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      For my granddaughters

      Solana, Sierra, and Lucinda.

      And for their parents, too.

      Also for my pals

      Rick Smith and Sean Murphy:

      Dos Muchachos en la Biblioteca.

      We’ve scaled heights together, and

      even “Wild Horses” can’t stop us!

      

    

  


  

  
    
      Rewind history, please.

      I want another chance.

      

    

  


  
    One

    Forty-eight hours after my visit to the emergency room, I decided to climb Spoon Mountain on my sixty-fifth birthday in three weeks. I am not saying that’s the smartest idea I ever had in my life, but I’ve always been a stubborn case. I’m a novelist, I write screenplays, I’m an athlete, I have been married three times, I can live with pain. I wanted to climb that mountain on my birthday with my children, Ben and Miranda. They were not pleased at the prospect.

    Ben said, “I don’t think you should be climbing mountains right now, Pop. You don’t look so hot to me. Spoon Mountain is twelve thousand nine hundred and ninety-nine feet high.”

    Ben is thirty-eight, he weighs two-ten and measures six-two. He has a square jaw, a crew cut, and hooked to his belt is a Leatherman, a tape measure, and a Verizon cell phone. Ben is a construction worker and he’s good at it, as conscientious as the day is long. He takes really good care of his tools. You can trust him to go out of his way to make everything okay. He is a sure bet.

    I said, “Ben, I need to show you and Miranda where to scatter my ashes. We’ll have fun like in the old days up high. It will be a gorgeous trip. Maybe we’ll see a bighorn sheep. You will remember it forever.”

    Ben said, “I don’t want to scatter your ashes, Pop, you’re not going to die. Calm down, you’re tripping out. How much did you have to drink?”

  

  
    Then he hung up and called Miranda in the Capital City three hours south, and four seconds later Miranda dialed me to read me a riot act.

    “What do you mean you’re going to climb Spoon Mountain on your birthday in three weeks? Have you gone completely mental, Dad? Ben says you went to the ER because you thought you were having a heart attack.”

    “No way.” I explained to her carefully, “It was a minor case of indigestion that segued into a teensy panic attack compounded by excruciating abdominal spasms due to gas. In short, I ate something that did not agree with me. A false alarm.”

    “I don’t believe it for a minute,” Miranda said. “You always lie about everything. You live in denial.”

    I said, “I made a promise. I am scared if we don’t do it right now we’ll never climb that mountain again. The fire danger is mounting. The Feds might close the national forest. Time is running out.”

    “What do you mean ‘we,’ Johnny?” she interrupted. “Maybe I’m not tracking this correctly but if my memory serves I believe you have an annuloplasty ring in your mitral valve; you fluctuate in and out of serious atrial fibrillation on a daily basis despite all the Lanoxin and Coumadin you ingest; you can’t walk straight because of the oscillopsia; and when was the last asthma attack that floored you—six weeks ago? And that’s merely for starters. I feel as if I’m listening to a quadriplegic inform me he’s planning to dance the lambada all night with Charo.”

  

  
    I hate it when Miranda calls me “Johnny.” She has been doing that as the ultimate put-down since her eighth birthday. My name is Jonathan Kepler, and nobody except Miranda (and my girlfriend, Sally) calls me Johnny. But Sally does it in Spanish which is okay by me. I am not a formality freak, however Jonathan is my first name, not Johnny, or Jack, or Jon. It has always been Jonathan. Of course, over the years I have taken flak about my John Hancock’s resemblance to that of the German astronomer Johannes Kepler, who developed Kepler’s three laws of motion explaining our planets’ elliptical orbits around the sun. When Miranda became aware of the astronomer during her sarcastic teenage years she invented, in her brilliant ignorance, Jonathan Kepler’s Three Laws of Motion:

    
      	
        My dad is totally elliptical.

      

      	
        My dad orbits around heavenly bodies with big boobs.

      

      	
        Gravity always pulls my dad in the wrong direction.

      

    

    Very funny, Miss Smarty Pants.

    

  


  
    Two

    My girlfriend, Sally Trevino, is almost fifty. She has three teenage boys, Alex, Zachary, and Jason, typical adolescent Neanderthals who believe that Kill Bill, a film by Quentin Tarantino, is “awesome.” She had them in her thirties. Her ex-husband, Don the Man, despite the restraining order, is probably lurking right now in Sally’s garage with an ax, his yuppie Rasta hairdo positively crackling from jealousy. Although they’ve been divorced eight years Don is one of those Deep South cracker backhoe jockeys who doesn’t get it. On the Plaza Don once used a public garbage can to bash out the windshield of Sally’s Isuzu Trooper. When two cops arrived eager to discourage this erratic behavior, Don performed a full-speed headbutt into their cruiser’s front grille and wound up undergoing brain surgery for a subdural hematoma.

    Sally has the same kind of mouth as Miranda, except she is the Latina version:

    “Híjole! Grow up, nene, are you crazy? Are your children supposed to carry you up that mountain piggyback? Or are you planning to rent a motorized high-altitude wheelchair? I can picture you locked in atrial fibrillation above the timberline facing hurricane-force winds. You must be out of your mind.”

    “I really need to climb that mountain with my kids,” I explained. “I’ve been a terrible father. We used to revel in nature. I don’t want to die without sharing something remarkable and important with them one last time that they can cherish forever. And besides, years ago I made a promise.”

  

  
    Sally is mercurial. She can shift tack on a dime and get eight cents change.

    “Querido Juanito,” she said, suddenly gentle, placating. “You’re a nice human being. I love you. We might even have a future together if you ever see things my way. Don’t ruin it, please.”

    “You don’t understand,” I said. “I’m nervous. I feel weird. Fire danger is imposing on my window of opportunity. What if the Floresta closes the national forest?”

    Sally tilted back and cocked her head, eyeing me. She knows that when I’m the Rock of Gibraltar I cannot be moved. She also knows I’m a failed dad, I’m afraid of all-out commitment to her, I’m a clever though increasingly desperate writer, and I’m probably way more bollixed up healthwise than I admit. So what does she see in me? Well, despite my age I’m fun, I bestow upon her the energy of my infatuation, I make her laugh, and we have good sex thanks to a better life through chemistry. And Sally thinks I may come around because despite her age she is still hot stuff. You might say we complement each other.

    I could see her gears grinding. Then she leaned forward and tucked an index finger underneath my chin. The gesture seems affectionate but it’s a warning sign.

    “I’m on your side,” she said. “So if you really want to commit suicide I know an easier way.” She kissed me, light as a feather. “Call Don the Man on his cell phone—I’ll give you the number—and tell him we screw each other. He will go postal, I promise. We’re not talking here about a sentient human being. Don has two assault rifles, a shotgun, eight pairs of Chuck Norris nunchucks, and a can of pepper spray.”

  

  
    Then Sally leaned back again, folding her arms, and smiled at me, saying, “It’ll be way more fun for you than dying on a mountaintop.”

    

  


  
    Three

    Hold on a sec. Let’s retreat and come back in again. For starters, I am not suicidal. I am not going to die on a mountaintop. I am not an overweight potbellied Marlboro-smoking sexagenarian. This movie is not titled All That Jazz and I am not Bob Fosse being played by Roy Scheider. Every cat has nine lives and I have used up only six of mine. I am still a viable human being and don’t let anyone tell you different.

    For the record, I have climbed mountains all my life, I’m an outdoors type. I ran cross-country in college and I played postgraduate ice hockey and tennis until health problems modified my energy level not long ago. I said modified, that’s all. Sure, I’m a trifle worse for wear because I have been married three times to members of the glamorous intelligentsia, and it is also true I’ve had a couple dozen girlfriends between my brief legal liaisons who were not exactly radical feminists wearing blue jeans and Birkenstock sandals. No question, that took a toll. I am not proud of being a sucker for flair over content but that is my problem, nobody else’s. You can’t cry over spilt milk.

    After my first divorce, whenever one of those lady friends showed up on my doorstep Ben and Miranda dialed 911 or whatever its equivalent used to be. When she was still a kid in Baby Gap OshKosh B’gosh bib overalls Miranda told me she wanted to be a doctor so she could “pronounce” me when I had a heart attack from too much “fooling around.” I don’t know where she learned the term “pronounce you.” But it’s not going to happen anytime soon, Miranda, so quit planning your funeral outfit and your mourning wardrobe. I am not going anywhere. You can take that to the bank.

  

  
    As a kid Miranda was a precocious wisenheimer in contrast to taciturn Ben. Extrovert, introvert. Ben is two years older but he seems younger. Back during childhood he liked to get muffled up in his tattered blankets on Sunday nights to watch Star Trek reruns. He never spoke a word he was so enthralled by William Shatner and his outer-space buddies. Miranda would perch beside him sipping her hot chocolate with a melted marshmallow on top snidely telling Captain Kirk to wear a jockstrap, Spock that his ears were falling off, and scoffing “Beam me up, Scotty, this is so lame” whenever a cyclops with a prehensile forehead appeared on the starship Enterprise.

    Miranda admits, “Ben reminds me of Al on Tool Time in that Tim Allen TV show Home Improvement.” She won’t say that to Ben’s face. Miranda loves Ben more than life itself. “If anybody ever messed around with my big brother,” she warns even today, “I would hand them the biggest knuckle sandwich in America.”

    The trouble with Miranda is she’s really smart. You can’t outthink or out-diagnose her or out-argue her. If you want to discuss Kant or the Transcendentalists she can talk you into a corner and then take away your paintbrush. If you want to schmooze about Brett Favre and the Green Bay Packers she will run you ragged with statistics and wacko sports opinions. Growing up, Miranda would snuggle beside me watching NFL games on Sundays. We were fans. Sometimes Ben accompanied us and he never paid attention. He would rather fiddle with his Rubik’s Cube or study his book on how to make a go-cart or build your own remote-control model airplane. When the Super Bowl came around Ben never even knew (or cared) who was playing. And he never solved, not even once, his Rubik’s Cube.

  

  
    Miranda, on the other hand, would force me to bet real money with her on the game. Like two dollars or five dollars—serious stuff. If my team won I always made a joke stating I hadn’t been betting for real, forget about it. This incensed Miranda. She would have none of my magnanimous pity and promptly smashed her piggy bank to fork over the cash. “Here’s your money, you son of a bumblebee.”

    “Don’t talk that way,” I scolded. “It’s not ladylike.”

    “Don’t tell me what to do,” she fired back. “I’m not your slave.”

    If her team won the Super Bowl Miranda’s hand was outstretched in my face for the gelt while confetti still fluttered onto the field. “Pay up,” she’d gloat. “I want my Maypo.”

    Ben hated gambling. When we used to play poker for matchsticks at the kitchen table before bedtime he never bought into the program. He did not like the sense of competition. It was emotionally too treacherous. Why couldn’t we simply play for fun?

    “Because real life isn’t for fun,” Miranda explained when she was only seven or eight years old. “It’s a dog-eat-dog world out there, Ben. Some people get the glory, and everybody else gets the poop. Learn to live with it.”

  

  
    She solved his Rubik’s Cube the first time she tried it.

    

  


  
    Four

    A couple of days after Sally took me to task, Miranda left a message on my answering machine:

    “Hi, Papa-san, are you still alive? How come my phone isn’t ringing with you on the other end? If you don’t contact us toot sweet, Michael and me and Lizzy will drive up there in person and kick your booty big time.”

    Michael is Miranda’s husband. Lizzy is their kid. She’s seven and a half years old. Michael is a plumber who tends the home office all day long handling calls and cell phoning his crews around the city on emergency jobs. Michael specializes in emergencies twenty-four hours around the clock. The People’s Plumber. He makes a lot of money because he’s a grown-up businessman with a quarter-page ad in the phone book. I’d call him dependable, brave, clean, courteous, and honest, sort of like Ben only more outgoing. Michael’s favorite TV sitcom reruns are Roseanne and That ’70s Show. He has breadth. Ben never watches television.

    Lizzy is a mischievous pistol (think Eloise at the Plaza Hotel), the spitting image of Miranda at Lizzy’s age. I really love Lizzy and she loves me. She has a big cage in her room inhabited by three happy rats. There’s also a Siamese fighting fish in a bowl on the windowsill. His name is Angelina Aguilera. The rats are called Wynken, Blynken, and Nod. Lizzy is on the jump rope team at her school and she can do fifteen Buttbumps in a row so fast you can’t even see the rope. She is very coordinated, which must be a trait inherited from me. Despite some naysayers’ opinions I am not all bad. At least I used to think so.

  

  
    I reached Miranda on the fifth-floor pediatric ICU of University Hospital where she was caretaking a five-year-old girl attached to life support after being wounded by a ricochet from a drive-by shooting. Miranda is thirty-six, and Lizzy starts third grade next fall.

    “I worry when you don’t call,” my daughter said. “How’s the old sump pump functioning? Are you taking your meds? Are you eating properly? We won’t climb Spoon Mountain with you if you’re not at least in a modicum of shape.”

    “I eat great,” I lied, surreptitously chewing on a Kit Kat whose glucose overload was probably maiming my pancreas. “Each night I consult a Dean Ornish heart-friendly cookbook to rustle up another magical repast that eliminates bad cholesterol, lowers my blood pressure, scrubs all the plaque from my arteries, and makes my turds wheat-colored and buoyant in the bowl.”

    “Don’t be a smart aleck, Dad. I recruited Ben and Jamie to cook you a special buffalo-meat-and-blueberries stew that I sent them the recipe for. You need protein and plenty of antioxidants.”

    “Buffalo meat and blueberries?”

    Though Jamie is Ben’s girlfriend she is not my favorite person. However, Ben loves her and if Ben loves her my lips are sealed forever. I think Jamie’s a rigid bitch. Jamie doesn’t have a sense of humor. She’s serious all the time. She makes plans, everything is orderly, she speaks without using irony or sarcasm or slang. She never comprehends our jokes. She’s like a Stepford wife. She can be a real fussbudget. She works for a title company. Even Sally says Jamie walks around with a poker up her ass, but Sally has to work with her. Apparently Jamie is competent. She has discipline. I will admit she’s a good looker, tall and slim and very chic. She dresses perfectly. She’s too chic, in fact. She reminds me of Brooke Shields. Beside her Ben could be one of the Three Stooges. I think Jamie is vapid and I hope Ben doesn’t marry her. If he does marry her I’ll bless them both and never say another word. I just hope I live long enough to catch the bouquet.

  

  
    Ben is loyal. And also disciplined. As far as I know Jamie is the only girlfriend he has ever had. He’s solid. When Ben decides to do something he does it to perfection. He thinks a lot before making a decision. And once he made the decision about Jamie he would have stuck up for her even if she was the CEO of Enron or Osama bin Laden’s right-hand mujahedin.

    “Of course he’s loyal,” Miranda told me once during her early teenage years. “Ben grew up in the family of a dysfunctional womanizer. Why would he want to be like you?”

    “Dysfunctional” is a word Miranda threw around a lot when she hit puberty. That and the phrase: “You are so. Not. With it. Dad.”

    Funny thing is, for all her surface bluster, fast talk, and bawdy chatter, Miranda is probably more loyal than Ben. And even more disciplined than either Ben or Jamie. Miranda will have a glass of wine at dinner, but only one glass, that’s enough. She hasn’t smoked a doobie since entering nursing school. Ben doesn’t drink or smoke at all. He doesn’t swear, either. He likes to stay in shape. He still rides his mountain bike on weekends. He even works out at the gym. I’ve asked him a few times if he and Jamie plan to have children. Ben’s answer? “We’re not ready for kids yet, Pop, we’re not even married. We still have things to do. We need to grow up and learn to love each other better before we make those huge decisions.”

  

  
    Coming from anyone else, I might gag. Coming from my son, however, those words make perfect sense. Ben is not a prig and you can’t argue with his decency. That would be like telling Paul Newman or Derek Jeter they are full of shit.

    

  


  
    Five

    “And tomorrow,” Miranda said, “you should receive from me Priority Express a carton of vitamins that you have to take daily or I’m not climbing Spoon Mountain with you. Folic acid and magnesium, a box of those Emergen-C packets, B-12 and Ginkgo biloba. Are you eating a banana every day? You need the potassium.”

    “I eat two bananas every morning,” I said, opening another Kit Kat and demolishing half of it with one chomp. “I also eat apples, pineapples, and passion fruits.”

    Miranda ignored my hyperbole, she always does. “If you don’t eat properly, including those vitamins, Dad, nobody will climb that mountain with you. Ben and I are on the fence about this one so don’t blow it. Not on our watch will you commit suicide on your sixty-fifth birthday if we can help it. Sixty-five is not thirty-five, hotshot.”

    “‘Suicide’? We’re simply taking a hike,” I protested. No matter how I feel I always feign cavalier, that’s the law of my jungle. “Relax. I climbed Spoon Mountain a hundred times when I was younger. You and Ben did too. It’s a friendly little mountain, a molehill. It was our mountain, remember? And don’t forget, we promised each other. Going back up will be an important statement that needs to be made before this drought shuts everything down.”

    “A statement? Like what? Like when you exited open-heart surgery eleven years ago—remember that? If not let me refresh your memory. You were frozen blue and inflated like a balloon. Your features were unrecognizable. You had a breathing tube down your throat, a catheter up your penis, and IV needles stuck in both your arms which were strapped to the gurney at the wrists. I couldn’t stop crying for hours. Ben went into the bathroom and upchucked. Even your ravishing fifth wife, the bipolar thespian, peed in her thong panties and had to be sedated with three Valiums and a Percodan. We don’t need that kind of statement in this family ever again.”

  

  
    Good point.

    It’s not easy to argue with Miranda when you don’t have a leg to stand on.

    

  


  
    Six

    In case you’re getting the wrong impression, however, I had better explain something here. Over the years Miranda’s basic way of loving me has been to vent all over me. I try not to take it personal. Actually, I do sometimes regret the way my daughter and I are trapped in playing the dozens. Who knows how that habit started or why we can’t break it? I wish we could break it. The other night when I was lying in the dark with my heart going berserk I thought to myself: Enough, already. I want to sign a truce with Miranda before I expire. I don’t think she acts that way with anyone else. Certainly not with her hubby Michael. Those two converse and even argue with each other like grown-ups. They are reasonable, loving, and patient with each other, never caustic. That said, I must admit Miranda and Lizzy get into it on occasion, which is no doubt my genes at work. Nonetheless, I’m struggling to quit blaming myself for everything. I need to make peace with my demons before it’s too late. Doesn’t everybody?

    Therefore, let me say in my defense: I may have my faults but I am a serious human being. I care. I am an ecologist, a radical political person. And I’ve only been married and divorced three times, not five, thank you Miranda. Let’s not exaggerate my conjugal perfidies. And recognize that despite them I have had a long and quasi-distinguished professional career. I write literary fiction and thoughtful nonfiction essays. I have published sixteen books, that’s not nothing. I also spent seventeen years working on over a dozen Hollywood screenplays for mostly respected directors attached to major studios. At age sixty-five I will begin collecting a pension from the Writers Guild of America (thank God!). That means I put in my time. I deserve it. I packed my lunch in a little black box and went to the steel mill five days a week for all those years.

  

  
    You think I’m superficial because I only earned one credit and it was on a picture directed by Russ Meyer and starring Tura Satana? Well how about this: Three of my own early novels were turned into movies featuring some terrific actors who still amass their fair share of kudos. Besides Christopher Walken, other actors in the film version of The Lucky Underdogs are Freddy Fender and Melanie Griffith. The Lucky Underdogs was my third published novel and it has remained in print going on thirty years. Critics usually refer to it as “a regional classic.” The Denver Post once decreed: “With luck, Jonathan Kepler may become the García Márquez of southwestern literature.”

    You see, I’ve had my fifteen minutes of fame. All the same, I never developed a swelled head or got rich. Though for story conferences movie studios have put me up at the Chateau Marmont, Manhattan’s Helmsley Palace, and the Miami Beach Fontainebleau, I always hightailed it back to the Southwest and wrote all my scripts at home. That was specified in the contracts. Sure, Hollywood paid the bills; no, it never snagged my soul. You can’t impress me with the glitterati or material gain. I avoided the fast lane because I had other fish to fry far from the madding crowd.

  

  
    To wit: I am also an outdoors man, an amateur naturalist, an exercise freak. I live in a spectacular physical setting you could call paradise if you ignored its bleak human socioeconomics, which I never have. When I used to pitch films in L.A. I tried to sum up the story in one paragraph aimed at three Cardin suits blowing Cohiba smoke in my face. Today if I had to plug my town as a movie to a trio of impatient producers looking for its hook I would probably say: “This burg is all about Climax Tourism versus Abject Poverty in a multiracial gangbang located in a Shangri-La rapidly being overdeveloped and undernourished by legions of greedy former hippie in-migrants with PhDs who’ve lost their moral compasses and a bunch of indigenous folk eager to obliterate their historical mandate for moola.” Other than that I’ll abstain from discussing my village, per se, in this book, because I’ve beaten that dog to death elsewhere, I’m sorry. Read The Lucky Underdogs if you want a humorous (and tragic) guided tour through the main streets, back alleys, and corrupt politics running our economy and our environment into the ground; that’s not where I’m headed this time out of the gate. Even Trotsky donned his striped woolen bathing costume and went to the beach on Saturday after training the Red Army all week. What you are about to read is a personal, intimate story by the New Me, not a comical tract about how to organize the proletariat to cast off its chains and build a working-class utopia. Been there, done that, old tapes.

    Suffice it to say, my little haven is a picturesque rural ghetto bordered on the west by empty sagebrush mesa. The Río Grande Gorge cuts through the middle of this breathtaking high desert plain. I have fly-fished that gorge since we moved out west from New York in 1969 and I am no slouch with an Irresistible. I would much rather be angling at home than networking the West Coast goniffs. East of town tall mountains rise above 13,000 feet and I’ve spent decades traipsing among them. Maybe not lately, it’s true. I fell off the wagon during the farce of my last marital travesty (with Wife #3, the “bipolar thespian”), which was highlighted by a nearly fatal endocarditis infection inside my heart, followed by congestive heart failure, open-heart surgery to repair my blown-out mitral valve, and four subsequent cardioversions, then a lifetime supply of Digitalis. It was a harrowing experience and I beat the rap anyway. At least so far so good. Knock on wood.

  

  
    That said, I used to be the Jeremiah Johnson (and the John Muir) of the Sangre de Cristos, ask anyone. The Sangre de Cristo Mountains east of town. I often climbed Gavilán Peak backward, feeding peanuts to the marmots en route. For a spell I ate Spoon Mountain for breakfast. My kids came along for the ride during their summer vacations with me after their mother (Wife #1) divorced me. That was the whole point of moving out west from New York in the first place. I wanted my children to experience the real world of spruce forests, wild mammals, and migratory birds. We carried a spotting scope for tracking the bighorn sheep along their precarious clifftop routes. We squawked at ravens circling above us and admired elk gathered in alpine meadows during September snow flurries. Believe me, Hollywood can’t hold a candle to this terrain, not even during these days of drought when you’re more apt to choke on forest fire smoke in September than to flee from early autumn snowstorms. Anymore it might not begin snowing until after Christmas.

  

  
    Ben and Miranda camped with me at Gallegos Lake, a beautiful turquoise puddle at 11,000 feet. It’s pristine. We had fun fishing and climbing the peaks around us, especially Spoon Mountain, our favorite. We were a mini von Trapp family gamboling across the Alps. My heart was indomitable before it sprang a leak. Miranda once said, “Daddy, you’re so strong you’ll never die unless you canoodle yourself into a date with the morgue at an early age.” Where did that lingo come from? She was only eleven or twelve but must have been sneaking peeks at my Damon Runyon stories. Ben rolled up like a hedgehog whenever Miranda used weird language. He is not adept at colorful metaphors. Ben is an enormous gentle giant who flinches if you say, “What are you looking at, buddy?” He would not hurt a flea. You can bounce rocks off his head all day with no fear he’ll retaliate. You can call him names, that’s water off his back. You can’t hassle his sister or his girlfriend, though. He will ask you politely to stop. If you don’t stop, he will kill you. So far that has never happened because when Ben asks you to stop, you stop.

    

  


  
    Seven

    I really hate telephones but I can’t avoid answering them, especially not these days. Maybe it will be my New York agent, perhaps a Hollywood producer, possibly some college offering me fifteen hundred bucks for a speech about how my novel The Lucky Underdogs was turned into a film, and I’m not proud anymore, I’ll take it. Sadly, my financial assets are not what they used to be. When I had it I flaunted it, I gave it away, money embarrasses me, it makes me feel guilty. Why? Because too many people don’t have it. I lost the rest of my winnings to three wives in three divorces. Easy come, easy go. How did I earn it? Pickin’ cotton.

    “Can I come over, baby? I’m going off my rocker. I won’t stay long, Scout’s honor.”

    Politely I said, “Maybe another time, Sally. I’m trying to kick back and mellow out for a change. It’s part of ‘getting in shape’ for Spoon Mountain. Right now I’m sitting outside paying attention to the flowers. You wouldn’t understand or be interested. I used to be so close to nature and then I sluffed off in the last few years. I got lazy. Now I’m going back before it’s too late. I promised my children. We all have to renew our ecological contracts or it’s curtains.”

    Be advised: Sally is verbose, I am verbose, and so is my daughter, Miranda. All three of us graduated from the University of Loquacity. We don’t speak in clipped sentences when we open our mouths, we speak in speeches. We are emphatic. We want to make sure everyone gets the point. Hence, you should understand this is not going to be a book with dialogue by Ernest Hemingway. In real life people don’t talk like that anyway. Forewarned is forearmed.

  

  
    So: Sally has buttons, and if you push them, be prepared.

    “What do you mean I ‘wouldn’t understand’? Speak for yourself, nene. I have a brain too, in case you hadn’t noticed. We’ll mellow out together. I’ll bring champagne. A few minutes with me won’t kill you, I just need a hug. You won’t believe what has happened the last few days. I had the whole Mandelman deal locked up, signed, sealed, you name it. I mean creative financing like you never saw before in your life. Half of it from the mortgage company, half from the bank, and sixty thousand held by the seller with a twenty K balloon payment every two years, and the transaction fell apart at closing because the buyers decided to get divorced. Excuse me? Am I hearing correctly? Yes, they started bickering right in front of all of us at the title company, she called him a geek, he called her a flaming bitch, and they both walked out. It cost me a fifteen grand commission and that’s not the half of it. Zachary was busted for shoplifting a Tupac CD at Walmart two days ago and Alex announced last night at dinner that he intends to quit high school his senior year. When I asked ‘Why?’ he said ‘Cause I’m bored.’ You know what his dad said? ‘Go for it, Alex.’ Where does that man get his priorities? We also have another budding crisis situation at home. Jason, who has possessed his driver’s license for all of two hair-raising weeks, had a fender bender in the Furr’s lot on Saturday with Magistrate Judge Rosalie Nesbitt’s grandmother. And I had one more deal that bit the dust late yesterday when the buyer, this overweight person from Lubbock, discovered there’s asbestos poisoning the ceiling. Asbestos? I didn’t know that. He hired Max González to do a separate private inspection, and Max is always undercutting my people because I wouldn’t do his woody in a backseat five years ago during the Lawrence Festival. I am so sick of trying to unload overpriced houses onto clueless rich people. You think your job is difficult, amor, you ought to try selling property in this market to the crowd that wants it and can afford to pay the outrageously inflated prices.”
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