, educated, unusually tall and wiry. He came through the checkpoint on Highway 12 a couple weeks ago. He must be in the data bank. An eccentric urban individual, not a vagrant, probably harmless, though he likes trees and talks funny. I might fine him or bring him in for questioning and make him move on.”

Fitting a sanitized smile over his face, the deputy walked back to Beverley and the man. “Macro-carpa?” he asked again. “I thought it was a plain old cypress tree.”

“That depends on what you mean by plain old,” the man answered, trying to sound affable.

“Branches come down all the time.” Beverley sighed, tossing a strand of bright orange-red hair off her forehead. “But this is the first certified entire cypress tree I’ve lost in three years. I’m inclined to ask for my money back.” She let out a peal of girlish laughter. It did not match her age, girth, or dyed hair. The stranger could not help noticing her pink stretch top with a white, skirt-like frill at the bottom, and her mauve stretch pants. They were patterned with eights and nines of clubs and bloomed beneath her. Remarkably large, her head was joined seamlessly to her collarbone. Around the flesh that passed for a neck was the string of pearls she touched, moving them back and forth like worry beads.

“You been around three years already?” the deputy asked, chuckling despite himself. “It’s good the motel’s up and running.”

“It’s not a motel, Tom, it’s a resort,” she teased. “Now that I know they’re macrocarpa trees my occupancy rate is sure to rise.” Beverley laughed her nervous, high-pitched, girlish laugh again. “No need to fill out a report,” she told Tom. “They’ll never pay, my deductible is too high.”

“That’s all right by me,” the beachcomber said.

Tom smoothed his apricot mustache and licked his lips. They were thick and split by the wind and sun. The bearded man glanced over and read THOMAS SMITHSON off the name tag pinned to the deputy’s military-style khaki uniform. It wiggled when his bulging chest and arms flexed. “Thing is,” said Tom, “I’m supposed to file something, it’s the regulations. You are occupying two parking spaces when you’re only entitled to one. I ought to fine you and make you move.” He paused again, weighing whether it was worth the hassle. Beverley would let the whole town know he was bullying an old man again.

“The lot sure is full to bursting,” Beverley chimed in. “I’ll bet the raccoons are awful mad this vehicle is hogging their space. They’ll be wondering what any of this has to do with my tree and his camper. For the life of me, I don’t know, but the ways of the law are many and mysterious, amen.”

“He’s parked where emergency vehicles come in,” Tom objected.

“I’ve seen a few too many of those lately,” she said.

“Well,” Tom said, “if he can move over there”—he raised a paw toward the garbage cans—“I’ll let him off, but he’s got to leave soon.” He screwed up his lips. “Since the tree is yours, and the fence is yours,” he added, “and there’s no damage to this vehicle . . .” Scribbling on a narrow pad, he left the sentence to hang unfinished. Then he slipped the pad into a belt made heavy by the holster, Mace canister, truncheon, handcuffs, and radio transceiver. “You’ve been here about two weeks—”

“Ten days,” the man interrupted. “The helpful woman at city hall said I can stay two weeks without a permit.”

“Unless an officer of the peace asks you to move on.”

“Why might he do that?”

The deputy grinned again, his mustache catching the sunlight, giving him the look of a calico cat, his eyes hidden by wraparound sunglasses. “For instance, if you were causing a public nuisance, or were in danger.” Tom glanced at Beverley.

“Oh, he’s no nuisance,” she said, “you barely know he’s here except to see him on the beach before dawn doing some yoga exercise routine, and then sometimes I smell a wood fire and pancakes and bacon.” Her smile widened. “Until he got onto the macrocarpa trees, I wondered if he was a short-order cook. My guests keep asking me where the restaurant is, and why we don’t have one. And he’s very neat. He wired up those garbage cans when the wind blew them over last week, after the teenagers set them alight and shot them full of holes. I’ve seen him picking up litter in the lot, too, running after paper like a scene from that movie.”

“What movie?”

“The Paper Chase,” Beverley said, then chortled, touching her pearls.

Tom fought off a smile. “I wouldn’t mind some of that breakfast right now,” he muttered.

“I could brew up some fresh coffee,” Beverley offered, “there’s a bag of leftover cinnamon rolls. The guests didn’t want them, not healthy, they said, not organic.”

Tom shook his head. “Can’t do it.” He grunted. Then he lowered his sunglasses and winked. “Seems you’ve been watching your new neighbor pretty close?”

“Just doing my patriotic duty,” she said. “Isn’t that what we’re supposed to do?”

“Sure is,” said Tom.

“Martial law,” Beverley quipped.

“Don’t pay attention to Ms. Beverley’s jokes,” Tom said, turning to the stranger. “It’s a county-wide special ordinance. This is a free country.”

“Well, you haven’t outlawed my sense of humor yet,” she said.

“Not yet,” Tom echoed, “but we might.”

The man turned away from the banter, glancing down the coast. Clearing his throat, he sang out, “No rain today?”

“No rain,” Beverley confirmed. “It hardly ever rains, that’s why people like it. No rain and no heat. Lots of wind and fog, though, you’ve got to love them or you’re in trouble.”

A gust kicked up, blowing sheets of dust across the lot. Pockets of morning fog still hung in the cypress trees and the scrub on the coastal hills. It lay in moist, aromatic tatters across the sloping grounds of the Eden Seaside Resort & Cottages, half hiding the signage. Only the glowing VACANCY sign stood out, its pink neon coils blinking.

“Out of state,” the deputy remarked, indicating the license plate. “Like Ms. Beverley here?”

The bearded man raised his brows in mute response.

“On vacation?”

“That’s it,” he agreed, “and what a beautiful spot.”

Unsure whether the man was being ironic, the deputy tipped his helmet back, remembered the built-in camera, and pulled the helmet back down. “You got a gun in that vehicle?”

“No, Officer,” the man blurted out. He was about to add something about not liking guns but didn’t have time.

“He can have one of mine,” Beverley cut in, laughing her strange high-pitched laugh. “I’ve got a whole roomful of them.”

Tom glared at the stranger. “You telling me you didn’t hear them shooting off semiautomatics the night before last?”

“Woke the dead,” Beverley said, “I should know. I’ve been in a coma most of my life.”

The older man stroked his beard. “Officer, I am a sound sleeper, besides, the surf has been pretty loud.”

“It sounds like Armageddon,” Beverley put in. “Hellfire and semiautomatics, it’s real comforting.”

Tom thrust out his chin but could not repress another convulsive guffaw that soiled his mustache. Wiping away the strands of spittle, he looked sideways past the stranger. “Your RV spring a leak?”

“Two,” Beverley said, shuffling to the far side of the RV, then walking back with two corks in her pudgy pink hands.

“Don’t touch the evidence,” Tom blurted.

“What evidence?” Beverley asked. “He hasn’t committed a crime, as far as I know.” She paused and thrust the corks out.

“This one’s from a Napa Valley Cab,” she remarked, studying the markings and sniffing the tip. “And this one’s from an exotic foreign locale, it’s Barolo, so that makes it Italian. Good thing you weren’t inside the sardine can when someone decided to perforate it,” she said to the stranger, “otherwise I could have added you to my antique colander collection.” She clucked as she stuck the corks back in. “That’s a kind of sieve, Tom, in case you didn’t know.”

Tom frowned. “Where’d that happen?”

“I have no idea, Officer, I only noticed yesterday.”

“Lucky you like wine,” Beverley interposed, “and lucky you don’t spook easily. Those are the biggest-caliber semiautomatic holes I’ve seen. They look more like they came from anti-aircraft or anti-tank weapons. Military-style weapons.” She paused for effect, grinning at Tom. “Looks like someone’s trying to scare you away, doesn’t it? Did you tell Tom about your flat tire?”

“No,” the stranger said. He hesitated, scratching his beard. “The air went out of the right front tire, about five days ago.”

“Another mysterious leak.” Beverley laughed. “Purely coincidental. Because if it had been the result of malfeasance, Tom here or someone else down at the county sheriff’s department would’ve seen the perpetrators at work, right Tom? You are all-seeing and all-knowing.” Another sudden fit of laughter made Beverley’s upper arms and shoulders quake, revealing white folds usually hidden by sunburned rolls of flesh. “That’s why the camera’s up,” she added, fiddling with her pearls and raising her eyebrows at the streetlight across the Old Coast Highway. Mounted on top, a camera protected by a thick glass shield glinted, reflecting the sun.

“Ms. Beverley feels safer now, don’t you?” Tom asked, not expecting an answer. “It’s bulletproof.”

“Why not take a shot at it,” Beverley goaded, waving at the camera, “test the guarantee.”

Tom flushed. “We saw the tree come down on your vehicle,” he said testily to the stranger. “We called the motel. Ms. Beverley said you were on the beach. You might’ve been in there, and you might’ve been hurt. That’s another potential danger. This is storm season. When you don’t see surfers out, you know we’re overdue for some weather.”

“Long overdue,” Beverley put in. “The Universal Deluge also known as the Flood is right around the corner. With my luck it’ll coincide with that tsunami everyone’s waiting for. I’ve already lost half an acre. No wonder we got the property so cheap.”

The deputy’s radio crackled in his SUV, the speaker-mike clipped to his short-sleeved shirt echoing the dispatcher’s voice. Tom Smithson cocked his head, a calico cat, listening to a call and sizing up the odd-bird of a stranger. “Today’s Thursday,” he said, calculating, a twang slipping in, “so, if no one has harmed you till now, I’m guessing you’ll be okay for a couple more days. They know we’re watching.”

“They?” asked the man. “Who are they?”

“If we knew,” Tom said, “they’d be behind bars.”

“Or Dundee,” Beverley quipped, “like that hog on the beach.”

Tom studied his outsized wristwatch. “You know how to use that old chainsaw, Ms. Beverley?”

She crossed her meaty arms, rocking her head. “Heck no, I can wait for Taz to show up. Now that this mysterious gentleman has seen there’s no damage to his camper, I think it’ll be all right. I just hope the deer don’t get through and eat my roses.”

“Forget the deer,” Tom said, swiveling toward his car, “you don’t want those feral hogs getting in. They’ll eat you and your guests before you can call 911.” He brayed out a laugh, pleased with himself. “Does that boy use a saw?” he asked. “I would hardly believe it.”

Beverley shook her head. “Taz has an incapacitating allergy to dangerous equipment. I might just get him to drag out one of those old cages and set it up by the breach, catch myself a wild pig, and invite you folks to a barbecue tomorrow.”



TWO
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In the dusky undergrowth, James paused to nose the air and clear his mind, relieved the nervous, greenhorn deputy had not carded him or asked more questions. The plaintive sounds of foghorns, wind chimes, and whirligigs in need of oil sucked him into a tunnel of time gone by. Beverley had led him down the rutted highway, across a gravel parking lot, through a seven-foot deer fence, past the ranch-style motel, then under a tangle of low branches to a path covered with fragrant wood chips, leading to the bottom of the property. On the way, she had said there were five cottages and ten acres, though half were overgrown, and two of the cottages were closed until further notice. The land was sliding into Greenwood Gulch on the south side.

The farther west they walked, the louder the surf pounded. The beach was only twenty feet below, when they stopped on the edge of a thicket. A foghorn moaned.

“This way,” she said. “Watch the gopher holes.”

Lying at odd angles inside a large wooden shack, its door open and swinging on a single rusty hinge, were the chainsaw, gardening tools, and a wheelbarrow. The shack and a nearby potting shed edged a clearing that had once been paved but was now puckered and pocked with sea turnip, wild fennel, eucalyptus, and bay laurel seedlings. Piles of lumber and rusting crab pots lay covered by corroded green tarps. A stand of mature blue gum trees rose ghostly and shivering into the mist along an unpaved access road topping the cliffs. Beyond a clump of honey-scented purple buddleia and clotted blue ceanothus, James made out the banisters of a wooden staircase. It was lichen frosted, bleached and sandblasted by the wind. Zigzagging down to the rocks and beach, it ended in knotted clumps of wind-burned, brittle flowering ice plants dangling from the sandy verge. The air smelled of salt and skunk, honey and eucalyptus oil, bay leaf and cypress. James closed his eyes and felt tears welling up.

“The resort’s dock used to be down there,” Beverley said, raising a pink-tipped finger. “One of the former owners had a boat and fished.” Three years ago, a storm had dragged the pier away and washed out the access ramp from the garden. The cliff had collapsed, leaving fence posts suspended by lengths of barbed wire. “There was no point repairing anything,” she added. The land wasn’t likely to stop sliding. No one came with a boat anymore, either. Slickers up from the city didn’t drag boats, and the folks who did didn’t stay at the Eden Seaside Resort & Cottages. “Besides,” Beverley continued, the flow of words unstoppable, “there are no fish around to catch, not even crabs, not since the big spill last winter.”

It was strange how memory played tricks, James reflected. Beverley’s running commentary followed him in and out of the shack, killing all thought while he rousted out the tools he would need to saw the tree. The gophers had gone wild, she said, the skunks and raccoons were engaged in civil war with one another and the feral hogs, and the Japanese creeper with whitish-yellow flowers was choking everything, even the cottage behind the main building, where she lived. She ought to drag out those old animal traps, she added, set them up and get rid of the pests and vermin, but who had the time?

Loading the wheelbarrow with the heavy old yellow chainsaw, a gas tank, and a tool kit, James half listened, remembering the slope of the land as steeper, the rocks on the beach as taller, the white, green-trimmed Beachcomber Motel as bigger and longer and closer to the paved highway. Greenwood Creek had seemed a real river then, not a dry gully half filled by landslides, and Mr. Egmont had moored his varnished wooden fishing boat at the dock at its mouth at the end of a long gently sloping ramp. James didn’t have a clear recollection of all the cottages, but at least two, built in the 1940s or ’50s, must have been around during his adolescent years. One of them, called Sea Breeze, had been here, that was sure. Predictably the trees and shrubs had grown, like the invasive vines cloaking them. Still, he could not have imagined the contours and landscaping changing so much from the days of his youth, subsiding and shrinking like Alice in Wonderland nibbling her magic mushroom. What had it been, thirty-eight years, forty or more?

Beverley insisted he wear goggles and gloves, and would not allow him to start the chainsaw until he had put them on, citing OSHA, the Occupational Safety and Health Administration. As he bucked the downed cypress, the citrus scent mixed with the smell of burning Castrol from the worn-out, leaking saw. The greasy sawdust rained down and sprayed sideways. Beverley moved to a safe distance, clapping her boneless hands and shouting words of encouragement he could not hear. She watched him in turn adjust and lubricate the chain, wield the long blade, refill the tank, and restart the engine by holding the starter cord and dropping the saw like a yo-yo.

“You must have been a woodsman,” she enthused, all trace of irony gone, “I have never seen the like of it, you are as good with that saw as my husband was, I swear to god. I sure wouldn’t want to cross saw blades with you, Paul Bunyan, you’d make mincemeat out of any murderer.”

James did not care for sugar but devoured three sickly sweet cinnamon rolls and drank two mugs of strong black coffee, perching on the thick, scarred trunk of the cypress and staring out to sea, where a silvery glint caught his eye. Was it the shopping cart again, he wondered lazily, or some other stainless-steel relic rocked by the waves?

Prickly with sweat and sawdust, badger eyed from the goggles, his arms and lower back aching as they had not in years, he watched the glinting ocean and waited placidly for Beverley to return from town with more gas and two-stroke oil. The McCulloch was an amazing piece of machinery, he mused, speculating about the object that had caused the saw blade to sparkle and jam as he cut the cypress’s roots. Remembering the ghoulish lore about the graveyard that once covered the site where the motel now stood, James fell to thinking about the times he had sat in the shade of the cypress those many years ago, happy to be alone, away from his parents. The foghorn mewling and the whirligigs spinning, he could not help shaking his head and smiling. For the first time in as long as he could remember, he felt something akin to contentment, even happiness.

By mid-morning, James had cut and hauled the top ten feet of the fallen tree out of the seaside parking lot through the gap, and assembled enough fir planks, a hammer, and a box of nails from the shed, to patch the broken section of fence and prop it up.

“That ought to hold for now,” he said, surprised to hear the satisfaction in his voice. “What time does your gardener show up? I’ll give him a hand with the stump and the fence if you like.”

“My what?” Beverley asked. “Taz? He’s no gardener.” She guffawed. “He doesn’t know the difference between a macrocarpa and a chinook. You come back over later and meet him, will you,” she urged, “show him how to use that saw.”

“It’s nearly as old as I am,” he said, easing the McCulloch, its engine still hot, into the wheelbarrow, then starting downhill past the cottages before she could deflect him. “You ought to take it in and get it rebuilt.” He felt his eyes tingling again but refused to believe the discovery of the worn-out chainsaw, and the presence of the Sea Breeze cottage and cypress tree, could move him so deeply when he had rarely wept in adulthood.

“It came with the property,” Beverley gasped, catching her breath as she trotted after him. “Like all those darned rusted crab pots and traps and other junk I can’t seem to get rid of. Taz will have to take them to the dump one day, when he gets his driver’s license.”

Taz was her stopgap gofer, she explained as they raced toward the shack. He was a teenager paid by the hour to do the heavy lifting, the grandson of a friend of hers. Taz was a good kid despite his strange looks, she said, a polite kid, but he was all thumbs—thumbs hypertrophied from chronic overuse of handheld electronic devices, and Taz didn’t have a license or learner’s permit yet, so his usefulness was limited. Luis, the former gardener and handyman, was no longer in her employ, and neither for that matter was Luis’s wife, Imelda, the maid, who had also been deported. Despite the unemployment rate in Carverville, Beverley had not found anyone reliable to replace them.

“I called him Mow, and I called her Blow,” she said, short of breath, “and man did they work, the lawn was perfect and the rooms neat as a pin. Good people, I’m telling you. Their kids still live in town, in that little pink house near the bypass. They’re American citizens.”

Muttering something about needing a shower and a shave and maybe a sandwich and a nap, though it was only eleven in the morning, James suddenly felt trapped. He hurriedly followed his footsteps back toward the parking lot with Beverley puffing behind.

“Oh no, sir,” she called out, catching up when he took a wrong turn into a grove of flowering maple trees. “Now you’re going to have some of my fine home cooking. You can’t scamper to your camper and eat a cold lunch.”

Despite himself, James laughed at the silly lilt of her words. “I’ve got to,” he began to say.

“You’ve got to follow me,” Beverley interrupted. She held her string of pearls with the fingers of both hands and shook her head with what seemed to James perilous vigor. No one had checked in to the resort that morning, she said, and no one had reserved a room for the night. This was the lowest of the low season. She’d made French beef stew with carrots, and there was steamed rice and a couple bottles of cold beer in the fridge if he wanted, or else a jug of white wine.

Staring at her through his bushy eyebrows, James wondered aloud why she wasn’t wary of inviting him in. “Look at me,” he blurted out. “I might be a madman or a murderer.”

“Yes, and I might be Salome and dance around, then cut off your head.” She laughed. “No, I am not afraid of you, Monsieur Bunyan, au contraire, as they say in Paris, you might be an asset, especially if armed, and later I will tell you why.”

Puzzled, and reeling from the physical workout, the sugary cinnamon rolls, and the overdose of caffeine, a wave of fatigue, curiosity, and loneliness struck him. He did not have the strength to resist, so he followed Beverley out of the woods and across the patchy lawn, past the tuneful wind chimes hanging from the back porch. They entered a small overheated office. It was tiled in pink and white, he noticed. The curtains were mauve and studded with eights and nines of clubs, matching the pattern and color of Beverley’s stretch pants.



THREE
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Go on in and have a hot shower while I pop lunch in the microwave,” Beverley commanded. “How can you take a proper shower in that camper of yours? Maybe that’s why you look like Rasputin and smell like a raccoon.”

James was getting used to her style. “Thank you, I won’t,” he objected. “I wouldn’t want to put these dirty clothes back on after a shower.”

Pursing her lips while pinching her pearls, she appraised him. “You don’t have to put anything back on if you don’t want to, my good man. I am not being indecent. I can give you a giant gym outfit my husband used to wear. I called him the White Rhino, not for that famous play whose author’s name escapes me but for his anatomy, because he was an XXXL, and though you’re as skinny as a pike and as furry as a bear, you’re awfully tall, so I think you might just fill his clothes out.”

She bustled into a laundry room, reappearing with the outfit and a fluffy mauve towel. “Feel free. Use that bathroom down the hall, the door on the left, with the nine of clubs on it. The door on the right with the eight of clubs is the gun room and it’s locked up tight, believe me. Sometimes I called the Rhino the Great White Hunter. He liked that. He had seventeen guns, I’ll tell you why down the road apiece.”

She watched James stoop to untie his boots, muttering again, this time about mud and wood chips and tar from the beach.

“You don’t have to take those off,” she said, shooing him along, “I’ll sweep up afterward, if I need to. Now go on and make yourself presentable.”

“You can’t sweep up tar,” he objected.

“No tar on your boots.” She laughed. “They were tied around your neck and they’re brand-new. Believe me, I already looked before I spoke.”

James knew she was right, yet he hesitated before clomping down the hallway, his boots untied and halfway off. Closing the bathroom door behind him, he shook his head, surprised by Beverley’s manner and apparent fearlessness. It was an act of courage or recklessness to be so trusting and outspoken, especially when so many constitutional rights had been suspended across the land.

He was even more surprised to find himself inside the old Beachcomber Motel after nearly forty years. Surely that was a good thing, part of the process of closure? Or was it redemption he sought? He still wasn’t sure. Maybe he was flattering himself and intellectualizing. Maybe he was plain old nostalgic and hoping against the odds that he’d find her here, or at least discover where she had gone. Maybe the ugly truth was that guilt had eaten at him for his entire adult life, guilt and wounded pride, ever since the day he’d left Carverville, and left her behind.

When he’d figured out some way to get back into the old house on the bluff, and the old mill grounds, and the old lighthouse, maybe then he would understand why he’d come back.

“Old, old, old,” he groaned, chiding himself. Everything in his life was old now, even the adjectives he used.

Stripping naked in the spartan, pink-tiled bathroom, he caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror and was taken aback by his twisted mop of matted hair, his wild-man beard, and the paleness of his flesh. His ribs rose out of what had been a washboard stomach. Though still strong, his muscles had shrunk, and his skin sagged. People had called him Bean Pole when he was young, or Slim, or Bones, but no one other than Beverley had ever called him a pike. He wasn’t sure he liked it. Pikes made him think of battle axes and heads on pikes, or bony, aggressive fish, or pikers. He was many things, most of them pernicious, perverse, or downright dangerous if you believed the fake news stories that had circulated about him. But no one, not even the Russian trolls who’d helped bring him down, had ever accused him of being a tightwad and piker.

Opening the hot water tap, he waited until the steam started to rise, then fed in a small stream of cold water, and stepped underneath. Beverley was right. Ever since he had leased the RV in New York, he had limited himself to quick showers, to save water and avoid having to refill the tanks. He knew the drill everywhere in the West was to wet yourself, turn off the shower, scrub then rinse. It was joyless, a reality check. The drought was into its eighth season, they said, though it seemed more like ten or fifteen seasons to him, coinciding with the dawn of the “new” era. It was the “new normal,” an expression he had come to loathe. If normality was drought, then drought meant nothing, just as truth, freedom, and the rule of law meant nothing anymore.

But he could not bring himself to turn off the steaming hot stream. He had forgotten what a pleasure a shower could be. Rinsing the sawdust from his hair and beard, he lathered up again using a different bottle of shampoo, realizing too late it was strawberry scented. Like the noise and the smell of the chainsaw, the strawberry scent took him back to the 1970s. He knew why, recalling the Sea Breeze cottage, her scent, and the strawberry-blond color of her hair. “Maggie,” he muttered, groaning again, then forced himself to stop thinking of her. It was her fault as much as his, her fault more than his. But what did fault matter after all these years, these decades and lifetimes separating them?

Fishing deeper for happier memories, he came up with the image of a mild, white-haired man in the motel’s sloping garden, Mr. Egmont, showing him how to prune the roses. “Count down four knots from the hip and snip clear through at a forty-five-degree angle,” Egmont had said, standing behind, his arms around James’s adolescent shoulders, guiding James’s eyes and fingers. “Remove the cross branches like this, to make a bowl . . .”

Egmont had no son of his own. He had no wife, either. He drove a white Lincoln Continental, and the Beachcomber Motel was painted white with green trim, surrounded by an expanse of white gravel and green lawn, like a golf course, reaching down to the creek and the beach.

James had been fourteen, or had he just turned fifteen, when his family had relocated to Carverville? Richard Nixon was president, a man had walked on the moon, and flags and draft cards were burning in Berkeley, Chicago, Boston, and New York. All four were cities James had seen, albeit briefly as his family migrated west following his cantankerous father’s postings. He had soon discovered the only things the locals were likely to set alight in Carverville were backyard barbecues, beach bonfires, and campfires on Big Mountain, where the giant firs reached two hundred feet into the crystalline cloudless sky.

Insisting they stay at the Pink Flamingo Motel on the strip in downtown Carverville, his mother, in a permafrost of sadness, had made a face when his father had chosen the Beachcomber instead, precisely because it was isolated, impractical, and old-fashioned. They had lived in Sea Breeze for three or four weeks, waiting for the painting to be finished and the furniture to arrive at the house they had purchased on Five Mile Creek. That was another thing his mother had resented. The house was too big to heat and too far out of town—exactly five miles north of the Yono River and the town’s old fishing harbor—for James to walk to it from Carverville High. But it was convenient to his father’s new job at the Wildlife & Fish Department’s headquarters.

During those first weeks at the Beachcomber, Mr. Egmont had taught James to prune and graft, transplant trees, and use a chainsaw, the same yellow chainsaw he had found in the shack. It seemed inconceivable. How could it have survived? Egmont had even let him drive the Lincoln around the parking lot and pilot the handsome old wooden powerboat when they went out before dawn to drop crab pots. Egmont had been a hands-on man, a believer in physical proximity. Nowadays he would probably be charged with pedophilia, James reflected, though in truth he had never done anything lewd, limiting himself to the occasional paternal touch or avuncular caress, the only warm gestures or acts of physical closeness James had known in the arctic of his youth. In reality, “old” Mr. Egmont and his white or gray hair had probably been in his fifties, younger than James was now. He could still be alive but if so, where? If dead, where was his grave? James wondered.

Holding on to the word “grave,” James recalled what the locals had always said about the scenic, serene site of the Beachcomber Motel—that it was where the Yono tribe had been massacred a century and a half earlier, then buried in a mass grave, and that’s why it had become the town’s first graveyard, all trace of it gone now, except on certain century-old maps kept in the library at the junior college. Had Beverley ever dug up bones or gravestones? he wondered idly. Egmont had. James would have to ask her. Now that he thought of it, hadn’t he seen something long and bleached and tibia-like caught in the roots of the cypress, the roots he had sawed through with Egmont’s old saw, its blade sparking and bucking?

His thoughts were interrupted by a sharp rapping from the hallway. “Feel free to use the blow-dryer,” Beverley shouted, her percussive voice cutting through the closed door. “It’s in the drawer on the right. There’s a big plastic comb, too.”

Dressed in a baggy canary-yellow sweat suit emblazoned with the number three, its elasticized pants slipping off his hips, James carried his boots and shuffled barefoot back to the kitchen, where Beverley had set two places at a small Formica-top table in the corner. His hair, still wet, spread on his shoulders, merging with his long wet beard.

“Couldn’t find the dryer?”

“I have never used a blow-dryer in my life and never will,” he said, trying but failing to make his words sound lighthearted. “The notion and the noise are an abomination.”

“Suit yourself,” she said lightly, “I can tell you’re a stubborn cuss, same as I am.”

James considered for a moment and settled on something neutral. “You’re a fine judge of character, Beverley.”

“I wasn’t head of personnel for nothing,” she quipped, steering him into an old wooden chair. “Now they call it human resources or HR, because one good word wasn’t good enough, they had to use two weak ones.” She paused, catching her breath. He had noticed this lack of breath and wondered if she had the beginnings of emphysema or some other form of lung disease. “Beer or wine or water,” she gasped, “or is it milk or more coffee? I have no Barolo or Cabernet Sauvignon, I’m sorry to say. White is my poison, screw-top, jug stuff.”

James lifted a gnarled finger and pointed at the beer and the water, thanking her for one of each. “You were right, Beverley, that shower was heavenly. I shouldn’t have used so much water. I got carried away.”

“Heavenly?” she teased, laughing out loud. “What kind of word is that for a tough old lumberjack like you?” James blushed and though most of his face was hidden by hair, she could see the wave of pink spread across his forehead and neck. “Won’t you call me Bev, Jim?” she pleaded. “Call me Bev or Tater, for goodness’ sakes.”

He shook his head. “I will not.”

“Why not?”

“Because,” he said, swallowing the entire glassful of water in a gulp then reaching for the beer, “you do not look like a potato.” Tempted by an image of a dancing hippo from Fantasia dressed in pink and mauve like a fuchsia blossom, he opened his mouth to speak, changed tack, and said instead, “‘Beverley’ is euphonic. ‘Beverley’ is your name. Bev, Tom, Dick, Doug, Dave, Tim, Jim—they make me nauseous, I’m afraid to say, with regret, I do not like nicknames, I try not to diminish people.”

“No point moving on to last names, then,” she said, letting out a percussive guffaw. She beamed with pleasure dishing out the stew. “Bœuf aux carottes,” she announced in French. “For your information, I don’t know what my last name is. I took my first husband’s name and he left me, I don’t blame him, though he never complained about the food. I took my second husband’s name and I threw him out, the louse, his name was Solomon. I took my third husband’s name and he died on me, bless his soul, he was the keeper and we only had ten years together. All I know is, there won’t be a number four. Been there, done that.” She caught her breath and fiddled with her necklace. “I can see you are thinking I talked Number Three to death, and you may be right. You are in no danger. I’m no cougar, and I’ll bet you’re at least five years my junior, young man.” She drew breath and lifted her fork, wishing him bon appétit with a fine French accent then digging in. “Drink your beer, Jim. Like I was saying, I am no maiden, so I am not going back to that name, either. I’m just Bev or Beverley if you insist.”

“And I’m James.”

“Cheers, thank you for the tree,” she said, silenced momentarily by the necessity of chewing the stew and swallowing the glass of jug Chablis she was clearly enjoying. “By the way, James, while we’re at it, you aren’t from New York City, are you? I didn’t think so. I lived in New York and never came across an accent like yours. You speak what my father, the schoolteacher, used to call standard English, very flat, very proper, like my boss when I was at Waste Disposal in West Bernardino, down south, height of my glorious career.” She savored another bite, took a sip, took another sip, and waited to see if James would react.

“Delicious,” he said, “compliments to the chef.”

“That’s me,” she said, “made from scratch. I do not go in for processed food. I make big batches and freeze them. Imagine, Jim, I own thirty-two cookbooks totaling 3,859 recipes. I counted them at my husband’s behest and recounted recently just to be sure. Number Three was very precise. It must’ve been the engineering background.” She reached over and served James another mound of beef stew and rice. “Now, that deputy who was here, Tom Smithson, I call him Tom Cat because he’s always licking himself and full of self-love, he might think you’re from New York, maybe, but I know better. Tom’s a caricature, though he doesn’t know it and couldn’t spell the word if his life depended on it. He’s a certified imbecile. Have you ever seen a deputy wear a helmet inside a police car? Or practically draw his sidearm when someone holds out some crushed cypress leaves to sniff? And why can’t he just describe a man’s probable height and weight—in your case six-foot five and one-hundred-sixty-five pounds, I’m guessing—instead of going on and on as he did?” Beverley paused and eyed James. “He’s never even been down to the city. I know that for a fact from his uncle, the sheriff. But I am not like the local variety of peckerwood, redneck, or hip-neck, as they call the hybrid-type hicks and hayseeds here. I have traveled, I went to Canada and Mexico with husband number two, I lived and worked in Upstate New York and Los Angeles, and you’re from neither, am I right?”

“You are right,” James said. “Your stew is excellent, Beverley. Do I detect a pinch of allspice or nutmeg? You must have taken cooking classes, or are you a talented autodidact, I mean to say, self-taught?”

“I know what autodidact means, Jim, I mean James, and don’t go trying to change the subject sounding like a professor. If you think I’m in with the Tom Cat and the Blue Meanies you’re wrong, by the way, we all know about playacting, don’t we, so I just play along with them and they don’t bother me because, frankly, I’m an old white woman with a business, and I pay my taxes. What they fear are the tree huggers and the dealers and the outsiders like you, and anyone who might blow the whistle on what they’re up to in this county, heaven knows what that may be.” She drew breath, felt for her pearls, poured herself another glass of wine, and reached toward the fridge to get James a second beer.

“No, I won’t,” he said, “I’ve got work to do this afternoon.”

“I thought you were retired,” she said, handing him the beer over his protestations. “A retired professional from the city, I’m guessing, am I right?”

James took his time chewing and swallowing and finished the first bottle of beer. She unscrewed the top on the new bottle for him. He took a swallow. “When did I say I was retired?”

“You don’t say much of anything in your opera-singer voice until someone needles it out of you,” she quipped. “Now, to get back to what I was driving at before you got me off the track, I did not ask them to put in that surveillance camera or to come over and pester you when the tree fell, and that’s why I ran interference, otherwise you’d be eating Spam at the new county jail right now. Everyone in town knows that lot is where the kids come down to indulge in what we used to call necking but now starts at age twelve and involves everything below the neck. They call it snoggling or something appetizing of the kind. Sex and drugs, James, forget the rock and roll. They listen to synthesized drums and jungle music, no offense meant to jungle dwellers, but it does come all the way across the garden and right through the walls, like a bunker-buster artillery shell, or those assault weapons they use for target practice and to scare regular folks away. Yes, I did notice you picking up the shiny brass cartridges on the beach this morning, and I’ll bet you still have them in the right-hand pocket of your windbreaker. They make a tinkling and rattling noise when you walk, and I know the difference between seashell noise and gun-shell noise, and so does that deputy, Tom, who also saw you picking them up, just like I did.” She came up for air then dove back in. “If you had kids, you’d understand what I mean about the music, but I can tell you don’t have them, never mind how, but the black socks you wear are a clue.” She finished her glass and refilled it before continuing.

“Because the sheriff is a spoilsport, he figured if everyone knew there was a camera up there, the action would move elsewhere, and he was right. For the drugs, they now drive into my lot right here, and do their deals thinking I can’t see them through the deer fence, but if I tell the sheriff, he’ll put up another camera, and the next thing you know he’ll see the color of my undies, pardon my French. I did take five years of French, but never made it to Paris. Next time around, I will.”

James opened his mouth to speak, but she was too quick for him.

“I am no namby-pamby latte liberal,” Beverley began again, “and I am glad they got rid of the gangs and growers, even if it was brutal, but I don’t like cameras pointed at me, and I never was cozy with law enforcement, especially these rural sheriff types who think the West still has to be won. I’ll bet they can see the title of that rare old book you’re reading,” she added. “What are you reading, if you don’t mind me asking? You look very comfortable and satisfied in your deck chair, taking a wind-bath each afternoon.” She cackled this time, a variety of laugh he had not heard from her up to now. Her teeth gleamed. “I haven’t dared disturb you, so I’m thankful the tree fell.”

James shook his head in astonishment and tried but failed to repress a mirthful chuckle. “Well, it’s a strange thing you mentioned Rasputin,” he said. “I’m reading the autobiography of Prince Kropotkin, my great-grandfather’s first edition. Have you read it?”

Beverley brightened, acknowledging that no, she hadn’t read his great-grandfather’s first edition, if that’s what he meant with his dangling modifier of a question, but she knew who he was, Kropotkin, a prince of the tsar’s family, and a revolutionary who had an impressive beard and wild hair like his—James’s. She remarked that the Tom Cat and Harvey wouldn’t know Rasputin from Kropotkin or Stalin and might even be glad to see a Russian name on his book, because Russia was big these days, strategic and commercial partners, we were, and right across the Pacific, with plenty of local investment along the coast, especially in the haulage and petroleum businesses. “I did not finish college, it’s true,” Beverley admitted, “the children came along, two of them, and then I wasted a few more decades shuffling papers about garbage disposal and sewage treatment, the diapers were good training, I guess, but like you, I am a child of the ’60s and ’70s. I never went in for the cult of ignorance, unlike the younger generations. Sometimes I wonder how I wound up in this place. It was Number Three’s idea, not mine. That darned seventeen, the number, I mean.”

A note of seriousness stole into her voice for the first time. “Do you have a favorite number,” she asked, “or a favorite suit of cards?” Watching James shake his head, she cleared the dishes and, unbidden, poured two mugs of coffee, her face lighting up again. “There’s peach cobbler,” she said, “or tiramisu, take your pick or have both. I guess you could say the tiramisu is to die for.”

James held up his hands, uniting them in prayer. “Neither, thanks. You’ve defeated me.”

Beverley clucked and crossed her arms. “For a man your size, as active as you are, up before dawn and scurrying like a snipe on the tide line, you don’t eat much,” she opined. Releasing her arms, she helped herself to the cobbler. “Number Three always wanted two desserts, bless his soul. He keeled over right there, where you’re sitting, with the spoon still in his hands. It was tiramisu, his favorite. His people were Italians, way back when, that’s why I know Barolo.”

“I’m sorry,” James said and meant it.

“Oh, don’t be, he died happy, I look forward to a similar swift and sweet departure, believe me. It’s just he inconveniently didn’t think of what old Tater was going to do with the hotel all on her lonesome and pushing seventy. Thank god he finished installing those hot tubs and redoing the plumbing—he was an industrial plumbing engineer, and I guess you could say when he left, he left me flush.” She paused to touch her pearls, her cheeks reddening as she laughed. “We are sitting on a plentiful aquifer. That’s why I don’t mind folks taking long showers, you see. The gray water is recycled, only the black stuff goes into the septic tank, and it isn’t wasted, either.” She raised a hand and waved toward the ocean. “Those eucalyptus trees down by the access road found the leach lines and have grown about forty feet in two years, I am not kidding, I guess they like the tiramisu.” James opened his mouth to express his condolences but felt at a loss, wincing at the image. “How long has it been for you anyway?”

“Since what?” he asked.

“You know what.”

He sat back and glanced down at the mug cradled in his hands. “Since she died, you mean?”

“That’s it, you win the cigar.”

“How did you know?”

Beverley ate in silence for two bites, then could restrain herself no longer. “I read a lot of Sherlock Holmes, Dr. Watson, I have a complete collection of Agatha Christie, and I watched Murder, She Wrote a hundred times. Besides, Number Three was the president of the Scarlet Goose, that’s the Sherlock Holmes Society of Northumberland, Illinois, where we lived for a spell, and I guess I caught the disease myself.” She sighed, put down her fork, and rocked back in her chair. “Even he didn’t get certain details, though. Men just do not notice things the way we do, and that’s why so many people say Sherlock was gay, I mean Conan Doyle. Why that would make him observant I do not know. You are well trained, my good fellow, Holmes might say, not to mention housebroken, as mama used to say of my dear old dad. No bachelor I have ever known is tidy, clean, and quiet, lives like a monk, has a hangdog look all the time, and wears an old wedding ring he’s always twisting around, or black cotton dress socks in hiking boots, unless he’s a recent widower without offspring to set him straight.” She paused, wheezing and drawing breath. “I also happen to think you are usually short haired and clean shaven and have about as much in common with the Rasputin look as I do with a chinook salmon. I take that back, I feel great kinship to salmon and so do you, I’m guessing. If I were to take another educated guess, I’d say you are a quester pining over something, you’re rudderless and full of regrets. Luckily no one has asked for my opinion and I may be off base entirely, I certainly hope so.”

James was not sure what startled him most, her unexpurgated perspicacity about the loss of his wife, Amy, to lung cancer twenty months earlier, or his socks and hair and passion for wild fish. “I wish I’d had you as a researcher,” he said. “You would have saved me lots of time.”

Beverley drummed her boneless fingers on the tabletop and smiled broadly. “I figured as much,” she said, triumphant. “I would not only have saved you time, I would have won you plenty of court cases you probably lost.” She finished the last bite of cobbler and took a sip of coffee, her fingers sliding the pearls along their string. “Perry Mason, you are, or were, and I’m Paul Drake, or less modestly, Sherlock Holmes reincarnate, though I think Moriarty might be more like it.” She guffawed, raising her eyes to a sign on the wall above the sink. It read BAKER STREET. “You hadn’t noticed it?”

He shook his head.

“Did you notice the colander collection?” she asked. “Did you happen to count how many I have there?”

James shook his head again.

“Seventeen,” she said, “some are a century old.” She paused, smiling. “Have you counted the number of steps or treads, if you prefer, in the staircase up the cliff?”

Opening his mouth to ask why he should bother, he shut it when she answered for him. “No, you haven’t,” she said, “yet you’ve been climbing that staircase at least twice a day for ten days. If you had counted the treads, you would’ve known there were seventeen of them, and having seen those colanders and that Baker Street sign, you might have understood instantaneously why my Sherlock of a husband Number Three had to buy this place, he just had to, the same way he had to own seventeen guns, not sixteen or eighteen. That conviction would’ve been bolstered by the knowledge that there are also seventeen treads in the second set of stairs to the beach from the end of the garden. I’m guessing you’ve also been up and down those stairs many times in your life, though possibly not recently. Now, had you been aware that Number Three and I first came to view this choice piece of property on June 17, exactly seventeen days after we had started searching in this county, and that it was five o’clock in the afternoon when he counted the treads of the stairway, and five P.M. equals seventeen hundred hours in military time, as you know all too well, you would further have understood the absolute necessity of the move. Why Holmes or Doyle was fascinated by the number seventeen is another issue we can discuss some other time. In the meantime, I repeat my offer of loaning you a gun or three. It would have to be an odd lot, out of respect to Number Three.”

James went from being stunned to staggered, but he did not have time to speak. “By the way,” she said, “you ever want to trim that mane of yours, let me know, I’ll be happy to do it. Maybe start by plucking the bridge of your nose, and then do your ears and nostrils? I realize they’re part of the disguise, and maybe you aren’t aware of it, but you have beards growing out of them, which may be overdoing it just a tad. It’s not very attractive and must make it hard for you to hear and breathe. I’m guessing you last shaved when your wife passed away less than two years ago, probably about the same time as my Number Three changed his last washer. I have his ashes over there, in that cookie jar on top of the counter.”

James’s incredulous gaze followed the fingers of her raised hand and he saw again the Baker Street sign, the cookie jar nearby it.

“That’s what he wanted, a chocolate chip cookie jar for an urn, he got the idea from that crazy Italian who invented the espresso machine, if you recall, the pope was not amused. I bought an extra big jar, so they can put my ashes in, too, right on top, if they deign to show up and deal with me once I’m Dundee. They did not take to Number Three, no, no, no. I’m talking about my rotten kids, I’m sure you’ve guessed by now. They’re both pushing fifty, and they resemble their fathers, respectively, numbers one and two.”

The landline telephone rang from the office next door just as she was beginning to ask James whether he was an “adept” of Mark Twain and if so, never to speak that demonic name in the presence of the cookie jar. James stood up feeling weak from fatigue and bafflement, but also from unaccustomed laughter. He had been shaken and amused in equal measure by her words. Beverley let the phone ring, then decided to get up and do something about it.

“I know, you have to go back and get to work, that’s what Number Three called his postprandial snore-fests. But I will see you later, after your afternoon walk to the Yono River, at 2:45 P.M. sharpish, which is when you always get back and write your report, is it not? No need to explain, my good sir, I know you’ve got to walk and scribble, same way I’ve got to talk and eat. Do not attempt to object. I have something important to give you. I believe it belongs to you, and you will thank me for my doggedness. Now, don’t forget to move that camper or the Tom Cat will be back like a lion after a deer, or a deer after a rosebud, and watch your step on the beach, someone might take a potshot at you for the hell of it, or for reasons I’m not yet aware of, the ‘yet’ being the operative concept.” She opened the kitchen door to let him out, held up her hand in silent salute, and disappeared into the office singing, “Lordy lord, all right, I’m coming, I’m coming, what’s the rush?”
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