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CHAPTER ONE – ENTICEMENT
My old, tomato-red leather lounge chair is my favorite place to park my butt, whenever I need to relax or think about things.  The solitary lounge chair always faces directly north, and towards the large plate glass windows that form the panoramic vista at the front of my home.   This morning, I sit quietly; thinking and staring at the expansive, ever-present view beyond. Today’s version of the Monterey Bay Show is of dark and brooding waters and a good-sized Pacific storm.  Were it not for the thousands of whitecaps on this stormy day, it would be hard to tell where the dark gray clouds end and the actual surface of my bay begins.  The gray of the clouds reflecting off the water’s surface forms a monotonous seascape of hopelessness. 
While watching the windswept madness outside, I reflect on the recent telephone call from an old friend.  The large, storm-driven wave’s come crashing repeatedly over the nearby granite boulders along the shoreline.  Most of the larger waves splatter harmlessly in a dirty yellow froth onto the black pavement of the intervening, scenic roadway called Ocean Avenue.  The narrow, two-lane roadway lies halfway between the large, protecting granite boulders of the shoreline and the front of my house, and the maelstrom of water now reaches within twenty to thirty feet from the very sheets of thick glass that protect me from the outside world.  The intensity of today’s storm driven waves and the recent telephone call, try to compete for my attention.  
Trying hard to shut out thoughts of the call, I allow myself to concentrate instead on today’s rare convergence of storm and tide.  As an architect and purveyor of all things scientific, I can never shake the idea of an once-in-a-lifetime storm or tsunami, that could one day do major damage along this stretch of low-lying coastline – a stretch of high-priced homes where I built my dream home. Cheryl and I always knew that was a very real possibility someday, from that first day we bought the property, but decided to take a chance anyway and role the dice.  She and I always joked, somewhat nervously, about that “hundred” year storm that never seemed to materialize, but knew, could happen any time – day or night.   Like the storm that never arrived, life was perfect for us for a very long time.  And, like most people, we came to take the tsunami and everything else in life for granted.
Since occupying the new house for six years now, the only negative thing we had to contend with however was a little bit of rust here and there and the endless ocean mist, perpetually encrusting our windows daily with new salt crystals.  So the day the glazing was installed, we resigned ourselves to pay a king’s ransom in service fees over the coming years to window washers.  This was to be the small price we would have to pay to maintain our sparkling panorama of the bay.  That’s just the way it would have to be, we figured, if you wanted to live in a glass house. 
Another huge wave crashed angrily against a large boulder to the right of my focus and washed over the decomposed granite surface of the visitor parking lot that lay between the road and the bay.  In its wake, it left narrow rivulets of erosion, reminding me just how fragile and ever-changing things were in this world, and of the many things in life we have no control over.  I sighed and let my mind reluctantly return again to the recent telephone call from my friend.  
This unexpected thunderstorm, has given me the perfect excuse I wanted to spend a leisurely Saturday morning doing nothing except enjoying the Monterey Herald and a pot of fresh ground, “Breakfast Blend” Kona coffee.  I had planned on futzing in the yard and doing a few minor repairs to the house, but I never really had my heart in it.  Excuses seem to be quickly welcomed these days, allowing me to do as little as I seemed to want or subconsciously need.  “There is no one but me to appreciate my efforts, so why do them?” I tell myself.  I often deceive myself in this manner, knowing that eventually, I will need to do the daily chores I now loathe, regardless my endless procrastinations.  Inside, the dust continues to build on everything around me, despite the fact that half of my immediate world is water.  It’s a miracle I tell myself.
A small oak fire crackles in the minimalist concrete fireplace I designed, which is situated between two of the front-facing windows – the perfect accompaniment to the dreary storm outside and the soft jazz playing on my sound system.  I am both pleased and perplexed by my old friend Jean Paul’s telephone call and invitation.  I find it hard to believe, in retrospect, that we haven’t seen each other in almost five years, which he has sarcastically reminded me.  
As has always been Jean Paul’s manner, he pulls no punches, being very outspoken and blunt about his thoughts.  Before this recent five year interlude, JP and I used to see each other two or three times a year.  Regardless, we have managed to stay in touch by phone at least once a month, in spite of our hectic routines and his worldly travels.   I think back and remind myself that life was full of excitement and endless possibilities for both of us once upon a time.  That seems a very long time ago now.  Jean Paul always seemed to be the catalyst for our good times, and I always welcomed a visit by my good and long-time friend, whenever he could find time in his schedule to visit.  In the last three years though, things had changed drastically for me though.
That was before my dear wife, best friend, lover and confidant came down with terminal cancer.  Cheryl and I had met eleven years before, quite by accident, while I was doing some research for a new motel.  It was love at first sight and the succeeding eleven years flew by, with the two of us as happy and contented as any two people could be.  Until that fateful day the doctor gave us the bad news.  True to her nature though, she took her situation stoically, while I became a ruined shell of a person during what was to be the remaining six months of her life.  I just can’t seem to shake my need for her and miss her more with each passing day it seems.  Time has not been the salvation of my soul and I’m sorry to report that it has only got worse for me over these many years.  The recent holidays for example, especially took their toll on me, as Cheryl was always intent on decorating the house for a specific holiday and hosting intimate parties with close friends.  Now, only dust seems to be my decorating theme of choice.
Since I buried her, Jean Paul and I have talked less and less and have only seen each other that one time during the funeral.  So I suppose it was inevitable that we drifted away from each other, as long-distance relationships, time and circumstances can sometimes cause people to do.  I am painfully aware though that this negative state of affairs really rests on my shoulders and is mine to remedy.  Normally with JP, I was rarely the one over the past three years to reciprocate by making the next call.  JP therefore eventually tired of having to always be the one to make the connections, and I deduced Jean Paul took that to mean I was giving up on our friendship.  I hadn’t. 
It’s just that I have been in such an emotional mess these past three years that I have wandered aimlessly in a sort of gray funk – a funk that has thrown a tomblike pall over every aspect of my life.  In this lengthy state of depression I have also managed to push my closest friends and business associates away.  The few valiant efforts by others, to steer my life back into some kind of normalcy without Cheryl, always ends where it started.  Whenever the heart fails to cooperate, it appears, we are doomed to fail.  So it seemed with me.  I am keenly aware that the mourning period has long past and I really need to get on with life, but for whatever my reasoning - I can’t.
Heavy raindrops running down the glass blurs my view of the bay.   I fight with my inner demons to maintain focus on Jean Paul’s telephone call and his proposition - trying to keep my mind from wandering subconsciously to other, unimportant subjects.
Jean Paul had called to tell me he had bought a thousand-acre ranch along the Northern California Coast recently and would be back in my neighborhood soon.  He told me that when he did, he wanted to come down, visit and discuss a business idea that he promised would be “great fun” for both of us - if I could spare a few days to get away.  He also wanted me to come up there sometime soon after that, and see his new spread and meet his new wife.  It was really good to hear his voice again and, I must admit, even the mysterious business proposition was tempting, trying to imagine what “great fun” idea Jean Paul had conjured up for us.  “Fun” was something I could use a lot more of right now.
For me, the announcement of his purchase of California real estate and his business proposition, came as less of surprise to me than did JP’s news of being married.  Jean Paul was always a self-avowed, life-long member of the world’s small club of wealthy and most attractive bachelors.  Since our earliest days as young men, enjoying the playground of Paris, he had always insisted marriage would never be in the cards for him.  Though I took him seriously at the time, I always felt that someday, the perfect woman would cross his path and his resistance would leave him.  As the years passed, that never happened, and I long since took his vow of bachelorhood to be real and finally self-fulfilling.  Hearing this Earth-shattering revelation, I couldn’t wait to meet the woman that had finally bested Jean Paul.  “She must be really something to take the great Jean-Paul out of circulation.” I told myself.  
Although I was excited about his land acquisition, wife and prospect of seeing my old friend, I never-the-less found myself reluctant to break with my daily routine of office, grocery store and the comforts of my familiar home.  My mind wrestled with itself, with the stronger of the two voices, urging me to get off my ass and call him back and accept the invitation.
Had I just admitted to myself that I was going to go along with his plans?  Nothing kept me from going.  I was semi-retired and my office associate was nicely running things these days, without my daily presence, and, truth be known, without my interference.  There was nothing else pressing or of any consequence to keep me tied to that daily schedule – that was for sure.   Wasn’t I absolutely free to indulge myself in anything new I desired?   
What was keeping me stuck to the ground I couldn’t clearly comprehend in my current state of mind? However, something, deep-down inside me, kept saying that I drastically needed a change – to simply get away from my drab existence, even if it was only minor or short-lived in nature.  I would probably return to my humdrum lifestyle when it was all over regardless what Jean Paul had in store for me.  That was the really tragic part of this whole thing, I told myself.  Nothing seemed to make me well these days, but deep down, I desperately wanted to take another crack at changing my life.
I hesitated at first, for reasons unknown, but ultimately made the call later that morning to Lyon, France and my dear friend, Jean Paul.  I was expecting to leave a voice message since it was after seven PM there, but Jean Paul surprised me by being uncharacteristically at home on a Saturday night.  I teased him about being an old married man now and how he was changing his old “night-owl” ways, after all those years and many promises to “stay single and live the good life forever”.  He was extremely pleased that I called and asked if I had made up mind to accept his “proposition”.  
I was planning on telling him yes, but for some inexplicable reason, my brain played tricks on me and the word “no” came out.  Jean Paul was silent for a few moments then let into me.  I halfheartedly argued against allowing any change to enter my snug little world, but Jean Paul would have none of it.  As stated before, JP was never one to mince words and told me it was way past time for me to end my mourning of Cheryl and that I needed to get on with things.  He told me he didn’t give a damn whether or not I wanted decline his invitation.  He was coming down at any rate and to make room in my schedule for some serious time together. 

So it was in this way that I accepted his mysterious business proposition and he told me that he would be arriving at his new California property in a day or so. He then would be flying down from San Francisco to Monterey, shortly thereafter.  He would be at the airport in a few days and would call me when he arrived – probably an early morning flight.  “No if, ands or buts Ray.” He ended the call with.  It was all set.  What had I got myself into?
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CHAPTER TWO – BOYS AND THEIR MACHINES

The few days quickly passed, and the more I thought about Jean Paul’s visit and secret business offer, the more excited I became at the prospects, despite my inner reservations.  Enough so, that I even took to cleaning the house inside and out.  Whatever this new energy was that I possessed, I chose not to question the psychology of it, and instead, tried to embrace the moment.  By the time JP called from the airport, the house looked like new and I was beginning to feel somewhat like my former self again.
JP stood at the curb outside the Baggage Area waiting with a large grin on his face and looking as if he hadn’t aged a day since we last saw each other – looking somewhere between an Yves Montand and Robert Redford I always thought.  We embraced and kissed each other in the European fashion before loading his luggage in the trunk of my car.  It was really good to see him again.  The twenty minute drive across the peninsula to Pacific Grove was all that we needed to re-establish our old friendship and we were laughing once again, as if the few years absence had never transpired.  

At the house, we both enjoyed an early afternoon cocktail and then Rueben sandwiches he insisted I used to be famous for making in our “Good Old Days”.  The storm had finally passed and the sun shone brightly on the uninterrupted carpet of pink ice plant stretching between road and the shoreline.  Before long, we had managed to get caught up on each other’s lives and I couldn’t stand the suspense any longer, “Okay pal, I can’t take it another second.  What’s this big mystery thing that you think we’ll supposedly have so much fun doing?”
“So I do finally have your interest?”  He laughed loudly.  “As you know already Raymond, I have a large collection of old and rare automobiles.  Though cars came to me late in life, unlike you and your teen-aged love affair for them, recently I have become even more of a fanatic of these expensive toys than you, I think.  You wouldn’t believe how my collection in France has grown, even if you saw it.  No doubt, you have probably heard of the Barrett-Jackson auctions in Arizona oui?”

“Well, yes.  I think there’s one during the first part of each year in Scottsdale, Arizona if I’m not mistaken, which means it should be coming up any day now.  I have watched it for years on the Speed Channel and I’ve always wishfully thought about going someday, but probably not to buy, but to simply enjoy looking at that huge collection of historic automobiles gathered there.  Especially the hot rods that seem to be so prominent and auctioned off there.”

“Exactly my friend and you are correct; it starts in just two days to be specific.”  JP reached into the inside pocket of his sport coat and pulled out two tickets.  “I have two one-way airline tickets from Monterey to Scottsdale and two VIP “Bidder Passes”.  I already have my eye on several cars that I hope to acquire if the prices don’t go too high.  So, I thought it might be great fun for two old car buffs, spending the next few days together doing what we both like best.  Departure time is tomorrow morning at 8:10 AM from Monterey’s airport.  What do you say mon ami?”  My shoulders slumped and shook my head side to side in my normal fashion preparing to give him all the reasons why I couldn’t possibly go.  Those inner demons were fighting me to retain control and they were winning the battle.

Jean Paul moved to stand directly in front of me, looking for all the world as if he were going to strike me.  Before I could muster the words against going he rallied me by saying, “Don’t give me any crap on this Raymond.  Now that I’m here and on my way south, I won’t accept anything from you but an enthusiastic yes on this.  Do I make myself clear?”

 I dumbly stood there, words failing me and losing the battle. Without any further hesitation, I slowly and begrudgingly acquiesced.   I told myself the office could easily do without me for Thursday and Friday, and the truth be known, all there would probably be thrilled without my gloomy disposition interfering for once.
Except for a two-hour stop over in Los Angeles and the extra security measures one endures these days, the trip was uneventful and pleasant.  I actually felt good about flying again and began to look forward to taking my own little plane up sometime soon.  Something else I hadn’t done in the last three years.  To top things off, I even managed to flirt my way into getting a telephone number from a sexy flight attendant and head purser named Cathy.  Things were looking up I secretly kept to myself.  

Scottsdale had just experienced their own winter storm and the hills and valleys were dusted with a fine coating of the white stuff.  By the time we were making our approach, the storm had passed, with the remaining clouds lingering in the eastern sky and the late afternoon sun brightly reflecting off them against a darkening background.  It made the perfect “Kodak” moment as the plane wheeled over the Sonora Desert and started its last leg into the Scottsdale Airport and the posh “Valley of the Sun” below.
Our taxi delivered us to the Hyatt Regency Scottsdale Hotel and Spa nestled in the McDowell Mountains – complete with cacti, palm trees, wildflowers and golf course.  I wasn’t a big fan of the pseudo Frank Lloyd Wright architecture, but I loved the overall experience and was pleased with JP’s choice of places to stay.  “The same old JP…” I said to him out loud, “…you never do anything second class, do you?”  “Not when I have a choice.” He said in return.  After checking into our respective rooms, JP buzzed and suggested we get an early start on dinner and some of the night life Scottsdale was famous for.  I wasn’t all that keen on the “nightlife” part, but he sure didn’t have to twist my arm over getting something to eat.  Our only nourishment that day was the early morning breakfast at my place, and the few bags of airline peanuts Cathy, our flight attendant doled out.  My stomach was grumbling in protest at my neglect.

Neither one of us had ever been to Scottsdale as we discovered, so we let the hotel’s concierge in the Regency Club, that afternoon; suggest a few of her favorite restaurants, which naturally, included a short list of the hotel’s own eateries.  The El Paso Bar-B-Que Company across town piqued our curiosity and desire for western fare, so after a free drink and some nice appetizers in the Regency Club, we grabbed a cab and went exploring.  Despite my older years, I was beginning to feel like a youngster again, with my dear friend at my side and once again, back in Paris – in our twenties and out for another one of our usual nights of carousing and debauchery.  I was finally learning to relax a bit.
Jean Paul of course, insisted on picking up the tab for the duration of our stay and I obliged by treating myself to the 16 oz. Rib Eye, with instructions to be barely dragged over the coals – my favorite carnivorous dinner fare.  The accompanying bottles of Pinot Noir from the Napa Valley gave us the kick-start we needed for the remainder of the evening.  By the time we had finished our dinner two hours later, we had become the “brothers” once again that we used to joke about in our younger years.  The alcohol and good time had transported us back to the past in Paris, where we had no rules and life was only a game to be experienced anew, each evening when we left our apartment.

Well, I had no rules anyway.  I was now a bachelor wasn’t I?  But my friend JP was a married man, and I expected some self-imposed limitations from him.  This, I assured myself in a cab once again, would keep us from getting too crazy and doing something we both might regret later on.  We were much older and both respected professional businessmen that needed to maintain a certain decorum and code of conduct.  Right?  Wrong.
JP started the night by directing the cabbie to deposit us at the best nightclub in the area she could think of.  The Martini Ranch was her answer by way of a silent nod of the head and a half hour later deposited us at the curb, saying, “Last night was ladies night gentlemen, but I’m sure you two won’t have any problems finding a few companions here tonight.  This place is considered a good pick-up bar no matter what night it is.   Even though this is only Tuesday night, with this being auction week and all, even you two old farts should be able to score.”  We laughed at the cabbies brashness despite my queasiness my reservations over what might be in store for us in a place like this.

“Good grief” I thought, as we entered.  “What have I got myself into?  And what’s with JP?  Should a newlywed be letting himself in for this kind of tempting environment?” 

We found the last two empty bar stools available and staked our claim to them for the undetermined duration of our visit.  In the cab, JP announced we would be doing the bar hopping tour of Scottsdale tonight, since tomorrow would be the auction’s Gala Opening Party and this would be our only chance to play turisto and see all that the city’s nightlife had to offer.  Waiting for our orders of the house specialty, we surveyed the crowd and discovered, we were likely the two oldest customers in the cramped space, like the cab driver branded us moments before.  I suddenly I felt like an old man come to relive his younger years at the senior prom.  “Aren’t you?” I asked myself.  
Before too long, two very attractive women in their late thirties or early forties came up behind us and started a conversation.  We offered our chairs and bought their favorite libations.  After an hour or so of drinking, dancing and pleasant conversation, JP surprised me by suggesting that the two women return with us to his room at the hotel for of the same in a quieter place.  To my great surprise, they accepted the invite, and before I knew it, the four of us were at JP’s suite ordering scotch, vodka, mixers and ice from room service.   

It didn’t take long for JP to give me the old signal that we had long ago arranged for these special situations.  It took me a while to remember what it was he was anxiously trying to signal, but I finally recalled the ancient code, gathered my date, hurriedly excused ourselves and headed for the door.  Next door, we awkwardly stood in the corridor while I nervously fumbled for my room card.  I think the brunette I was with sensed my reluctance to become more intimate and thankfully suggested we find the coffee shop and continue our visit there.  Once there and to my delight or relief, I’m not sure which applied, we enjoyed each other’s company more than I expected.  However nice the experience was for the hour or so we talked, I sent the woman home in a cab, retiring to my suite alone, wondering afterward how I had managed to become so prudish.  She certainly had all the right attributes - and then some.  
From next door, I could occasionally hear thumping and giggles, but tried to ignore the faint noises as I drifted off to sleep trying to imagine how any man could cheat on his new bride the way JP so easily had done.  “I sure couldn’t have done that to Cheryl. And that was always the one thing I was proud of.” I thought, as I edged ever closer to full sleep. “In the eleven years we were together, I never cheated on her.  Once a cocks man, always a cocks man.” I surmised about JP.
The next day started rather late in the morning, waiting for JP to contact me instead of the other way round, possibly embarrassing myself.  After a quick continental breakfast we rented a car and made our way out to the auction to begin previewing the cars on display.  Once there, we spent most of the day looking at cars in general and the three in particular that JP was interested in.  I found a few muscle cars that I was tempted to bid on but mindfully resisted.  Not for lack of money either.  I just had no garage space for any more than the two vehicles I now owned.  And of them hadn’t got driven much in these past three years.  

After looking at nearly a thousand premium automobiles and studying the details of each in the brochure, our heads ached from the overwhelming expanse of it all.   By late afternoon, we gave up and returned to our rooms to begin preparing for the black tie Gala Party later that evening.  On the ride back, JP finally asked how I got along with the brunette from the previous evening.  I sheepishly told him about the coffee shop and how I had sent her home.  Somehow though, I couldn’t find the courage to ask the reciprocal question about the blonde I left him with.  I was afraid it would lead to a discussion about morality that I was quite reluctant to enter.  I think JP sensed as much in my struggle to steer the conversation to other topics.
That night, the two of us drove back to the auction tents, looking about as dapper as two middle-aged men could look in tuxedos.  The party was uniquely fabulous, set amongst the choicest of the automobiles in a huge tent and we enjoyed ourselves immensely.  Leave it to a Frenchman though, to stumble upon the few attractive and unattended single females present in a huge crowd.  The night ended with JP disappearing with one of women to her home, and me, driving myself alone back to the hotel in the rental car.  It seemed JP’s old oath to remain forever the party boy was holding true.  I also found, we should include another city to that old Las Vegas adage, “What happens in Scottsdale, stays in Scottsdale.”
By the end of the third day of the auction, JP had managed to acquire all three of the cars he had set his mind on.  Two he got for a song and the third, for a lot more money than he had expected.  There were still three more days of auction, but we were exhausted and had accomplished far more than what we came for – at least in my mind.  The formality of paying and signing for the three cars was made by JP, with arrangements for two of the cars to be transported to his new place up north, leaving the third, a totally restored and modernized 1951 Ford “woody” station wagon as our transportation home – his idea of continuing the fun.
It took us nearly thirteen hours of driving and several stops for food before we arrived back at my house on the Monterey Peninsula.  The car performed flawlessly and JP was really tickled by his acquisition and its performance all through the lengthy trip.  Why not?  It was practically a new car.  Naturally, we enjoyed our company together and talked incessantly on every subject that came to our minds, except the topic of the two women JP encountered during our trip.  We spent considerable time reminiscing about the time I literally saved his life.  It’s funny how time seems to warp one’s perspective of history though.  I still got shivers recalling the event, while JP just laughed now, as if it were all so meaningless back then.  The truth of the matter was; I had literally prevented a jealous husband from blowing JP’s brains out by entering the room at just the right moment and surprising the man.  Distracted, JP was able to jump the angry husband and disarm him before any harm was done.  Afterwards, in a small café, sipping espresso, JP told me he would forever be indebted to me for saving his life.  It had all seemed rather inconsequential and amusing at the time, but in retrospect, I often wondered if the man would have pulled the trigger and if my dear friend would have met his maker that night.  Some things you just can’t seem to forget, no matter how you got there.
As our trip continued so did our experiences.  Damned if JP didn’t hit on every cute waitress or sales clerk we came upon.  It wasn’t hard to get away with flirting when we were in our twenties and in Paris, but at age sixty; I felt JP was only making himself look like nothing more than a dirty old letch.  Somehow, he got away with it though.  I knew I sure couldn’t get away with it, even if I weren’t to shy to try.  

All I could recollect from our trip was JP cheating on his new bride, but, as “brothers”, I didn’t feel it appropriate to rub his nose in it.  It was his business and none of my concern I concluded.  Despite my Herculean efforts to avoid the topic, he ultimately brought the subject up the following morning in front my place as he sat in his Ford wagon, about to depart for the final leg of his trip north.  And then, he only briefly addressed those concerns by asking of me, “Please Raymond, I would appreciate it if you could keep everything that has happened to yourself.”  
As he started the old woody, he asked that I come up and visit the new place and meet his wife as soon as I could.  I told him wild horses couldn’t keep me away and that I would be driving up there as soon as possible.  

“What?  Drive?  Why not fly your old Cessna up Ray?  I have a nice little landing strip on the property and it would probably clip two hours off each leg of the trip.  You haven’t mentioned it at all during my trip, but I presume you still have it.  Oui?”

“Yes I still have it, but I haven’t flown it in over three years JP and I’m afraid I’m a little rusty.  Not to mention that except for it’s annual PM’s and certification inspections, it hasn’t been serviced on a regular basis.”  Regardless my excuses, I was anxious to fly my old Cessna again.  “So you see…”
JP interrupted my closing line by saying, “All the more reason to call your aviation company and do a full service to get it ready to fly.  Look Ray, it’s like you say here in the states, it’s like riding a bike.  Once you learn, you never forget.  Right?”  

Sometimes, there was just no trying to argue with JP, so I shook my head from side to side, while telling him that, yes I would somehow muster the courage to fly up.  He bid me “adieu” and closed the car door, while the engine rumbling to life.

The rather fat tail end of the old black Ford got smaller in size as JP headed east up Ocean Avenue, while I stood at the curb waving goodbye, wondering about many things; How I was going to muster the courage to fly and how easy it was for some people to have entirely different principals from those that you grew up learning.  “Different strokes for different folks” was the phrase that answered my last question.
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CHAPTER THREE – A TRIP

The very next day, JP called and wasted no time by asking when I was coming up.  The abruptness of the summons took me by surprise, since I had hardly rested from the last twenty-four hours.  However, it was good to know my good friend had made the remaining four hour trip home safely.  He said he couldn’t wait for me to meet his new wife, see the property, inspect his small collection of cars and “do some other stuff that he had in mind”.  He also insisted that when I did come, I bring plenty of personal provisions to stay a good while.  He said, “I would need lots of time to get to know his wife and to simply enjoy the unique countryside” that he had recently acquired.  It was the terms “other stuff” and “stay a good while” that piqued my curiosity, and so I asked what he had in mind.  For whatever reason(s), he chose not to disclose any details to me at the time, but added, “I just have something of great importance I wanted to ask of you when you got here.  I think you will probably be very interested, but let’s just leave it at that for now, okay Ray?”  On a hunch, I packed some of my professional paraphernalia.
He then asked about the airplane and if I had “chickened-out” yet.  I told him I had called my service company and they agreed to have the plane completely ready to go by the end of the day.  JP was pleased that I would fly rather than drive for some reason.  I still wasn’t sure I was doing the right thing.  I told myself that if I took everything slowly and methodically enough, it would be like getting on a bike again.  I had done it too many times in my life to have forgotten.  Why did my knees shake so much then while thinking about it?

Like it or not, it was all set to fly up next morning if the weather permitted – likely within the morning hours if the service work was complete.  I told JP I would call him when I was ready to leave.  Thanks to our previous outing, I was actually beginning to get excited about another adventure and to, once again, fly my little plane.  Inwardly I noticed, it had been a long, long time since I had feelings like this.  Even the many office projects that would normally excite me, failed to do so in these past few years.  That was obvious to my partner and staff and he more than willingly gave me his blessings to “get lost” for a long while. 

I appeared I wanted more in my life than I had been allowing.  My associate often told me about my poor attitude over our weekly briefings, which always included generous doses of single malt scotch and Cuban cigars on the open-air patio at our favorite watering hole – Fandangos in Pacific Grove.  Had I become that much of a curmudgeon that my friends and business associates needed to counsel me about my attitude?  Did I ever listen?  I know I heard the words but they always went in one ear and out the other. 
Deep down inside, I knew it was true.  I had become an old curmudgeon – firmly set in my boring lifestyle at the youngish age of fifty-five.  I had become everything I had despised and often joked about to others just a few short years earlier, as Cheryl and I enjoyed a very active life of travel, entertainment and our many close friends.  I had promised myself and her that I would live to be a hundred and go out swinging when the time came.  Losing her had taken the wind out of my sails more than I had thought it would.  “Perhaps it was time for a real change.” I told myself.

I spent that entire afternoon packing everything I felt was needed for a lengthy stay as Jean Paul directed.  I even packed my old tuxedo once again and a few sport coats just in case they were needed.  I knew that as states go, California is already “laid-back” enough, but in that tiny little corner of the state, it is even more so.  So I couldn’t, for the life of me, figure out why I packed the tux – bit I did.  .   What I didn’t pack, however, was a bathing suit.   The Pacific Ocean, this far north has no suitable beaches and the water is always near fifty degrees. The entire 770 mile length of California spans many latitudes and most of the many micro-climate zones do not resemble, in any way, the beaches of Malibu, though most outsiders think of our state as one big sunny beach.   I chuckled to myself that most non-Californians stereotypically seem to think it is all like the scenes from Bay Watch.   Ask most of these people to describe California and you will get something like; we are all somehow connected with the movie or TV industry, we drive pink Cadillac convertibles with designer sunglasses, have zinc oxide slathered on our noses, citrus trees in our backyards and are all gay, hippies or both, living in communes.  I remember a S.F. Chronicle article by the late Herb Caen, where he had quoted Samuel Clements, alias Mark Twain, “The United States has a definite tilt to the west coast, and everything that isn’t nailed down in the east, manages to eventually roll this way.”  Whether Twain actually said that, doesn’t really matter, but I repeat the quote often to express my similar feelings why there are so many crackpots in California.  It seemed to perfectly exemplify the lifestyle that has become California in the early 21st Century.  Nowadays, it was more the inexorable hoard of immigrants from across the southern and western boarders of Asians and Hispanics that seem to be rolling or rowing this way.   Hell.  Maybe I was even considered to be one of those crackpots these days?
The act of packing somehow always manages to invigorate me.  I had forgotten how nice the simple expectation of going somewhere could so enliven me.  It had never failed to do so, when I was a kid growing up.   I remembered the butterflies my two brothers and I would always have the night before a long trip.  We would have whispered conversations until the wee hours of the morning about all the things we expected.  As the oldest, I always had the top bunk, while they had the bottom bunk and the pullout trundle bed – respective to our ages I suppose.  To this day, I can’t pack for any trip without reliving those memories of the three of us jabbering away late into the night, with our father poking his head in the door, telling us to “quiet down”.  Of course, we always pretended to be asleep when we heard his footsteps coming down the hall.

The morning of my departure arrived and again, I had misgivings, about leaving the relative comfort of my home all over again.  I chalked the churning stomach up to no food and too much coffee.  Of course, the real truth lay in the anxiety of flying after a three year hiatus.  The newspaper delivery was cancelled, and the house cleaner’s note was conspicuously posted with my emergency cell number.  The night light timers were set and my associate duly consulted that I was leaving for real.  I called JP and told him to expect me at his little airfield in about four hours.  I stood in my Spartan garage, rattling keys in my hand, trying to recall anything I might have forgotten.  I never did my own ironing, so there was no worry of an iron left on and I had already remembered turning the coffee maker to “off”.  Nope.  It wasn’t either of those that were giving me the extreme stomach butterflies.  Nothing left for me, but to get in the car and begin my journey.

The practical white Jaguar XF I use for my daily personal and business purposes is not my “mother’s” sedate kind of car.  It has plenty of horsepower and performance characteristics to thrill any autophile.  It is even stylish enough that I could take a date right up to the opera theatre’s front door.  That is, if I ever had a date and if there were an opera house on the Monterey Peninsula.  There were neither.  
The other car, that I always stopped to admire a few seconds, is totally impractical, but satisfies my need for reliving my old college / street racing days, and it always makes me think of Cheryl, who encouraged me so much to build my longtime dream.  The ’32 Ford “Highboy”, is a two-color beast with a red bottom and a black upper half. With only a small heater and no fenders, it isn’t real conducive to driving in hot weather areas or in bad storms as the skimpy soft top leaks considerably.  Cheryl literally talked me into building this “Man Toy” seven years ago, after I deliberated about it for more years than I care to admit and talked incessantly about my hot rodding days.  But I rarely drive it now.  There is little trunk space for luggage and it is not particularly comfortable.  For those reasons and more, Cheryl and I only went on the occasional weekend drive to the local malt shop or a “day drive”, south down the coast to Big Sur or east to beautiful San Juan Bautista.  Damn.  I miss those times, and more to the point, her being there, enjoying them with me in my hotrod.  It has been three years since I last drove my toy and I can’t quite imagine myself enjoying without my love.  As I stand there, ready to leave and admiring my creation, I make a promise to myself to enjoy it more often when I get back from this trip.
The first leg of my trip is a drive to the Salinas Airport, about 40 minutes east.  My slightly old, red and white Cessna 182 is awaiting my arrival and immediate departure; having been gassed, washed and started in advance by the service personnel there.  The last time I flew it, was nearly three years ago for business purposes, and I flew it down the Salinas Valley to check on suitable building sites with our clients.  They were interested in building a mega truck stop along that stretch of highway 101 near the small city of Soledad.  The best part of that daytrip was flying over the low Coastal Mountains, east to the nearby Harris Ranch, truck and tourist stop along I-5 for lunch with Cheryl taking the day off for the fun of it.  They have a small landing strip, not more than fifty paces away from their award-winning restaurant.  I can never resist their signature dish either – the pot roast lunch with asparagus and all the trimmings.  Harris Ranch has some of the best beef I have ever eaten, and I can never pass up an opportunity to stop there.  I sometimes wonder what it must take to run a cattle ranch, even a small one.  That trip seems so long ago, but I return my focus to the plane and my departure.
After stowing my luggage in the fuselage compartment and parking the Jag, I go to the office and check the weather for the second time that day.  A small part of my brain asks if I’m not looking for an excuse to cancel the trip.  Once again, I find it is an unusually sunny day for late February - all along the west coast with the exception of the L.A. Basin.  When the thermostat goes up slightly in the San Joaquin Valley to our east, as it sometimes does, cold, moist marine air is drawn in over the warm land, causing heavy fog, far inland.  The fog can persist for days and, on rare years, even months.  Today however, is perfect flying weather and I am now anxious to preflight the little single engine plane and take off.  Aside from the little hiccup in oil pressure while warming the 6-cylinder engine, all is well.  I rev the engine to full throttle; release the foot brakes and power my way down the short runway, heading into the ever-present northwesterly winds to my destination – straight up the state and then west, toward the Northern California Coastline.  
The winds are strong after climbing several hundred feet, buffeting the little plane, and I immediately go into my “worry” mode.  This is a good thing I tell myself.  Better to be on my guard when flying than being too relaxed.  Relaxing is for the passengers, although Cheryl never could get comfortable riding with me in this plane.  Despite my many hours of incident-free flying and my constant attention to the small details, she always somehow managed to equate my abilities to fly with my slight color blindness to reds and greens.  If anything, I always argued, I think it enabled me to see ground objects clearer, but I could never manage to convince her enough and make her relax when I was at the wheel.  Though she never said so, I suspect she felt the different colored landing lights would confuse me.  Therefore, at her insistence, we never flew at night and always scheduled our trips for short, daytime hops, one airport to the next that had a good motel and a decent diner place nearby.  She only felt safe during the day – constantly searching the lower elevations we flew in, for other aircraft.  The fact that other planes could be seen, many, many miles away, bothered her no end.  She couldn’t quite grasp the three-dimensional nature of the vast spaces we were in, nor the various directions and altitudes the control towers intentionally placed our respective trajectories.  She once told me, “I’m so glad planes cost a lot of money.  Imagine every Tom, Dick and Harriette buzzing overhead using their cell phones, putting on make-up and all that?  They would be dropping like flies.”  I had to agree that was a sobering thought.
I was instructed by the Monterey Flight Controller to fly at 5,000 feet going northbound and just to the east of highway 101, until such time as he could hand me off to San Jose International.  I did as instructed and settled into an easy routine of watching gauges, airspace and the lush greenery below, near Gilroy.  I chuckled to myself, that up here I couldn’t smell all the onions and garlic, as you did on the ground, while driving, that emanated from the many processing plants around Gilroy – the “Garlic Capital of the World”.  Visibility was easily sixty miles that morning and I could clearly make out the crescent shape of the large Monterey Bay to my immediate left.  No.  I couldn’t see my shoreline house in Pacific Grove, though I could quickly pick out the jutting tip of land at the extreme southwestern end of the bay.  The small dots of whitecaps in the bay were evident as well.  I was told to expect sustained wind gusts of up to 40 mph.  It felt like all of that as I “crabbed” the tiny plane northward at about 130 miles per hour.  Despite the constant hazards of flying, on this day, I felt liberated.
An hour later and safely through the air traffic quagmire of the San Francisco Peninsula, I found myself peacefully flying over the growing city of Santa Rosa and highway 101, still heading north.  I was fumbling with my charts balanced on one leg, while trying to coordinate GPS position numbers, looking for the landmark I had selected for my pre-planned turn west and over the relatively low range of coastal mountains.  I knew my selected landmark, River Road was close, and that it would head due west from 101.  I also knew it wouldn’t lead me all the way there, but the county road was almost straight east of Jean Paul’s new property, and as good a landmark and turning point as I could think of.  River Road jumped into view and I took the Cessna out of autopilot and dropped the left wing, banking into a ninety degree, left-hand turn.  I set the nose at the due-west compass point and reset the autopilot.  

At my current elevation of 5,000 feet, I would have no problem clearing the coastal ridges, so I relaxed some.  My plan was to fly west until I was just over the Pacific, then follow the shoreline north until I spotted JP’s ranch and landing strip.  I could always make several passes, up and down the shoreline, until I found it, if I had missed it on my first pass.  The place I was looking for was just north of the Russian River, which shouldn’t be too hard to find.  I had roughly 25 statute miles to go and plenty of gasoline and daytime at my disposal.  A piece of cake.
It was late morning and I was still bathed in bright sunshine with dark green blankets of giant Redwood forests below me.  Halfway to the coast, a distant gray smudge coalesced into a distant bank of light gray fog, out over the Pacific, stretching to the far horizons - both north and south of my location.  By concentrating my attention on the fog, my eyes had managed to trick my mind.  I now grasped the fact that the bank of fog, was quickly approaching land and I knew if I didn’t park this baby soon, I would be heading back to Santa Rosa and a rental car.  The engineer in me tried to analyze why it was foggy up north and sunny further south.  “Apparently, the dewpoint was met”, my brain answered.  “That is the point at which the moisture content in the air condenses thanks to barometric pressure and temperature, blah, blah, blah.”  I couldn’t remember what else, if anything, caused the nasty stuff, but here it was – Mother Nature coming straight at me.
I dropped the nose of my aircraft and gained air speed in our head-on, dare-devil race for Jean Paul’s property and the tiny landing strip.  Barreling down from the ridges behind me, my craft quickly skimmed the treetops, barely a hundred feet below.  I was now close to the water’s edge and I could make out the beginning tendrils of advancing fog, already edging into the lower elevations and the various nooks and crannies of the jagged shoreline.  It would be a close call.  
If I didn’t find the small landing strip fairly soon, I would be doomed to head back to Santa Rosa and a minimum of two hours returning to this same spot.  There would be no leisure searching for the place.  As I reached the “feet wet” position as they say, I sharply banked the craft north, looking immediately for the Russian River – my beginning point for the ranch search.  I hugged the shoreline about 100 feet above dry land, dipping in and out of the encroaching fog.  

The mouth of the large river passed quickly underneath and I relaxed a tad, knowing I was getting close to my destination.  I strained my eyes, looking for the small, unlit landing strip amongst the many gulches, trees and swirling fog beneath me.  A minute or so passed and I was already afraid I had lost my race with the advancing fog.  Visibility waned in and out from maybe one mile to practically zero as the fog began to truly to engulf my tiny plane.  Momentary seconds of shear horror embraced me as the disorienting “white out” condition came and went.  I flicked on the wipers to clear the misty windscreen.  My adrenal gland was already pumping little squirts of adrenalin and a continuous trickle of sweat was running down my sides.  Luckily, there were just enough breaks in the fog that I could still see the ground most of the time, which kept me from getting too close to it – and right or wrongly, kept egging me on instead of safely calling it quits.
As the fog began to overtake me once again, I started to pull back on the yoke, surrendering my defeat to the elements.  That was when I saw a pair of headlights dead ahead, blinking on and off.  Though I couldn’t see the landing strip, I knew this had to be the spot and I reasoned that could only be Jean Paul waiting for me.  “This was going to be dicey, to say the least”, I whispered to myself with clenched teeth.  I had never done anything this foolish and my heart raced in agreement, as I lowered the flaps and pulled back on the throttle, trying to ease the plane downward, through the thickening soup.  
The lights were still flashing and I hadn’t picked up on the leading edge of the strip yet, or for that matter, anything that resembled a landing strip.  It all became a blur of greens and browns as the small plane rushed forward.  The ground was coming closer and closer and I could only put my faith blindly into the rapidly approaching headlights and simply hope that somehow, the strip would be safely just beyond and below me.  “Were his lights at the front of the strip…” as I had thought a second ago, or, to my sudden horror, “…at the back of the strip?’ A large, dark-green hillside appeared and then disappeared in my vision, as the plane swan through the crests and valleys of the dense fog.  “Great” I now had that concern added to my thoughts, immediately wondering, whether or not I could muster enough air speed to clear it if I had to abort the landing for any reason.  A “one-shot deal, Ray” someone in the back of my head was telling me.  I tried to push the nagging thought out of my mind and concentrate on finding the elusive strip.  If I missed it, then I could go into the emergency mode and worry then about the mountain I had seen a split second before.
The car’s headlights were dead ahead, disappearing occasionally in the dense fog.  “The strip just had to be here”, I openly told myself.  I feathered the prop by throttling back a bit more, easing the plane nearer and nearer the rapidly disappearing ground.  “This was it”, I told myself.  The moment of truth was at hand.  The roof of what looked like the old woody skimmed inches underneath.   It was then I saw it.  Fifty feet beyond was the narrow, gray, gravel-covered landing strip – just like Jean Paul had described it.  I was coming in too fast and descending too quickly I suddenly realized, so I added more flaps and chopped the throttle to zero, pulling the yoke back a little, flaring the craft and praying for the best.  Within seconds, that seemed like hours, I slammed into the runway and made a horribly bumpy landing, with wingtips teetering up and down on both sides, precariously close to the ground.  I instantly recalled an old pilot’s saying that any landing you can walk away from was a good landing.  – Probably a Navy, carrier pilot.  I sure felt like a rookie pilot who just made his first flat-top landing.  
When the plane slowed enough on its own, I applied the brakes to finally bring the Cessna to a gravel-scattering stop.  I sat motionless in my seat listening to the idling sounds of the little precision 6-cylinder engine, while I assured myself all was okay and the plane and I were indeed, still in one piece. I killed the magneto and stepped out into the enveloping dampness and chilly air on two very wobbly, knee-knocking legs.

An old sounding horn beeped from behind and I turned to see the black, fifties Ford “woody” racing up to my spot at the very end of the strip.  This was the right strip and that was my old friend, Jean Paul, the proverbial St. Bernard, come to offer a keg of brandy hanging from his neck, I hoped.  “Whew.  What a trip.”
DEWPOINT

CHAPTER FOUR – INTRODUCTIONS
The sight of Jean Paul exiting the familiar car was sure a relief to my eyes.  The Frenchman wasn’t carrying any small keg of brandy, but was a welcome sight to see none the less.  We quickly closed the gap between us with outstretched arms, grinning and acting like two idiots – had anyone been watching our display.  

“Coma se va, Jean Paul?”,  I asked, trying to act casual.   

“Tres bien mon ami. Et vu Raymond?”  He responded. While slapping my back and kissing both cheeks.  A custom I had never grown used to, but always tolerated for the sake of my good friend’s culture.  “What a landing Ray.  I am surprised you didn’t abort.  As you American’s always say, you have big, brass balls mon ami.  But you made it.  So how are you?”  The tension of the moment made me act as if I had never spent a long week together with JP only a short four days ago.
“Come se, come sa.  Now that’s all the damn French I can remember from my college days Jean Paul.  I know your English is impeccable, so let’s please cut the pleasantries and get this circus to wherever it is that’s warmer and has plenty of good tranquilizing medicine.”  JP looked at me like he was seeing something in me for the very first time.  I responded, “Yes, I even surprised myself making that landing, and, I can tell you, I’ve had all the excitement I can stand for one day.  My knees are still shaking.”  I asked JP if the plane would be alright where it was and he nodded yes as he grabbed one of bags and threw it in the back end of the wagon.  I truthfully didn’t care much at that point, as I had seen enough airplane for one day.
With my baggage safely stowed in the rear of the old station wagon, the plane securely anchored to solid ground and my butt firmly planted on the reupholstered leather bench seat, I said, “I see the old station wagon is still running nicely JP.”  Jean Paul just grinned and found the small dirt road leading up a small canyon to the grassy terrace a few hundred feet above.  As we broke over the lip of the terrace I could see a very large, log cabin-styled lodge, nestled comfortably into the think forest, well beyond.  Smoke was curling lazily from the river stone chimney and I felt like I was transported back in time by a hundred years and a thousand miles north, to the wilds of some Canadian primeval place, hunting lodge.  A plump female servant stepped off the covered porch and, without instruction, collected my baggage, while Jean Paul escorted me through the large slabs of redwood that comprised the two front doors.  I stopped at the open doors and looked back to get my orientation.  Something I suppose most architects do as a matter of habit and practice.  I couldn’t see the ocean, but I could faintly hear the surf crashing on the boulders some distance beyond.  There was even the faint sound of a seal barking, coming from an unseen beach or rocky outcropping hidden somewhere out there in the dense fog
My dearest and oldest friend gently ushered me inside, closed the massive doors and set off to pour us both a drink.  I plopped myself into a huge, dark-brown leather easy chair set at an angle to one of the largest fireplaces I had ever experienced.  The small fire at the center, was dwarfed inside the immense, boulder-lined firebox, but radiated warmth to the voluminous space and to my spirits with perfection.  Jean Paul joined me and handed me a double of some single malt scotch, just “bruised” on a few perfect looking, square ice cubes.  “You remembered.” I said and took a deep, cleansing breath and made a toast to our long and good friendship.  Wasting no time, I let the sweet-tasting medicine trickle over my tongue and down my throat.  Jean Paul knew me all too well.   He remembered my love of Scotch and how quickly it could heal me from my harrowing experience - St. Bernard’s and Brandy not withstanding.
Without conversation, Jean Paul let me unwind and do my architect thing – surveying my surroundings.  He was always quick to notice in our youth, how I absorbed the abundant and wonderful architecture of Paris.  The space we were in was no doubt called the Great Room.  It was a cavernous place with a dark patina and stained wood in every direction one looked – the walls, ceilings and floor.  There were rich looking Persian carpets scattered everywhere.  The floors and walls were sparsely, but tastefully decorated with, what seemed to be, fine art pieces.  The room had a heavy scent of wood smoke and a slight smoky haze confirmed this, by showing faint diagonal beams of light, angling down from the relatively small, clerestory windows that struggled to light the dark interior.  A few lamps were on and along with the glow of the fire, gave the area, despite its scale, a very cozy and intimate feeling.  I was both impressed and overwhelmed by the scale of the place.  It felt homey.
“So I take it Jean Paul, this old house came with the property?”
“Yes my friend.  When you are rested from your trip, I shall, as you Americans say, give you the nickel tour.”  He loved to use that term “you Americans” I suppose, as a way of always distinguishing himself from the American masses.   “The old house is almost one hundred years old, built by the previous owner’s grandfather, I’m told, back in 1910 mostly from timber he harvested locally and windows and doors, etc. that were purchased from Sears and Roebuck that sailed around the Horn.  There are a few other buildings on the property that I will show you a little later also.  Are you starting to feel better?  Say, that was some landing you made back there, Raymond.  I was sure you were going to change your mind when I saw the fog getting so thick.  I couldn’t see you at first it was so heavy, but when I heard your engine, I started turning the lights on and off.  The fog wasn’t too bad at that point and I had figured you might find my beacon.  By the time I could see you heading directly at me, I could tell the fog was getting tres mal.”

We both laughed and I relaxed a bit more.  “Yeah tres mal indeed.  Well, Cheryl sure wouldn’t have let me do that fool stunt if she was with me.  That’s for sure.”  My invoking of Cheryl’s name as nothing more than a statement of fact elicited no response from JP and we both sat in silence for a while, within our own minds and different recollections of her.  It wasn’t one of those awkward moments people fear and often clumsily wander into, but just many years spent getting to know each other’s habits and when to allow these moments of reflection to pass between two people.  We were always good that way – reading each others mind. Our week-long trip to Scottsdale had only sharpened those old skills, and as it seems, added a few new ones.
Jean Paul saw that my drink was quickly emptied and, without asking, fixed another.  It was well after twelve noon and I felt one more, was what the doctor would have ordered.  Rather than sitting in the matching easy chair opposite me, he set his new drink down on the glass coaster and asked that I relax a bit longer, while he went to get his new bride.  My legs were still weak and I obeyed his order, staying snugly surrounded by leather and ambiance, enjoying very, very good single malt Scotch and the warming effects of the fire.  I could feel the tension and the years draining away from my muscles and soul as I soaked all of it in.

I woke from a light sleep to the sound of a light clip-clop sound coming down the nearby wood staircase.  Apparently, the hypnotic actions of the scotch and fireplace with the stress of the flight worked to put me into a light sleep.  While adjusting my senses and searching for the source of the approaching footsteps, I noticed that I had already finished the second, three-fingered glass of scotch and Jean Paul was waiting at the bottom of the staircase for whomever it was to descend.  I rose from the chair, intent on applying my best etiquette skills and putting my best foot forward in hopes of making a good first impression - should this be Jean Paul’s new wife.  
They were married not long after the funeral, I had learned a week ago, during his return to his home in Lyon, France.  I had received the wedding invitation but I did not attend, so I had never had the pleasure of meeting his new wife.  I was really looking forward to meeting the woman that managed to end Jean Paul’s many years of bachelordom.
I ventured forward a few steps then stopped at Jean Paul’s raised palm.  The grand staircase wound around the large fireplace, which placed the descending sounds outside of my current view, behind the massive stones.  I could only hear footsteps.  Jean Paul beamed upwards in his wife’s direction, confirming my suspicions she had won my friend’s heart for all time.  A woman of medium height, dark short hair, classic features and slightly slender proportions finally stepped from behind the stones and in my direction.   I stood motionless gawking.
“Raymond, please meet the love of my life – my dear Marietta.  Marietta, please say hello to my oldest and dearest friend Raymond McIntyre.  May you two become as close and as good as friends as I have become with the both of you.”
After what seemed an unending period of time, to me at least, I finally stuck out my hand, mindlessly offering a handshake.  More intelligent than I, she took my hand and pulled me forward in a light embrace and the typical, European double-cheek kiss.  She released me then stepped back saying, “It is a great pleasure finally meeting you after all this time, monsieur Raymond.  Jean Paul never goes a day without talking about you.  I’m sure we will have the time to become as good at friendship as you and Jean Paul have become.  I also wish to offer you my warmest sympathies and regrets at the loss of your wife.  I understand from Jean Paul that she was a rare find and you were a match made in Heaven?”

It took me a few moments to realize she had stopped talking and was waiting my response.  The shear beauty of this woman, along with the sudden recollection of Cheryl’s own beauty and other qualities invoked by Marietta’s words put me in a momentary daze.  I hastily tried to gather my composure and respond with some mature and appropriate words.  I failed miserably, mumbling something I’m not sure I even recognized.  There followed another few seconds of silence that was broken by Jean Paul’s familiar laugh.  He was suggesting the three of us head to the dining room as a late lunch was being served by Maria, the woman I had seen on the porch not long ago.  We were properly introduced. “Maria, please meet our house-guest and my old friend, Ray McIntyre.  He will be our guest here for a very long time I hope.  Please treat him like he is one of the family.”  
I dutifully followed the couple and upon smelling the aromas from the next room, remembered that I had had nothing but coffee and scotch all day.  No wonder I fell asleep so quickly?  As I trailed the couple the short distance to the formal dining room, I found myself looking at the view of Marietta’s backside.  She was dressed in a simple pair of black trousers and a beige fishnet sweater.  While the sweater was incapable of displaying the upper figure beneath, the tight fitting slacks did not.  This woman was as trim as any woman should safely be.  Yep.  JP had netted himself a very classic beauty as his wife.  “Good for you pal.” I told myself.
I was delighted to find a rather simple offering juxtaposed with fine crystal and silverware.  Jean Paul’s favorite on a cold day and one that I had introduced him to in Paris – was a grilled ham and cheese sandwich on sourdough bread and a hearty, homemade tomato soup.  There was a leaded glass pitcher of ice cold milk; with condensation dripping on the tablecloth that sat next to a huge bouquet of freshly picked Hydrangeas blossoms.  The three of us sat at one end of a table that could easily seat twenty, and Jean Paul took the head seat between our two opposing chairs.  Vivaldi’s Four Seasons played softly in the background.
I was ravenous and it showed I’m afraid to say, finishing all in a flat ten minutes.  Everything was perfect; the food, the ice cold whole milk, the company and the conversation.  I had to be very careful I told myself, while in the process of staring across the table, from admiring my friend’s wife too openly.  It is one thing to openly admire something as beautiful as a Venus De Milo sculpture, and an entirely different thing to be found leering at your friend’s spouse.   As an architect and one who is trained to study beauty and proportions in all things, I believe we have come to appreciate the beauty that surrounds us more than most lay people.  Staring is my way of totally absorbing all the qualities that make up the whole and I do this with beautiful women more than anything else I’m sorry to say.  Fortunately for me, I don’t think either of them has noticed my clinical observations.
We spent the next two hours comfortably relaxing at the dining table, deep in conversation, with Jean Paul explaining how the two of them had met and how she had swept him off his feet.   I teased him mercilessly and often about our past deeds as young men in Paris, thus opening a whole new understanding and chapter for Marietta about her husband’s past.  There were times we all laughed so hard, we wept tears.  
As the luncheon conversation began to slow, Jean Paul told me to grab a coat so he could spend the rest of the afternoon showing me around the property.  Marietta begged off, claiming this or that she needed doing and said she would meet us for cocktails later, before dinner.
DEWPOINT

CHAPTER FIVE – THE TEN CENT TOUR

Samuel Clements is also credited for saying, “The coldest winter I ever saw was the summer I spent in San Francisco.”  No truer words were spoken about California’s north coast during a prolonged foggy period.  The truth is, it rarely gets colder than thirty degrees, but the perpetual dampness makes it feel a lot colder – sort of like the sensation one gets in the southeast with the high humidity and heat – only in reverse.  Psychologists probably attribute the notion of cold to the long periods without sunshine – akin to SAD or Sun Deprivation Syndrome like the folks in Minnesota experience during a lengthy winter.
.After several weeks of this stuff, you find yourself feeling depressed, and the body responding, by craving warmth and sunshine.  This afternoon could be the start of one of those spells, with the meteorologists predicting a hotter-than-normal spring this year due to the El Nino Effect.  Good thing I planned for a lengthy visit.  My plane and I may be socked in for quite some time, given the looks of the heavy gray stuff today.

Jean Paul and I wandered west, away from the lodge, out onto the thick native grass covered meadow between the forest and Coast Highway 1.  Here, the wind and spitting fog caught us out in the open, so we pulled our coats a bit closer to our necks.  I began thinking about that warming fireplace.  Jean Paul finally broke the silence by telling me how he came to own the house. 
“Remember how I have always dreamed of owning an award-winning winery, Ray?”  I nodded.  “I had almost given up on the notion until my sixtieth birthday, where I finally decided to retire from my longtime employer – EADS.  This worked out well, as the new Airbus 380 was finally finished and my services, it seemed at the time, would probably no longer be needed.  The timing of the two couldn’t have been better.  However, when the time came, they wouldn’t let me go completely free, and insisted on calling my departure a “semi-retirement”, leaving the door open to call me back whenever they chose.  I looked around for a good farm in parts of France and could find nothing for sale that was of any worth or appeal to me.  Which didn’t bother me too much, because part of me always really wanted that small farm to be somewhere near Napa Valley instead.  I always figured either none were available or they were just too expensive for my pocket books.  However, I stumbled upon this place that, fortunately for me, came up through a foreclosure auction.  I’m told I got it all for a song.  Anyway, I will show you the rest of the thousand acres tomorrow, including approximately 200 acres of the total in Pinot Noir grapes, just over that ridge in a little protected valley at the southeastern corner of my property.”  JP was pointing southeast, but I couldn’t see any ridge, much less the mountains, for the thick fog obscuring everything.
Jean Paul stopped talking for a while so I could absorb the scenery and his story.  I responded, “Wow Jean Paul.  Just like that?  You’re now retired…er…semi-retired and a dual citizen, owning property and planning on going from airline executive to farmer in one fell-swoop.  You certainly can come up with surprises.  Married too.  What’s next?  Gonna pull some rabbits out of a beret?”

Jean Paul politely laughed and told me that wasn’t all.  “Most of the property has cattle grazing naturally to our south.  I have about a thousand head hiding out there somewhere.”  He waved an arm vaguely in that general direction.  “Besides owning a small vineyard, I plan to raise the best, organically fed cattle in these parts and sell them, along with my own wine to the area’s, up-scale restaurants.  I may even start my own little restaurant down in Bodega Bay or Inverness later.  That’s still a distant dream, but the winery is a must and I have asked you here, among other things Ray, to design the winery for Marietta and me.  That’s not everything I need to tell you, but that will suffice for now.  What say you to that?”
“Hey, no problem JP.  I’ve never designed a winery before, but I’ve never met a project I didn’t like.  I’m quite certain there are a few really world-class wineries nearby that we can have fun researching, nes pa?  As you know, I am semi-retired myself JP, or maybe, I should say, just plain tired.  But for you old pal, I am both honored and delighted you asked.  When do we start?”

“We start the winery just as soon as you get our new house designed and when your supervision of the construction eases up enough for you to start on the plans.”

I was doubly thrown.  It seemed he had more than a few things left up his sleeve. “House?  What are you talking about?  What do you call that huge thing back there?  That place is marvelous Jean Paul.  Why in the world would you want a new house?”

“There are two reasons Ray, and both are very compelling.  The first is Marietta can’t stand the old dark place.  She wants a new and modern home, full of life and light.  She has seen pictures of one of your houses featured in Architectural Digest and wants something similar for us.  You know how I am Ray – I’m not so easy.  I can only be comfortable in one style - traditional.  You will take all your instructions from and work directly with her – she will be your client – not me.  However, I am warning you Ray, you two will have to win me over, and that won’t be an easy thing to do my friend.  Though I can appreciate your modern designs, I have always been a traditionalist, when it comes to where I live.  Got me?  Oh yeah, you will both have Carte’ Blanche to do anything either of you feel needs doing.  Within rational boundaries of course.  My second reason for building a new house I think seems sound to me.  I will make the old lodge into the perfect place for public and private tasting rooms and to house the family of the Enologist I have yet to hire.  That too will require your design expertise at some point much later.”  I was suddenly overwhelmed by the three proposed projects suddenly placed before me.
Jean Paul came to a high, windswept knoll with large granite boulders poking up everywhere.  The spot had a tremendous vista out over the Pacific, the state highway not far below and, most importantly, it had at least a two-hundred degree sweeping view, both north and south that took in the nearby meadows and forests.  The sun was trying to break through holes in the fog and sent shafts of brilliant light sparkling down off the calm ocean and the two of us.  Was God giving Jean Paul his blessing I wondered?  

“This is the spot Ray.  This is where we want to put our new house.  Do you think you can do something spectacular with this building pad?”

“Are you shitting me JP?  I said for impact.  “A blind artist would have a hard time messing up a canvas in a spot like this.  Matter of fact, I think your friend up there…”  I said pointing upwards. “…is consecrating the spot as we speak.  Damn JP.  This has got to be one of the most beautiful places in the whole wide world.  How many square feet were you thinking?

“At least five thousand Ray.  Probably nearer to ten thousand by the time we put everything we both want into the one-story place.  Besides the High-Tech modern styling, we want many level changes and, of course, for you to incorporate all this natural granite, very carefully into the design and plan.   Basically, that and our 6-month timetable are our only boundaries for you to adhere to Ray.  Will you please say yes to all, dear friend?”
Was he kidding?  I was already surveying the property with my eyes and then designing it in my head as I walked back and forth on the chosen site.  My head gleefully became dizzy with the concepts already swirling around inside.  This was a once in a lifetime project that made everything else seem worthless.  Sure I had plenty of award-winning projects and I rarely designed anything I was later ashamed of.  It was just that some projects became more important to you than others, and sometimes you were hard put to explain why that was.  This would be great fun and something different from anything I done before.  As they say, “Priceless”.  Despite the misgivings I still harbored about being away from my safe and comfortable lifestyle, I was eager to accept these three new commissions - especially the house, which promised to be an award-winning structure.  I knew my future somehow hung on my next words and that I couldn’t afford any further backsliding, so I blurted out, “Sure JP.  I can’t wait to start.”
With his business apparently concluded, we both sat there on the rocks, silent and deep in our respective thoughts.  Mine raced to all of the implications, complications and myriad details that would be necessary if I were to pull off all three of these projects in so short a time as JP was envisioning.  Not to mention the huge commitment I just made to perhaps change my way of living after the past three years.  It was at once, exciting, problematic and, due to the time crunch, a huge and slightly scary undertaking.  This was probably how Julia Morgan, the country’s first female architect, must have felt in some small way, when William Randolph Hearst asked her to design his palatial, “Hearst Castle” estate high on a hill in San Simeon, nearly a century ago.   I wonder if she had any doubts about her abilities back then, when Hearst asked her to produce such a massive project.  I asked myself. “Maybe I should bring up some help from the office?  I can think of a couple of people who would jump at the chance.  I certainly couldn’t do all of what JP wanted done in that short time period, and it could be fun for one or two office staff to join me here to help.”  
I looked up from staring at the ground, my earthen note pad, toward Jean Paul.  His gaze was distant and far out into the Pacific and the look on his face could only be described as melancholy.  I tried to imagine what he must be thinking at the moment.  I hadn’t a clue.  This was the first time I really looked at him the way I had before Cheryl’s death – when life was still normal and the three of us would frequently meet during vacations or for short interludes stolen during our various business trips abroad.  Sometimes he would have his latest love interest with him and he never failed in making his date feel like part of our little family.  To say he was a good people person, was a gross understatement. As I watched him, I couldn’t help but wonder, what was troubling him, given all of his apparent, recent successes.
JP was the quintessential Frenchman, looking a lot like Ives Montand, in the 1966 hit movie, Grand Prix.  Five years my senior, he still looked remarkably healthy and energetic at age 60, and life in the fast lane, obviously agreed with him, and his mind was still as sharp as it was 31 years ago when we first met.  He always seemed to move with the same energy as a hungry young Lion looking for its next prey, and hadn’t I just been witness to that only a week ago down in Scottsdale? At an average height of six foot, JP always looked a bit taller given his lean and muscular body.  His bright blue eyes never gave up that sparkle that I came to identify as his hunger for life.  The only thing that seemed to have changed in all those years was the amount of gray hair at his temples.  He still had a full head of dirty blonde hair and he wore it short and simply combed back and to the side.  I had noticed, he seemed more serious now and laughed less often that he did in Arizona.  “Did that come from age or was there something bothering him?”  I wondered.  Somehow, I got the feeling it was the latter.
He suddenly ended his meditation, looking to the side, in my direction, and asked, “Ready to see the rest of the place?”
“Oui monsieur.  I am but a slave, to ask of me what you wish, oh great master.”  He laughed for the first time since lunch.
From the very first days in Paris, Jean Paul always had a way of motivating and putting his hunger and passion for life in me.  When I first arrived in Paris, I was a dead and lifeless person, exhausted from four years of college and not yet, ready to open my eyes to the real world around me – even there in gay-Parie.  But JP had this contagious personality that was intoxicating and hard to resist for anyone as easily primed to be caught up in his whirlwind vortex as I was.  Thank God his passions were always directed to positive aspirations and not the negative.  He was a charmer, with charisma enough to lead legions of men into the very bowels of Hell, should he choose.  Fortunately, JP chose to live a life of good and virtuous ways – always milking the very best from the men and circumstances of his daily encounters.  I was fortunate indeed to have had this person enter my life when he did.  He had taught me much.
DEWPOINT

CHAPTER SIX - MAN TALK
Walking back in the direction of the main house, Jean Paul continued talking.  I listened.  “I have been a very lucky and fortunate man all my life, Raymond.  Back when we met at Les Duex Magots café in Paris all those many years ago, I was a twenty-eight year-old, spoiled, how you say it, punk?  Do you remember that café Raymond? Thanks to my parents, I was born with a silver spoon in my mouth and never had to worry about where the next meal came from.  Also thanks to them, I became totally directionless and rarely thought or cared about what I was going to do with my life or the people around me.  Yes.  Like most Frenchmen I did have a passion then, for politics, lots of wine and women.”  He paused as if in thought.  “And not necessarily in that order.”  That got a laugh from both of us.  “I thought it was enough back then, to voice my concerns about the corruption of my government and to be active in one of the many parties that pulled my country in so many directions.  At the time, I thought that was enough.  That was to be my calling in life, even though I had no particular solutions or goals to offer in solving any of the problems.  Like most young people, I was blindly traveling down a fast moving river with the rest of the hapless flotsam.   Until I met you Ray, I was a lost soul.  But thanks to you, I became a boat with a rudder on that river.  I have never told you this or thanked you for that matter, have I?”
“No.  You never mentioned this before, JP.  From my perspective, all I saw was a young man, full of piss and vinegar, and I really did think that politics and women were what you had chosen as your life’s calling.  At the time, you were my guiding light then JP. Had I known you were just a rudderless boat, to use your words, careening aimlessly down the Seine, as you now tell me, I might not have held you in such high esteem”

“As you were mine, Raymond.”

“How could that be?  You were the older guy.  Always so wise about things and mentoring me daily about the ways of life.  I always took my lead from you, JP.”

“Aw Raymond.  I can now see the gods must have put us together for some unknown reason mon ami.  Yes.  It did seem I was wise in the ways of life.  How could I not have been - trained about such things, being raised as I was, in the lifestyle offered to me by my parent’s money?  I had my formal and social educations, and both were in first-class environments.  The fact was, as I found out a short time later, when both parents were dead, that I never really had to ever work for a living and never learned what it was to have direction or a purpose in life.  They left me with more than enough money to live happily ever after.  But, as I said, it didn’t take me long to find I wasn’t happy at all with my aimless direction.”   

“You were the one that gave me the greatest gift in my life Raymond.  Had it not been for you, who knew what manner of debauchery that money would have eventually led me?  There you were; a young but wise man, just out of California Polytechnic University with a four-year degree in architecture, ready to take on the architectural world.  You had more purpose and direction Ray than any of those people I knew back then – put together.  Do you know how envious and proud I was of your accomplishments and goals?  No. I think not.  You were too busy idolizing me and enjoying too much, the young women and lifestyle I brought you.  Yes.  We had two great years of the really good life.  But, until I met you Ray, I had no contemporaries that ever showed me that having goals and commitments were good things.  So you see Raymond, I learned plenty from you, as well.  And I need to add, that your friendship since then has meant more to me than anything else in my life.  Except that is, perhaps, Marietta.  Then of course, there was the time you saved my life as we have recently discussed.  Even with women, you showed me in later years, how to love just one woman with your undying commitment to Cheryl.  Yes, I know…those women in Scottsdale.  They never mean anything to me like Marietta does.  I just can’t seem to resist a beautiful woman when I’m given the chance.  And there always seems to be many chances in my life.  How do you Americans say it Ray?  You can take the man out of the country, but you can’t take the country out of the man.”

“Now see, I really can’t understand that sort of thing JP.  How can you profess to love Marietta as much as you do and then be unfaithful as you maintain you are, and as I have so recently observed?  Coming from where I am, the two are mutually exclusive JP.”  I paused for a few seconds, and then added,   “It’s just wrong.”

As he shook his head he held a hand up, palm turned toward me, instructing me to stop.  His mood switched instantaneously, saying, “Look God damn it Raymond, until you’ve been in my shoes a while, don’t claim to know how I should live or behave.  You just have no idea…”  Stopping himself that way indicated there was more that he wanted to say, but chose to leave unsaid.
I desperately tried to understand what he was telling me, but couldn’t find myself fully appreciating his present philosophy on life.  I was built differently.  Was he trying to change or was there something deeper?  I didn’t think so, but it did seem that he seriously cared for the new life he had fashioned for himself.  However, the other half of him seemed to refuse change, and this worried me as a conflict that would or could someday bring him much sadness.  
Trying to steer the conversation back to a more pleasant course after our departure to the “dark side”, I began reflecting once again, on his recent compliments, and said, “Likewise JP, and I agree with most of what you have said.  I can see how we both came away from this friendship the better for it.  However, I beg to differ with you about lacking direction until now.  I think there’s a little matter of your company building the biggest passenger jet in the world – the Airbus 380.  I happen to know that you were almost single-handedly responsible for its very existence.  Oui?”   
I laughed at myself, as I found myself falling back on my old ways – wanting to use sporadic French words in my sentences.   My two years of high school French certainly didn’t do me much good.  I should have learned Spanish, I belatedly learned.  I had forgotten ninety-percent of what I had learned during those two years in Paris, through lack of use in a Spanish speaking California.
“Yes.  There is that Ray.  But I have followed your career closely.  You have always had direction.  When you finally broke away from that large architectural firm HOK in San Francisco to start your own practice, I watched from afar, how slow and difficult it was for you those first few years.  I knew times were tough for you and I was tempted, many times to intercede and offer money in the way of a partnership to help kick-start your dream.  However, I knew you had the drive and determination to succeed, so I kept my distance and watched with pride, your firm grow to the prestigious level that it has.  Besides, you were always too proud to have ever accepted any money offerings from me, had I offered.  You have, almost single-handedly, taken your practice into a nationally, if not internationally known and acclaimed firm.    You have every right to be proud, Raymond.  I thought I would never say this, but I have come to like the unique style of your buildings.  As you know…”  Jean Paul paused for my reaction.  “…I have always liked the old classical traditions of French architecture over the garish steel and glass that has become the new Paris.  It wasn’t until the last ten years or so that I have come to appreciate the unpretentious and pure environments you create.  I suspect it has a lot to do with uncomplicating things and shedding everything unnecessary in my daily lifestyle. Along with my need to rekindle our friendship Ray, your firm’s special abilities to create designs that stand high above and far apart from the crowd of like-minded architects, is primarily why I have asked you here.” 
The both of us sat, silently thinking about what the other had said, when JP added, “I was just thinking Ray, Your buildings are very contemporary and full of modern, racy inspiration, yet your personality toward life is as old world and traditional as any man’s could be.   I, on the other hand, like traditional architecture, yet my personality is like a fine-tuned race car - always on the edge of crashing.  Do you see the irony and humor in that Ray?”
I contemplated the implications of all that he had said, and then offered, “There is one thing you never lacked JP - the ability to lay on the bullshit and color everything in rosy hues.  You can stop now.  I already told you I would design your new house.  I’m as happy to be with my best friend as you are JP, so you can dispense with the rest of the drama.  Okay?”

JP grinned and turned to begin the walk back to the main house.  The following moments of silence allowed me to reflect on things.  A sudden wave of apprehension rolled over me for the second time that day.  Had I made a bad decision to leave my comfortable world only to come way up here and be swallowed alive by JP’s world?  Was that so bad?  I told myself to let go of the past and just deal with the day to day.  All would work out if I just let myself go.
Neither one of us said much on the walk back, and eventually we came to the back of the imposing main building.  Directly behind the house was a large courtyard with several smaller structures scattered around beyond and nestled snuggly up against the dense forest.  A larger board and batt barn overpowered the two other structures, and it was this center building that Jean Paul led us into.  Though the building looked as old as the main house from a distance, I noticed from the outside as we drew nearer, it was kept in surprisingly good and remarkable condition. 
Inside, I was taken aback by the dissimilarities to the exterior.  Unlike the old and rusticated appearance outside, the interior space sparkled with organization and clean surfaces everyone I looked.  I was expecting a dirt floor, tractors, farm implements and straw strewn everywhere.  Instead I found a painted concrete floor and sheetrock walls with more than ample bright lighting.  Various work benches with cabinets above, lining the walls and automotive banners and posters everywhere.  The main feature of the interior that really caught one’s eye however, were the five gorgeous automobiles dispersed about the large space, and arrayed equidistant along each side.  Two of the five cars in front of me I recognized from the auction.
“Damn JP.  This is nice.”

Jean Paul was obviously beaming with pride as he led me into the space and up to the first car we came to.  “My passion for cars is one of the few things I like to share with aficionados like you, and have them enjoy my efforts.  This small collection is part of a much larger collection I have in a non-descript warehouse in Lyon that I have acquired in the last six years of active searching and buying.  Two of the cars here you know well, along with the one we drove up.  

“You are already familiar with the 1951 Ford Custom Country Squire two-door, “woody” station wagon with the re-built flathead V8 and new automatic transmission.  I have made it my daily driver since I bought and drove it up here.  As you can see from looking around, I like horsepower and performance as well as classic styling.”  

Those two that we bought in Scottsdale just arrived yesterday by auto transport.  The other three are my favorites from my collection in France that I had shipped here about a month ago, after the barn was remodeled.  Like my new woodie, these are all meant to be “drivers” that I want to use on a daily basis.  I don’t want any of these cars to be just “Trailer Queens”.  Sure, some of these have been and will continue to be in car shows.  That light gray 1953 Jaguar Mark VII Saloon that you haven’t seen yet, for example, I plan to have entered in the Pebble Beach Concours D’ Elegance in late August.  It has won “First in Class” several times on the European circuit, after I had it fully restored about five years ago.  One of the reasons I brought you in here, besides showing you the cars, is to have you pick out the one that you want to use and drive while here.”
Reviving from my shock, I said, “Oh no, JP.  Look at these beauties.  I couldn’t possibly think about the responsibility of driving any of these fantastic cars.”  I really didn’t want JP to rescind the offer, and fortunately, he raised upturned palms to me and shook his head.  “Okay, if I did, it would certainly have to be the black Shelby Cobra sitting over there with the silver racing stripes that you just bought in Scottsdale.  I didn’t tell you the other day how envious I was of you, being able to afford that beauty.”  Walking in that direction, I continued, “Do you remember what I told you then?  That it has always been my very favorite car that was ever built.  Just look at that beast sitting there.  It has to be the purest designed sports car ever to come down the road – at least in my humble opinion anyway.”  He simply nodded his agreement and we walked on, past a few other classics to stop in front of the Cobra.
“I see we share some things in common at least Ray.  That is one of my favorites as well.  The authentic 1966 Shelby Cobra, you may remember our review, has all the original parts and matching numbers for a 427 cu.in power plant with two, 4-barrell 750 cfm carbs.  It is one of the first to come off of Carroll Shelby’s small factory after they stepped-up performance from the small-block 289 engines.  Since it got here, I have found it is very responsive and a fun car to drive.  However, because of the extreme horsepower to weight ratio, you need to be very careful with her or she will get away from you quickly.”  I said nothing and grinned like a child who had just found a gold ticket to visit Willy Wonka’s Chocolate Factory..
“So it is done then.” JP said.  “You will use this car when you need to go anywhere.  The keys are always in it.”  
JP led me past the other four cars placed between the supporting posts of the barn, reverently naming each one and describing their pedigrees.  “Here is a 1963 and a half, Wimbledon White Ford, Galaxy 500 XL – the third car we bought.   It has the same engine as your Cobra, and is set up for drag strip racing with a 4:56 “Detroit Lock” rear end and fiberglass deck lids.  This is a very fast car in the quarter mile they tell me.  It is easily a 10-second performer on the drag strip and, I’m told, could also be street driven. Yes, I do remember you telling me about your younger, street racing days and the very car you drove back then, Ray.  You see, you have also influenced me in this area of my life, and it is probably why I’m buying mostly muscle cars.”

“In the spirit of muscle cars, that red beauty over here is a 1950, 158 Alfa Romeo.  It has a 360 HP engine and took the World Championship title with Guiseppi Farina at the wheel back in the day.  She is street drivable as well, but has straight exhaust pipes and will likely get you a ticket if your CHP hears it out on the highway.”  
“You must recognize the American Corvette?  This all-white baby is an all-original 1953 model.  This is one of the first models of Corvettes.  It has a gutless 105 HP “Blue Flame Six” engine with a 2-speed “powerglide” automatic transmission.  A gutless car as I said, but still fun to drive.  Marietta apparently has the sixth car out.”  JP said, pointing to the empty floor space.  “She loves to drive the black 1956 Continental Mark II hardtop coupe to go on shopping trips down to Bodega Bay when we’re here.  My concession to her was a luxury car instead of a muscle car and power.”

“So that’s it Ray.  These are my babies and my toys, and I want you to feel free to tinker with them and drive them when you get the urge.  Now let’s walk back outside and see the other buildings.  It won’t be long until it’s time for cocktails and dinner.”
I was beginning to let my hair down.  “How hard could this be?”  I asked myself.
DEWPOINT

CHAPTER SEVEN – LONG DAY’S END

Back out into the rear courtyard, the fog we noticed, had returned and was now thicker than before.  The moisture was so thick it felt almost as if it were sprinkling rain.  Maybe it was.  It was hard to tell.  The other two buildings were small ancillary farm structures.  One was being used by Marietta as her makeshift potting shed since arriving, and the other, stored miscellaneous items, - supplies for the garden, dog food, and extra, non-perishable boxes of food.  Jean Paul told me that they needed to keep well-stocked, this far north of the town and grocery stores.  “It wasn’t as if you could stop at a convenience store on the way home from work if you were in short supply of something”, he mused.

Entering the main house once again via the back door, I experienced the large laundry room with new appliances and a generously sized mud room off to the side.  We hung our coats there and entered the old kitchen.  With the exception of a new, stainless steel refrigerator,  the room looked like it had come straight out of a 1938 Sunset Magazine, replete with an old Wolf commercial gas range / oven and ample cabinetry of older-styled, white painted wood.  The room instantly reminded me of my grandmother’s kitchen on their old farm near Sanger, California.  I recalled; whenever our family visited my grandparents, upon entering, there was always this fantastic fragrance.  The walls were so impregnated with every food she had ever cooked there for the last fifty years that they literally exuded those pleasant aromas, as if she had recently cooked something.   This space reminded me of the warmth and coziness that I had always come to know as the heart of my grandparents’ house.  A place, where my grandmother concocted her many German dishes I grew up loving so much and where she held court with her Lutheran friends.  It was a place of business, where my grandparents entertained, friends, relatives and farm owners as well as workers.  In this northern California kitchen, there were also those familiar smells, including some recently baked goodies.  Jean Paul poured us both a mug of what smelled like freshly brewed coffee.  As he handed me my mug, the rotund, middle-aged woman, Maria I had met earlier taking my baggage and lunch, stepped out of a narrow side door.  She was startled, not expecting us in her kitchen, and dropped one of the many small cans she was carrying on the old linoleum flooring - leaving a crescent-shaped dent.
“Madre Dios.  Senior Bain.  You scared the devil out of me.  I did not hear you.  I am fixing dinner.  Is there anything I can do for you El Jefe?”
No there is nothing you can help us with Maria.  I am sorry we scared you.  We are headed upstairs to our rooms to clean up.  Will dinner be ready as usual around five?”

“Si. And it is a pleasure seeing you again, Senior Raymondo.  Yes.  I have dinner ready by five tonight.  You gonna love it.  Now get out of my kitchen and let me work.”

I gave Maria my best nervous, apologetic smile for my part in scaring her. Jean Paul, laughing at the “my kitchen” remark, led us out of the kitchen through the adjacent formal dining room and into the now-familiar living room.  The fire had recently been stoked and we occupied the two leather chairs to sip on some nice Cognac JP offered.  The damp coldness from outside quickly dissipated and we privately reminisced once more about a few of our most daring Paris escapades.
After a half hour or so, Jean Paul suggested I should find my room and get refreshed for cocktails at four.  Marietta should be home by then, and he said they tried to never miss their beloved cocktail hour together.  Leading me to the top of the stairs, he pointed down the wide hallway, telling me my guest room was the last door on the right.  “You should have everything you need.” he added.  “If there’s anything that you don’t have and want, just let Maria know.  She’s the head of the household.  See you downstairs at four mon ami and please, dress casual.”  JP said as he went off in the opposite direction.
I stood in the hall for a few seconds admiring the artwork lining the walls.  Once in my spacious room, I found a chair to sit and remove my shoes.  The room was complete with large dormer windows facing toward the front, a small stone fireplace, my own flat-screen TV and luxurious, but smallish, well-equipped private bath.  My bags were set on the bed and I began the process of unpacking them to chests of drawers, a walk-in closet and the old-fashioned wood medicine cabinet above the lavatory in the bathroom.  I started hot water in the large cast iron tub that beckoned and then undressed.  
I carefully inched my delicate parts into the deep tub, full to the brim of steamy water and, before long, finally immersed every other inch of my body, satisfied for once, with a genuine “man-sized” tub.  One of my pet peeves had always been the tiny tubs foisted on the public the last forty years, which were hardly sized for anyone but a small child.  In such a tub, if I wanted my shoulders submersed, it was at the expense of my feet – planted high on the far wall, or, even worse, the reverse situation would happen, with feet warmed and shoulders freezing, high out of the water.  A big guy like me wasn’t meant for anything but a shower or an old tub like this one.  There were occasions, where a nice, hot tub and a tumbler of neat scotch worked wonders in chasing away an early onset of chill or the flu bug – my own home remedy.  This tub was really nice and I laid there for a long time, surrendering to the luxury.  I really didn’t need to be clean of anything, but enjoyed letting the hot water remove the last of the chills I still had from this morning’s scary landing.  I think I may have even slept some, as I awoke to the sound of gurgling water and finding myself lying, butt-naked in three inches of cold water.  I had apparently knocked the stopper loose.  I had just enough time to dress and meet my hosts downstairs by the designated four o’clock cocktail hour.

I found both Marietta and Jean Paul standing by the corner bar, just beginning to fix drinks.  Marietta was placing a plate of appetizers on the counter, and looking up, noticed my arrival by greeting me by name.  Jean Paul looked up at the same time as two big Golden Retrievers appeared from behind some furniture, wagging their tails and headed quickly in my direction.  I instantly flashed on a segment from the Good Morning America show a week before.  If a dog’s tail was wagging to the left, it meant they were happy and you were safe.  If they wagged to the right, it meant they were anxious about something and you would do well to be on guard.  Fortunately for me, both dogs were wagging their tails to the left side, while only attacking me with barrages of slobbery licks and cold noses to my crotch and exposed arms.  I was introduced to both dogs by a laughing Marietta as Buddy and Katie - brother and sister twins.   Jean Paul asked what I’d like to drink.  I asked if that was a batch of Martinis he was making.  When he told me it was the driest I have ever had, I jokingly said, “Sold.  Gently stirred and not shaken please.”  Apparently, they didn’t get my attempted humor of a Bond impersonation.  Just another stupid Americanism about an Englishman no less.
The two dogs settled at our feet, while we stood around the bar sipping our vodka Martini cocktails, enjoying a plate of Tapas, Maria had crafted and we engaged in pleasant small talk, while waiting for the dinner call.  JP had just put a few large logs in the huge fire pit and it wasn’t long for the room to take on a nice toasty glow, offsetting the foggy gloom from outside.  Then again, maybe that third Martini had something to do with my glow.  Marietta, I now noticed was dressed in a low-cut, black, crushed-velvet dress, which accented every feature she possessed.  Marietta wasn’t big breasted, but smallish and “perky”.  Most men prefer the opposite I’ve come to realize.  Not me, I prefer the smaller or somewhere in-between.   I will say however, she did that evening dress more than fare amount of justice.  
Promptly at five, Maria entered and told Marietta dinner was ready.  Saved by the bell I thought from beginning to gawk too much.  The dogs wanted to follow, but JP’s strict order for them to “stay” was obediently followed.  For a split second I hesitated, thinking he meant me too.  I quickly realized he was really talking to the other two dogs, so I dutifully followed JP as obediently as I could to the Dining Room.
Maria served a beautifully prepared dinner consisting of a simple, but nice Balsamic Vinaigrette salad with marinated Artichoke hearts, a large bowl of homemade Cream of Broccoli, Spinach and Leak soup (I love Leeks), sautéed baby Red Potatoes and huge Filet Mignon steaks, grilled to mouth-watering perfection – rare the way I like it.  I learned the meat was from the herd of cattle I had yet to see, processed and aged for weeks to perfection.  For dessert, Maria served, her homemade ice cream, made the day before I was told, using local, wild blackberries she had gathered in the nearby forest.  The candlelight dinner was excellent and I especially enjoyed the conversation with Jean Paul and his new wife, who I was quickly becoming quite comfortable being around.  Well, maybe not so comfortable - unnerved as I was by her charm and beauty, to say nothing about the low-cut dress she was wearing.
Afterwards, we learned we shared the same desire for drinks and card games and thus, settled on Gin Tonics and Gin Rummy.  We both lost to Marietta, who was very ruthless in her play, seemingly thrilled with thrashing both of us “men” so soundly.  I lost $3.30 to her, while JP lost nearly $10 after an hour of play.  
During the course of our card game, he mentioned to Marietta that he had talked to me that afternoon about the new house and that we both could start on the plans as soon as we wanted.  I got the distinct impression that as JP mentioned “new house” Marietta’s reaction was less than excited about the subject.  I think JP noticed as well, since there now ensued a few moments of tense silence as JP shuffled and re-shuffled the deck of cards.  Marietta broke the silence by saying, “Did you tell your friend Raymond that we were terribly at odds about the design and that I refused to get embroiled in endless arguments over the design and all the little details?  Did you also tell him Jean Paul, that I would rather not have a new house at all than to argue with you about our differences in the design?”
Thanks to JP’s earlier warnings, I knew there were significant differences between the two on the style of the new house.  So, here I was, once again, as I have been many times before designing custom homes, stuck between the husband and wife, with differing ideas.  It happened so often, that I frequently joked, I was also certified as a marriage counselor, and fully capable of reconciling such differences.  For the moment I kept silent, allowing the two to work it out.
JP quickly stole a glance in my direction then, nervously smiling for my benefit, looked Marietta straight on and said, “Why no my love.  To the contrary, I told Ray that the entire design was to be totally modern and the details left entirely to your superb taste and discretion.”
Unconvinced of his sincerity given the mildly sarcastic tone of JP’s statement, Marietta returned JP’s gaze and said, “You see Raymond, we obviously don’t find time to talk much lately, even on subjects as serious as a new house.  Until just now, I thought my dear husband wanted a re-creation of the Palace of Versailles or another version of this awful mausoleum, and he has nothing but objected to my modern ideas from the very beginning.  I will however, take him at his most recent word, and begin working in all earnest with you, to design a truly modern new home.  I sure hope you mean what you’re saying Jean Paul?  Please don’t be wasting either my value time or Ray’s in pursuing something that you never intend to build.”

JP assured both of us that all was well with him on this subject.  He locked his fingers together under his chin and simply grinned in Marietta’s direction.  “There was one condition I placed on Ray, even though I agree to let you design the house my dear.  And that is, he is to sell me on the virtues of the modern design at some point in the project.  That’s all you both need to do.  Simple.  Oui?”  She glared back at him in a challenging fashion.

Not everything was well in Eden as it first seemed, I now thought.  To break the ice in the room, I decided this is where I needed to state my oft-used line about being a marriage counselor, when couples sat down for the first time to verbalize their ideas to the architect.  I also told JP and Marietta that if I was any good at my craft, I could often bring together dissimilar tastes and expectations.  JP just said “Whatever you say Ray.  Don’t worry about it.  Just design what she wants and we shall see.  Okay mon ami?”

“Wow!  Look at the time.  It’s nine already.” I said.  I told them I had totally hit the wall from my long day, which I truly had.   I apologized, saying I was normally good until at least eleven, but the combination of packing, flying, almost crashing into a mountain and way too much alcohol along with the gourmet food – had all got the better of me this day.  As I got up to take my leave, Marietta told me Maria always had breakfast cooking and her kitchen humming by six every morning, and she would be more than happy to fix anything I desired - I had but to ask.  I bid them goodnight and dragged myself up the tall wood staircase and down the hall toward my bedroom.  I heard the muffled voices from my hosts, still downstairs, seemingly continuing the discussion.  Ultimately, I slipped between the flannel-covered goose down comforter and mattress pad, falling asleep to a blur of design ideas, people arguing, flying in fog, crashing, and thankfully, of an Olive-skinned woman in a low-cut, black velvet dress with too much cleavage.
DEWPOINT

CHAPTER EIGHT– A WORK DAY

I am not a late or heavy sleeper.  Something always manages to wake me early.  In my fifty-fifth year, it is usually a nagging bladder that gets my day started.  If I could only learn to drink less at night I could probably sleep to a respectably late hour.  As promised, Maria had the kitchen “humming”, as advertised, by six.  My first act of survival each day is to put some caffeinated coffee in my body, and fortunately for me, the most overpowering aroma from her kitchen that morning was just that.   “Buenos Dias Senior Ray.  You sleep good last night?” She asked as I staggered in.
“Too good, Maria.” I lied.  “I wanted to tell you that was a very good dinner you fixed last night.  Thank you for fixing it and Buenos Dias to you also.”  My nose directed me to the coffee maker, where I grabbed a large yellow mug set next to it and poured myself a full cup of the appealing brew.  Sipping my way across the room, I took a stool at the ancient white tiled counter facing Maria. “Aw, that’s good stuff.  Just what the doctor ordered Maria.”  I watched her slide a cooking sheet full of biscuit dough into the oven and start preparing a large bowl of fresh fruit while I mindlessly enjoyed my coffee and the familiar sights and smells of her kitchen.  
“You a big breakfast person, Senior Ray?  What you want, Maria can fix.”  
“Just two scrambled eggs and a few of those biscuits with some strawberry jam and of course…a lot more of your good coffee please.  And maybe some of that fruit you’re fixing too.  You remind me of my grandmother in her kitchen Maria.  This is nice.  Thank you”  
Maria chose to add for my benefit, “I heard Jean Paul and Marietta arguing last night.  They love each other I know and you should not be too troubled about that Senior Ray.”  I smiled and only nodded my acceptance of her statement, not wanting to make too big a thing of it myself.

Just then I heard the sound of multiple footsteps and dog nails on the hardwood floor enter the room from behind me.  I turned in time to see Katie’s rear legs lose traction negotiating a turn too fast and her rump hit and slide across the hardwood floor.  She quickly gathered herself and rejoined her master Jean Paul and brother Buddy, who followed shortly behind.  Jean Paul slapped me on the back as he took a stool next to me.  Maria placed a matching mug of black coffee in front of him, while the two dogs vied for my attention with cold noses sniffing around my arms and mid-section.  

“Good morning to you two.”  JP said.  “The usual por favor Maria.  I trust you slept well Ray?  Are you ready to start work?  I thought we would begin by driving down to the lower property and showing you the cattle operation first.  You can visit your plane on the way and we will end up later, in the little valley, where my grapes are growing.  I really want to show you my pride and joy vineyard.  We should be back here in time for Maria’s lunch and then I will turn you over to Marietta.  She told me after you left last night that she is anxious to start the process of designing our house, despite our small tiff.  And I do apologize for that, Ray.  You should know, Marietta is a late sleeper and won’t be joining us for breakfast, I’m sorry to say.”  That was alright with me, as I was eager to get outdoors and see the rest of the property and especially my plane.  I had this nagging feeling I had forgotten to do something the day before, being so anxious at the time, to put the upsetting landing experience behind me.
After Maria served us breakfast, I went upstairs and exchanged my robe and skivvies for work clothes.  Before long, JP and I were out the back door and in his woody, along with the two dogs, headed down the dirt road toward the highway.  Jean Paul hadn’t changed a bit – he was still one who never wasted a minute of life.  He hit a side dirt road, re-tracing yesterday’s drive up the hill that took us, once again to the upper part of the landing strip, where my little plane was tethered to the ground.  As I did my full walk-around, I noticed how precariously close I had come to the base of the mountain the day before.  There was no way I could have pulled up and made a second pass.  “Either you got it right or…”  JP was saying before I cut him off and sarcastically thanked him for not giving me that important piece of information before I flew up.  He just laughed and said, “I know you too well Ray.  If I had, you wouldn’t have tried landing, fog or not.”  He was right about that.  I looked down the short runway, facing in a southwest direction, and as the familiar fog swirled at the end of the runway, I shivered at the thought of ever having to do another landing or takeoff from here.  This landing strip was either designed by a very skilled bush pilot or someone who subconsciously had a death wish or maybe owned a helicopter instead.
The two dogs sniffed the plane’s tires and everything else nearby.  Finally, they left a few presents that I dutifully mapped in my mind for when I returned to the site another time.  Back in the old car I commented on how well she rode on the bumpy dirt roads.  JP informed me that the suspension and drive train had been totally replaced by the previous owner with modern mechanicals when the car was recently restored.  I was very impressed by the black station wagon in these rough conditions.  JP transitioned the old station wagon smoothly from the bumpy dirt road to the flat asphalt surface of the two-lane coast highway.  He told me we had to use the highway to get to the cattle grazing area, as it was the only way to get from the house to that lower part of the property.  The dogs loved hanging their heads out the back window, sniffing at their surroundings, oblivious to the precarious, heavy, awning-type rear window hanging dangerously over their heads.

Before long, we exited the highway to a second dirt road that ran inland and east from the main highway.  This one led a short distance to a small house and barn, both visible from the highway.  There, I was introduced to JP’s “number one” man, Stu Champion, who managed the entire ranch or, more precisely, as JP explained, everything having to do with outdoors, which included the large heard of cattle.  Buddy and Katie were no strangers and quickly became totally engrossed in play with Stu’s Australian Sheep Dog, Blackie.   Stu led us around the small house he and his wife Samantha used and then past the barn to the edge of a large grassy pasture.  Here, some of the cattle could be seen grazing on the thick, green grass that sparkled with the heavy morning dew.  The three dogs interpreted our standing at the fence as their signal to enter the pasture, and they slipped under the bottom strand of barbed wire and eagerly began chasing after the nearest steers.  
Standing alongside Stu, I could see he was a big dude as they say – about 6’-6” and built like one of those giant Redwoods near the main house, or maybe like that Paul Bunyan sculpture up in Minnesota.  Despite the sun-induced facial wrinkles, he looked relatively young and extremely healthy.  Under the cowboy hat, I could tell Stu was totally bald as most men were who so obviously always tried to hide their baldness with a hat.   Most of what showed well beneath the brim was bountiful locks of grey hair and small pony-tail that completed my mental image of Sam Elliott doing a beef commercial.  If that weren’t enough of a match, he also sported matching gray bushy eyebrows and a king-sized handlebar moustache.  Being a man of seemingly few words, it was hard to detect the subtle southern dialect, but there was just enough to tell me this man had spent a considerable part of his life in the south – probably Texas, where he no doubt learned his trade.  Contrasting with the laugh lines around his eyes, he gave an air of a no-nonsense; “don’t ever mess with me”, kind of guy.  I made a mental noted that I would never try to.
JP informed Stu about my reasons for coming and that I would be visiting for an extended period of time, working directly with Marietta and that he was to assist me in any way that I might need his help.  For reasons unclear to me at the moment, Stu responded to that news with a slight frown that I couldn’t help but wondering why.  His assistance would not include the future winery project however.  For that, JP would be hiring a new person, who I would later work with, once they were hired.  Stu seemed pleased to hear that JP had nothing new planned for this southern end of the property or with his cattle operations.  My plate was full enough as it was, thank God.  I suspected Stu’s was also.  We took to each other easily – I think, but I did sense a part of him that somehow resented my presence.  Maybe that was just the way real cowboys acted?  And Stu was definitely the quintessential cowboy – a man of few words, cowboy duds, accent and an range-herders aloofness that made him complicated to read.
After a half hour or so of becoming acquainted with Stu and his little corner of the world, we continued up the same narrow dirt road that paralleled the pasture and barbed wire fence to the valley JP had talked about.  As we drove, the car effortlessly climbed the rising road that snaked back and forth between the large Redwood trees and dense fern undergrowth, which mostly comprised this stand of very thick coastal forest.  I noticed patches of poison oak here and there just like the Monterey Peninsula that I stored in my memory to avoid.  We seemed to be following the path of a small fern and lichen-packed gully or gulch with a little creek running cleanly along the bottom.   With the heavy fog far above at the treetops and the natural shadows of the tall forest blotting out the Sun, it was unusually dark down in the canyon.  Everything glistened with moisture including the now-spattered windshield and it seemed like an enchanted place where you could expect a few fairies or a troll or two, that might pop up any second.  JP informed me we would climb to almost two-thousand feet before we dropped back down into the relatively tiny valley beyond with his smallish vineyard. 
The drive took us nearly an hour.  It was no farther away than a mile as the crow flies, but nearly eight miles on what barely passed for a road, driving an average of about ten miles per hour over Redwood roots and the washed-out dirt road.   During the drive, JP regaled me with the property’s rich history, beginning with the Russian occupation and exploration of this part of North America nearly two hundred years before.  In 1811, he told me they had founded Fort Ross and were the first to survey and map this area thoroughly.  The Spaniards and Americans had also explored this area, but confined their efforts at exploration to the shoreline, collecting furs of seal, otter and beaver from the native Indians.  A good book I had once read, “Two Years Before The Mast” by Dana, published in 1838, came to mind and I suggested he get a copy and read it someday to help complete his history of the area.  Later, he informed me, the property became part of a much larger Spanish Land Grant.   It then became sub-divided after the white settlers took California from Mexico in 1848 with General Fremont’s help and was subsequently owned in the ensuing one-hundred fifty years by several different families.  
I asked him about the details of the foreclosure auction and how he had come to hear about this property.  He told me, “A real estate person I had been in contact with for buying vineyard parcels in Napa, Sonoma and Mendocino Valleys, called one evening late, telling about the foreclosure sale of a large ranch along the coast with a small vineyard as part of the deal.  He told me the particulars and asked if I would be interested.  After reviewing E-Mailed pictures and details, we agreed that it was being offered at a very low price in a foreclosure auction.  So, he represented me a few weeks later on the steps of the county courthouse, where he out-bid two other interested parties that morning.  Apparently, the other two parties weren’t all that serious, I was told, and I acquired the entire one thousand acres, buildings, equipment and animals for about half its real worth.  Afterwards, I found out, the previous owner was the third generation of the estate, and, because of health or other reasons, was unable to meet the tax obligations or adequately maintain it.
As we crested the mountain ridge on the straight section of road we had been continuously climbing for the last fifteen minutes, the dense fog and trees parted and the station wagon nosed downward into a bright, sunlit little valley.   From our vantage point, I could see the valley was bowl or concave shaped and jamb-packed, from one side to the other, with the lush growth of grapevines running perpendicular to us in an east-westerly fashion.  He stopped the car on this promontory and we walked the remaining short distance, down to the nearest row of vines.  Naturally, the two dogs took the opportunity to jump from the back of the wagon and begin sniffing around in ever-widening circles, barking loudly at whatever wild animal scents their noses had just discovered.

The vines were not hung or draped in the lower or traditional manner as I was accustomed from my childhood in the Central Valley.   These vines were strung high, atop wire trellises designed to allow the plants to get as much moisture and sunlight as possible.  
JP pointed a short distance away, to where he wanted the winery placed and then, to where the storage tunnels would be dug into the side of the mountain on the opposite side of the vineyard.  JP scrambled up the side of the steep poison-oak covered slope and I dutifully followed – worrying just how much of the plants’ oil was brushing off on me.  After climbing about 100 feet in elevation, I found myself standing next to JP, mindfully wiping my hands on my jeans and admiring a panoramic view of his large ranch below.  The spectacular Pacific lay beyond the land-hugging fog and the verdant pasture land could be seen here and there between the thick tendrils of fog.  Both sea and turf seemed to be bathed in a patina of gray from the fog layer above.  But maybe that was just my imagination?
“How about this spot for a future building, Ray?  I am thinking this might be the office and special tasting room for VIPs where we’re standing because of the spectacular view.  Laboratories could be right over here, with the crushing, fermenting and the rest of the facilities trailing off down the hill below and behind us.”  
I agreed naively with JP, not know one thing about wineries.  Looking around, I quickly deduced that this design challenge would not come easily.  First, the ridge we were standing on had no obvious or naturally flat building pad, which would necessitate significant earth-grading and compaction – something county planning departments and especially the California Coastal Commission (CCC) generally frowned upon.  Secondly, since his proposed building would be located on a ridge, the CCC was always very concerned about the “view shed” or the public’s ability to see any building from the highway.  Last, was my concern for getting men and material up the scenic canyon to eventually build the place, to say nothing about the future impacts of the cars and trucks needing daily access to the proposed location.  This would require a fully paved road before anything else was started.  I just stood there and shook my head imagining the obstacles.  Noticing the slight gesture, JP asked, “What?”

“It’s not gonna be easy.”  I answered.  “If we can even get all the approvals we will need to build this place, it seems like we will have somehow defiled this virgin landscape.  Are you sure this is what you want?”

JP just grinned his old familiar “what I want, I get” smile and headed back down the slope to the car.  On flat ground, he whistled for the dogs and we started for home and lunch.  
We had driven a few miles back down the bumpy dirt road without saying a word to each other. Finally JP broke the silence by re-visiting the subject I had thought we had successfully negotiated the night before. “About last night.  I’m sorry you had to witness our little tiff.  Marietta and I seem to be arguing more and more these days about things we should be in agreement about.  I don’t understand it, Ray.  Most of what I am doing is for her and her future.  Sometimes I think it’s just two married people doing what married people do, and other times, I am worried that we are somehow growing apart.  Maybe, it is our age difference?  Then there are my frequent business dealings that take me away for many days at a time.  That also has a negative impact on her, especially being stuck out in this sparsely populated area most of the time while I’m gone.  I don’t know why it is that we seem to be arguing more and more, but I’m glad you’re here, Ray to keep her occupied with the new house plans and companionship.  I think it will help improve her disposition.”  
JP clammed-up after that and since I had nothing meaningful to add – kept my mouth shut as well.  However, I did worry about the current health of their marriage.  I couldn’t help but speculate further on my previous notion that JP was never the marrying type, and given his many outside interests, would likely never cultivate his new marriage properly.  It all seemed doomed to failure in my mind. 
Toward the end of our drive, something had managed to provoke a wide grin of self-amusement from JP and he started talking again.  He told me about his great desire to have an award-winning boutique winery someday, and that he was grateful that I had come as requested and was helping him to meet those dreams.  He also told me he would be going south into Bodega Bay all that afternoon on business and would likely return very late – or maybe not at all.  With luck, he would at least be checking the next afternoon on Marietta’s and my work progress regarding the house plans.  I asked that he stop when we got back to the area where my plane was tethered, so I could retrieve some drawing supplies I had forgotten to take from the back seats and the tiny cargo hold.
As JP’s woody approached my parked Cessna, I could tell something was slightly a kilter.  I wasn’t sure what it was at first, then it came to me that the prop was slightly closer to the ground than I recalled from our earlier, morning visit.  A cursory review revealed two flat tires.  I waved JP over and, together, we discovered the slash marks in the fairly new rubber treads.  Both slashes were made down low, on the rear facing rubber areas of the tire.  By this evidence, we both surmised in our best detective-like fashion that it was done by a right-handed person – addressing each wheel, while facing the plane and pulling a sharp knife blade toward them.  “Well, that should make it easy to track our suspect down.” I sarcastically quipped. “Only 90% of the population is right-handed.”
We were both shocked by the act of vandalism and couldn’t figure out why someone would do this sort of thing.  “Weren’t young kids up here marking their territories nowadays, like all troubled teenagers elsewhere, with only spray painted graffiti?   Tagging is what it’s called?”  I speculated to myself.  We could see no other vandalism, even though we thought there could be more.  Even though I had neglected my little plane in the past few years, it was my “baby”.  It was symbol, of sorts, that I had arrived.  I let out a verbal “son-of-a-bitch” and ground my teeth.
JP told me he would personally take care of the damage as soon as possible and that he took this seriously and said it was a affront to him personally.  .  He was embarrassed that someone would do this to his visitor’s property on his land.  He also told me not to worry, as it was probably a very random act, meaning nothing, and not likely to happen again.  It was hard for me not to take the offense as a personal violation though.  This was my baby – my pride and joy and I knew I would worry about it, being left out here unprotected like this.  “Damn kids.”  I mumbled out loud.  “And to think, it’s only been parked here for a day.”  I asked JP to have a small padlock put on the gas cap just in case, while he was having the tires attended to.  For some reason, I had the feeling it was more than teenagers out having fun or anyone having a personal issue with me.  “How could they?  No one knew me up here.”  Someone was angry with JP or the ranch and would maybe try something else.  Maybe someone just didn’t like planes?
DEWPOINT

CHAPTER NINE – COMPLICATED ISSUES
After a nice lunch back at the main house, Jean Paul rose from his seat, excused himself, kissed Marietta goodbye, and told us both, he would get back as soon as he could.  I could see a slight frown on her face as he pecked her cheek from behind.  She wiped her mouth with a linen napkin and softly wished her husband a quick and successful trip.  I had the feeling she had said that line all too many times in their relatively short marriage.  As JP gathered his bags, he chose not to divulge to either of us what his business was in Bodega Bay and Marietta didn’t ask.  It was none of my business I certainly didn’t feel it was my place to ask - despite our life-long friendship.
With the house again quiet, Marietta asked that I follow her to a large room adjoining the Great Room.  This dedicated library was clearly a room devoted to only books and comfortable reading.  There was a three foot by six foot red-oak, trestle-style table in the middle of the large room with matching wood chairs and two brass table lamps at either end.  Marietta surprised me by pulling out a chair next to mine on the far side of the room and slid in next to me.  I had expected to face her during the preliminary process as I normally did with my other clients.  She did however, move the chair over a respectable and safe distance, turning her chair slightly to face mine, and I suspected this would be our new arrangement for quite some time.
Being the first time I had spent any time alone with Marietta in my short-lived visit, I truthfully found it somewhat unnerving.  Not because I was alone with a beautiful woman, for crying out loud!  I’ve been alone with many sexy females before.  Really good looking ones too, I might add.  No. This woman was somehow different. Yes.  She was beautiful, but not extraordinarily so.  Maybe it was likely the right combination of bits and pieces of things, which taken together, affected my personal psyche or subconscious mind, and caused an unusual opinion of her.  Regardless, I couldn’t really deduce at this precise moment why I was so nervous, but I was.  
Despite my inner feelings, I managed to settle into my business mode and began the lengthy process by seeking her input on various items that were preparatory to the actual design of a building.  The biggest factor, generally speaking, of any project is budget.  Although, as JP had told me earlier, it was to be an open-ended, carte blanche project.  The first such project I’ve ever had in my thirty plus years of practice.  We architects rarely got that sort of client and if anyone did, it was likely to be a once-in-a-lifetime deal.  The square footage would vary tremendously between 5,000 and 10,000 square feet depending on what Marietta wanted inside that as-yet-uncertain space.  The more detailed questions would come soon to help us begin nailing-down the area needed in a more precise manner.  
I had heard from JP that Marietta wanted a very high-tech, modern design.  I found confirmation in that, by asking a series of questions and showing her some of my previous projects from my color office brochure.  I followed that by asking the standard questions about ownership, assessors parcel numbers, preferred views, and arrangement of rooms to the outside and to each other, and about approximately how big each wanted to be.  I asked questions about whether the house wanted to be more of an open-plan for entertaining or more intimate and compartmentalized in nature.  She chose the more open concept.  For an architect to do their job thoroughly and professionally, there are literally hundreds of questions that need to be asked and answered.  You can also see that I talk about a house as if it were engendered with a personality like some living entity, which I guess I have come to feel they do.   In my mind, the built environment, designed to meet someone’s individual tastes, becomes no less a living, breathing experience than does being outdoors in a spectacular setting.  Marietta was fully prepared to answer all of my questions without the hesitations that usually come from needing their partner’s input.  This for me was a very good thing.  The entire planning of this house was indeed now left up to Marietta me or just one client having to decide, and there seemed to be no question about authority – at least in her mind.  I couldn’t help but wonder; would JP stay true to his word and simply approve the modern concept, later, after I had spent days or weeks designing it with his very capable wife?
When we had spent nearly two hours going over the basics, she left and returned with two Diet Cokes.  Now it was my turn to tell her some facts about the process.  My Preliminary Design would likely take 2-3 weeks if I managed to interpret her descriptions accurately.  There would need to be civil and soil engineers hired very soon to produce an accurate topography map and soils analysis of the building pad.  The county, in which the property resided, needed to be contacted for specific zoning and other planning requirements.  This being environmentally conscious California, the California Coastal Commission or CCC would need to give us their concerns, guidelines and ultimate approval.  That, I emphasized, could, by itself, easily be a real ball-breaker, if I didn’t do my job well enough to sell the Commission and their staff on our design.  All of this could easily take months I regretfully informed her.  Once these many basic issues were resolved, approved and out of the way, we could begin construction documents – the so-called building plans.  No. Just for the record, they weren’t called blueprints anymore.  The successors to the old dark blue prints were called bluelines, and that technology has been transcended by large format copiers in black and white - sometimes, in full color.
A house this big would probably require a minimum set of plans of at least 30 sheets of highly detailed drawings and a supplemental set of specifications that were at least 250-300 sheets thick.  If I wasn’t supervising the actual construction, as we had planned that I would, it would have been, by necessity, an even more detailed set of documents.  
Of course the most awkward thing for me to discuss, was my fee.  Marietta told me that was strictly for Jean Paul and me to work out, and she was surprised we hadn’t discussed that important issue yet.  I could see, after nearly another two hours, she was drawn out from the process and the revelation about how long all these things would take.  She had never been through this before and I didn’t blame her for being overwhelmed by it all.  We decided to call it quits for the day.  After all, it was almost cocktail hour.   We agreed to meet at the bar after a short break.
I beat her to the bar just minutes before her, around five - an hour after the regular four o’clock period and readied myself as tonight’s bartender.  When she arrived, I showed off my Martini making skills, while I poured myself a stiff single-malt Scotch.  As I fixed the two drinks, she commented on the damage done earlier today to my plane.  She thought the likely culprits were possibly a group of local rancher or fishermen’s teenage sons down in Bodega Bay.  According to her, they seemed to have more time and money than they knew what to do with.  She had seen them in town a few times and occasionally speeding up and down the highway in their fancy pickup trucks and SUV’s.  She admitted they had even taunted her a few too many times, while in town and she admitted becoming annoyed at their increasing attentions and lured comments.   She asked that I not say anything about that to Jean Paul.  The comment caused me to remember what a jealous type JP used to be back in Paris and hoped he had out-grown that bad behavior by now.  Apparently not.   The dogs barely acknowledged our presence and fell back to sleep after I added a few new Oak logs to the fireplace that had been left to go to embers.

“I had no idea that designing a house would get to be such an involved process.”   Marietta told me after we each took a leather lounge chair.  “I have the feeling you are making the process much easier for me than it could be, Raymond.   I suspect you have done this many times before?   You ought to just write a questionnaire for your clients to simply fill out and return.”

Smiling, I said, “I’ve often thought of doing just that.  And yes, I have done this process thousands of times before on residences and other building types.  Some of them were very big and some small.  Houses, regardless of how big or small though, all pretty much have the same requirements.  The hardest part of my job though, is interpreting your dreams and trying to interject as little of my own personal preferences as I can.  No questionnaire can ever substitute for getting to know a client and what they really think and feel.  Sometimes, I almost think it ought to be a prerequisite to live with a client for at least a week to know them better before starting a design.”

This elicited a wide grin, and before I could ask what was so amusing, she asked, “Yes, I’ll bet there have been many clients who you have wanted to spend a week with since you’ve been a bachelor?”
I laughed but told her that there were none that I could remember that made me want to spend a whole week with.  “Maybe a night or two.”  I quipped.  Immediately I returned to my monologue, “While I do all of this, I try to make the whole process as painless and as enjoyable for my clients as possible.  I always tell my clients that their biggest job is paying for the place and making sure I really do understand what your “thing-a-ma-jigs” really are.  Since money is not your problem Marietta, I suggest you try and relax and have as much fun with this as possible by getting a good camera and recording everything as we go along.  That is, from the bare earth to the finished and furnished home.  Or, as we say, the “turnkey” house - a house that’s ready-to-occupy.  That reminds me, have you both decided how you are going to furnish and decorate the house?”
“We each have bits and pieces of furniture in several homes scattered around Europe and the Eastern Seaboard that we have expressed interest in bringing here.  However, I would like to have you assist me in buying new furniture and placing it.  In keeping with the style, we expect it to be very minimalist in nature.  I understand there is a large showplace in Las Vegas that displays everything we could possibly need.  Maybe you and I could fly there for a few days of shopping for items, when the project gets a little further along?  As to your comment about relaxing while the project progresses, Raymond, I think I have already done that.  You have a way of making me feel at ease in your relaxed manner and I think we can look forward to a very fruitful relationship as the months go by.”  She smiled and raised her glass to toast our future success.  My heart skipped a beat at the corporeal nature of her smile, and though she probably had never intended her actions to be anything more than a friendly gesture, I couldn’t help myself from admiring her charm and beauty.  JP was indeed a lucky man.  

Immediately I castigated myself for thinking impure thoughts about my friend’s wife and wanted desperately to get away from personal dialogue.  “That’s just the beginning for me.”  I quickly told Marietta.  “I have this same process to go through at least two more times with the new winery and the remodeling of this big house into a tourist and visitor center.  Given the amount of work I am expecting, I’ve considered bringing a talented young associate of mine up to help.  That is, if it wouldn’t be a problem for you or JP?  Otherwise, I’m afraid there wouldn’t be enough time for me to get all the basics done on my own.  I might add, Jean Paul never told me any of this or what he had in mind before I came here and I now find myself overwhelmed.  After all the preliminaries are approved, the actual building plans will then be completed by my office and my various engineering consultants.  Do you think you would have a problem with me bringing someone else up here?  I haven’t even broached the matter with her yet, and it is of course, subject to your approval before I do.”

      “Yes. By all means, Raymond.  You do whatever you think necessary to get the work done in a timely fashion.   You said “she”?  Is this person a female associate, Ray?”  Without waiting for my answer, she said,  “I’m intrigued.  Is she someone special to you and maybe more than just an employee?  Not that I have known long enough to be sticking my nose into such affairs.   However, I couldn’t help but wonder why such an available man like you remained single for so long after your wife passed away?”  Marietta was now beyond business it seemed and showing me another part of personality - her female side, as she relaxed with the Martini I had tendered.  Not that her questioning caused me to relax.  Any probing of my personal life always caused me to flinch and want to curl up into a little protective ball.  Too many people had tried for far too long now.
However, in this case, her intuition was way off base and I laughed at the suggestion.  “No. Erika is about fifteen years my junior and is strictly an employee.  Not that I don’t find her somewhat attractive, though I do think she is a bit too plump for my tastes.  I am very strict about interoffice romances even if she were somehow to become interested in this old man, which I hasten to add, she is not.  What with sexual harassment lawsuits and all the other complications out there these days, I manage to keep a good arms length from my employees – both female and male.  As to why I have no significant “other” in my life, I think we should leave that to another time, when I am drunker and we have a lot of time to explore that subject and my psyche more thoroughly.  I think you will find Erika to be very pleasant, extremely talented and neat as a pin.  That is, if she accepts my offer to come up here.  I don’t think she has anything or anyone to tie her down, so I suspect she will readily agree.  She’s the best I have in my office next to my Senior Associate and business partner, who both need to remain in Pacific Grove to manage our often hectic office schedule.”
Marietta apologized for being too nosy and asked for another drink, since Maria had just put a small tray of appetizers on the table between us to snack on.  I got up and made each of us one more of what we had been drinking.  
Marietta announced that I would be eating alone that night, as she had some business matters to attend to before bed - apologizing for the second time in as many minutes.   As she neared the foot of the staircase, she stopped and said, “Sometime next week, Jean Paul tells me, that he would like us to take a two or three day trip over to the Napa Valley and begin studying wineries owned by some of his close friends.  I’m not sure yet, if we will be staying at one of the nicer Bed and Breakfast Inns or one of their homes.  Did you happen to bring any good formal apparel just in case there are any of those formal parties? You might also tell Erika the same, since the matter on who you’re bringing up here seems to be already settled.”
“I did bring a tux if that’s what you’re asking Marietta.  I didn’t think there would be much use for one in this part of the country, but I did bring it, along with some other nice clothes just in case.  I’ve always been well aware that JP can be very spontaneous.”

Dinner, as I had experienced so far, was excellent and I too, excused myself to my room after dinner for a good book I had started.  I was anxious to read how Clive Cussler’s main character Brad Pitt got out of his latest dilemma, to once again, save the beautiful maiden.  In my room, I speed dialed Erika on my cell phone with only one bar of service showing.  Through our static filled connection, I heard Erika jump for joy at my invitation, saying, that if she could wrap everything up at the office early enough, she would be heading out in her little Saturn “Sky” Roadster sometime around noon tomorrow.  I gave her the directions for when she was north of Bodega Bay.  She knew the rest.  Except for the “heads-up” on the formalwear, I left it to her what supplies she needed to bring.  She was the consummate professional and aspiring architect, so I put my mind at ease.
DEWPOINT

CHAPTER TEN – FULL PLATE

It was only my third morning at the Bain Estate and I was already coming to expect certain routines, like Maria at her familiar station starting breakfast, fresh-brewed coffee aromas and the two dogs poking harmlessly poking around the kitchen.  Marietta was apparently sleeping late as advertised and Jean Paul was still away as he had promised he might be.  The two Golden Retrievers sat expectantly at the foot of Maria’s stool looking up at her, waiting for the next morsel to fall or be given, and they barely gave me a sideways glance as I sat down at the white tile counter.  Maria looked up, put down her newspaper and gave each dog the last of her biscuit, which she had split in half, then slapping her palms together to remove any crumbs.  She looked across the tiled island, offered a sunny greeting and asked what I wanted to eat.  “Just coffee for now Maria.  Let me wake up a little before I decide.  Okay?”  
“Si.  Senior Ray.  No problemo.”  
I wasn’t sure if that was a real Spanish word or if she was just playing-up her role as a Central American, immigrant laborer.  I wasn’t a linguist, but I was pretty sure her accent wasn’t from Mexico.  I had heard too many conversations by immigrant farm and construction workers to know the difference.  
While Maria was pouring a cup of coffee at the large stainless steel coffee maker at the far side of the Kitchen, I asked if she had been told about another guest coming later that day.  “Si Senior.  Meez Bain tell me on her note.” she said, while handing me my first-of-the-day steamy cup of coffee.
“Oh.  I see. Good. Good.  I’m glad you were told and won’t be taken by surprise then, Maria.”  Her head turned up slightly from the newspaper and our eyes met.  Her mouth had a very sincere smile that told me she appreciated my concern.  “Boy, I love your coffee, Maria.”  A moment of silence passed between us, then I asked, “Say, do you mind if I ask you a question?”
Now fully facing me, I could see a little hint of concern or nervousness on her face, but she answered positively just the same,  “Sure Senior.  What you want to ask Maria?”  

“You don’t have to answer if you don’t want, but I was curious if you were a U.S. citizen or still an alien, here on a worker visa?”  Why I asked that question at that moment, I can’t rightly say, but I could see she was thinking about the question and her answer, very carefully before responding.  After a very long pause, she asked, “Why you want to know, Senior Raymond?”

Looking squarely in her eyes, I said, “Oh, I don’t know.  Ever since I met you Maria, which hasn’t been long I admit, I have had the feeling that you are much smarter and better educated than you want the world to know.  Also, I don’t think that accent is genuine, south-of-the-border Mexicano.”  My comment hung in the air.  She rose from the counter with her half empty mug and walked slowly across the room to the waiting coffee maker to top it off.  
As she slowly filled the mug, she asked, “Can I call you Ray?”  The short sentence was given this time, with a slight hint of a sophisticated version of European Spanish and the hint of a more business-like response.  The corny accent had totally disappeared.  My mug stopped short of my mouth and I just stared, wide-eyed at the transformation in her accent.  Returning to her seat at the counter, Maria kept eye contact with me – studying my eyes closely for some hidden message.  Now, a large grin spread across her face.  Before speaking, she retook her place at the stool, then reached down and gave Katie a few pats on her neck, seeming to me, to be carefully searching for her next words.
I took another sip from my mug, and responded, “Yeah, sure Maria. Please call me Ray.”  
Her large grin softened to a smaller, gentler smile as she said, “For some reason Ray, I like you.  There is something in your nature that makes people trustful and comfortable being around you I think.  You have a friendly and easy manner that I like, Ray.  So if you think you can keep a secret…” Maria said in a much lowered voice, almost whispering.  “…I will tell you the truth about me.”  Why she felt it necessary to whisper, I had no idea.
The word “trustful” had the impact on me for the very reason it was selected, and all of a sudden, I regretted asking the question.  My mind hovered somewhere between keenly wanting to hear the answer and regretting knowing some deep, dark mystery I wouldn’t know how to handle once she told me.  Especially if it were detrimental to the welfare of my friends. “Sure, I can keep your secret, Maria.” I cautiously responded. 
“When the Bains first came here, they advertised for several employees through an employment agency that has several offices up and down the Central California Coast.  I was living south of here, down in Watsonville at the time, in a spare room at the Parish House of the Assumption Catholic Church.  I was doing odd-jobs for the church and some of the more generous parishioners, but I was looking for something more permanent, when I got a call from the employment agency, owned by an active parishioner, asking if this kind of position was something I might be interested in.  This friend at the agency and fellow Catholic, felt this might be what I was looking for, knowing, as they did, my real situation.”

Again Maria paused to choose her next words.  “Yes, my real situation.  You see, I am a political refugee from Venezuela, having to leave quickly when Hugo Chavez, a military officer and general, became president and started to dramatically change things there.  Once he took control, he had no tolerance for any large land owners, especially those who owned estates handed down through centuries of Colonial Spanish inheritance like my father’s.  I was one of the few women in my country to be college educated and later helped my father run the export end of his very successful business.  I went to Yale as a Business Major for 4 years, which is why I speak so well. The new president was always suspicious of anyone having an education or brains, and let me know that in so many words, whenever he came to visit my father before the takeover.  I think now, that was more as an implied threat than anything else.”

“Eventually, he nationalized and took by force, my father’s large banana and coffee plantation near San Cristobal.  He and my brother and several, close male employees resisted the soldiers and were killed in the process.  Fortunately, my mother and I were able to flee that terrible night and hide in the nearby jungle.  We traveled by foot for a long time through the mountains and jungles.  I’m sorry to say that she died during that tortuous journey.”  Maria paused in reflection of that terrible night.  “It is a long story that someday, I will tell you, but I eventually managed to escape, ending up, after many months and a very long journey, in California.  I understand from a cousin still there, in a recent letter that the farm was split into many smaller farms, and all given to relatives and friends of President Chavez.  The tragedy is that there are about 100 fewer people without housing and jobs, than when my father ran the place.”  Maria stopped her commentary and looked off through the kitchen window.  Tears slowly ran down each cheek.  I sat perfectly still, reflecting on what she had told me.  
For some unknown reason, her story either sounded too preposterous to me or just a little too well scripted.  Something in the back of my mind was nagging me about Maria and her story.  I chalked the whole thing up as just a “script” to get sympathy and help from the church and a job from the Bains.  I figured she probably told the story so many times by now that even she probably believed it.  But then again, how could anyone make up such a story?  Anyway, it certainly didn’t seem to be harmful for my friends.
Maybe sensing that I wasn’t one hundred percent convinced, she wiped the tears from her cheeks with the back of her hand, faced me once again and resumed her story. “You see, I was once a person of privilege – well educated and deeply loved by my family.  I was not pampered as you might guess, but learned how to work alongside my mother and helped her and the other servants, doing the daily chores.  Now I am a single woman, hiding in a very quiet place on the California Coast, where I can try and learn how to put my past to rest.  I want Jean Paul and Marietta to think I am nothing more than a migrant worker; otherwise I think in their good-natured manner, they would try to change things and that wouldn’t do me any good.  I like it just fine this way.  So please keep my secret Ray.”  Again Maria paused.  
After what looked to me like some deep thought, she continued, “Chavez knows that I escaped and I believe there are friends of El Presidente Chavez, who would still like to see me dead for fear of revenge someday against the president.  Or, if I were to ever come back someday and try to legally re-claim my father’s property it would not be good for him to have to explain what he did.  I have had little things happen that make me worry sometimes that they are still trying to find me.  Perhaps, it’s just my imagination, but they could find me and kill me if I didn’t remain mindful and extremely careful about what I said and did.  These friends of Chavez are very determined to rid that country of any possible enemies – especially those from their past like me.”
I shuddered at her newest revelation and said, “I will. I will keep your secret safe, Maria.  I promise.  But you have to promise me that someday we will have a long talk about your former life, your difficult trek and your homeland?”  
“I would like that.  Someday maybe.” She said as she wiped the tears from her round cheeks a second time.  Then there was a period, where Maria seemed to concentrate deeply on something.  Before long though, she fell back into her chosen colloquialism, and asked, “So what you want for breakfast Senior Raymond?”  
I gave her a large smile and said, “Today Maria.  The works!  Fix whatever you want and give me a full plate.”  So we were now bosom buddies, as secrets often make two people.  A place in the back of my mind somehow still couldn’t fully accept the elaborate story and because of that, I found myself wondering if this was all just a bullshit story she had invented to cover-up another, more plausible and less spectacular story.  Was it really possible that hit men from Venezuela would come here someday and do evil things?  I doubted it, but outwardly, I gave Maria’s story its due, thinking to myself, this was probably another story of an everyday, illegal immigrant rather than a political refuge.  Or maybe, there was an entirely different, more commonplace story that needed telling.  I stored these thoughts away in my head for later use.
As Maria set about fixing our breakfast, I flipped through the morning’s paper, while I reflected on what she had trustingly revealed.  I was quite sure of this fact; that since arriving, everyday brought with it, some new project or burden that my safe existence on the shore of Monterey Bay had protected me from having to deal with.  I now had three projects I personally had to produce, the curious persona of Marietta and having to work with her every day, the worry about my plane being vulnerable to vandalism, Jean Paul’s secret life and now, Maria’s secret, to say nothing about Erika’s pending arrival – sometime today or early tomorrow.  Besides his secret life and extra-marital relationships, there was something else nagging me about Jean Paul that I couldn’t quite put my finger on yet.  Something had changed in him since we had last met three years earlier.  Maybe it was nothing more than the subtle changes we all experience when we get older or nearer to sixty?  Perhaps marriage changed him slightly.  “Whatever.”  I told myself.  I suspect having been a self-imposed hermit, caused me to feel somewhat anxious about everything as though I had just fallen down some rabbit hole.  There was no denying it.  My plate was definitely getting full and life was getting more complex by the day.  My daily routine of only a few weeks ago was definitely upside down. Lucky me.
Just then, Maria placed a large plate of ham, eggs, wheat toast and fresh fruit in front of me.  “Mui Bueno Senior Raymond.”  We both laughed at the fake accent.  Not so surprisingly, the two dogs came around to my side of the counter now and were suddenly my friends again. 
I told Maria about my plans to work most of the day in the Library doing preliminary research and making telephone calls.  I told her to expect Erika somewhere around five that afternoon if she managed to leave by noon as she had planned.  Maria said she would have the room across the hall from me ready by the time she arrived.  I volunteered to take the dogs for a walk down to my plane after breakfast.  I just had to check on my plane for my own peace of mind.   Funny how the dogs ears perked-up when I said the word “walk”.  Yes sir.  I had a very full plate and there was more being placed on it by the minute.  “This is what happens Ray, when you leave the comfort and safety of your home.” I mumbled to myself.
DEWPOINT

CHAPTER ELEVEN – RESEARCH

By eight-thirty I had changed, grabbed a fresh cup of coffee from the vacant and already cleaned kitchen, and was in the mud room putting on my coat with two anxious dogs whimpering at the rear door.  Maria was nowhere around for me to thank for the nice breakfast.  Stepping into the rear courtyard I could quickly see we were in for another day of the usual foggy and overcast skies.  As I took my first step out the rear door, a cold and disagreeably large drop of water fell from the eave and down between my collar and neck.  I’m quite certain that if they ever held a “Foggiest Area” competition for all of California, this stretch would easily compete with Half Moon Bay for its “Foggiest City” title.  I heard clanking coming from the smaller building JP had called the tractor barn, so I went to explore with the dogs loping off, already in that direction – ten steps ahead of me.

The door was open and a single bare bulb of 300 watts hung from the ceiling and illuminated the crowded space.  Sticking my head inside the opening, I could see Stu in the far corner, bent over and rummaging around in some wood boxes for something.  “Yo.  Stu.”  I said to carefully let him know that someone was there.  With a quick jump that was uncharacteristic for a man his size, Stu uncurled to his full height and turned toward my voice with a frown on his face.
“Christ almighty man.  You scared the shit outta me.  Let a guy know you’re comin’, by makin’ some noise first – will ya?  I was just looking for a piece of chain with a padlock I know was in here somewhere.”  He turned his back to me and began rummaging around again.  I offered my help and we soon found what he had been looking for.  He informed me that he was considering using it once again on the swinging steel gate down at the main entrance if Jean Paul approved.  Stu said, “JP had me remove the dang thing several months ago, after they had been here for only a few days.  Seems they got tired of bothering with a fucking lock every time they came and went.” 

When I asked why all of a sudden he felt it was needed again, he grumbled in a low voice, “Damn Indian got us again last night.  Mrs. Bain thinks its teenagers, but I think it’s that damn Indian.”  Having a premonition, I was afraid to ask what had happened, but against my better judgment, did anyway.  And, like I was afraid of – sure nuf, Stu told me they had hit my plane again.  
“Yup.” He said, “I escorted Frank, the man from the garage, down in town, to your plane a little while ago to fix your slashed tires, just as JP had instructed me to do yesterday.  As we drove up, we noticed the yellow spray paint all over one side of your rig.  I managed to get most of it off though, with a rag and a can of solvent I carry in the bed of my truck.  But we still need to put a stop to this.”  I tended to agree, thinking that what might be next was a stolen engine, or even worse – the whole plane being destroyed.
“So, Stu, just out of curiosity, how do you intend to do that?  Put a stop to it, as you said?”

He just sort of shrugged or waved me off, saying, “Nothin’ you y’all need to worry bout mister.  You just let ole Stu take care of things, ya’hear?”

As we walked back into the courtyard with the chain and padlock, toward his big Ford F-250 pickup truck, we both noticed the movement of parted curtains in the upstairs master bedroom suite, and tilted our heads upward in unison.  We could barely make out Marietta looking down on us for a few seconds as we stood there, together, looking up in the direction of the roof dormer.  Seconds later the curtains slowly closed and we finished walking the remaining few steps to his truck.  I accepted his invitation to ride along, back down to the plane, where he had left the mechanic working.  The two dogs jumped into the bed with Stu’s Sheep Dog, and all three, yipped their joyful greetings to each other.  As Stu leaned over to turn the ignition keys and start the truck, he looked in my direction and said to me, “She’s an odd one doncha think?”  Correctly assuming he was now talking about Marietta, I asked why he felt that way.  I also had the distinct impression he was “fishing” for something, but kept that notion to myself for the time being.
Answering his own question, he continued, “I dunno, pretty lady like that being left all alone like the boss does her.  She’s likely to get herself into a shitpot full of trouble someday.  Doncha think?”  I said nothing, which may have seemed at that moment like the reverse of saying too much and immediately regretted my abstention. Quickly realizing the impact his words had on me, he added,   “Aw…I Probly shouldn’t hadda said that.  Forget I said that, k, pal?  Ain’t none of my business what them two do or don’t do with their lives.”  There was a lengthy pause and he asked, “Noticed you ain’t got no wedding ring on your finger, but I see an indent where one used to be.  You divorced or something?”  I looked down at the place where that ring once loyally sat not all that long ago and said, “Widowed.  Not too long ago.”  To which Stu just grunted his acknowledgement.
Stu managed to change the subject and we began chatting about the plans for the new winery on the five minute drive down to the landing strip.  This was just fine by me.  Stu wanted to know what impact it would have on his cattle operation and house, if any.  I reassured him that there would be none.  He seemed to be relieved.  
Down at the strip, I could see my plane was up on wood blocks and the wheels were missing.  He had managed to leave that part out.  It would be very hard to find replacements – I surmised.  Watching me stare at the wheel-less spindles, he informed me that the mechanic took “em” to his shop to make it easier to find replacement tires and mount them, once they arrived in his shop.  Except for a few ghost letters, the yellow graffiti on the fuselage was all but gone.  I thanked Stu for taking care of the paint as well as the wheels for me as he did.  I studied the remaining ghost-like, paint residue and came to the conclusion that whoever had spray-painted my plane, was a neat and organized person who could also spell.  It didn’t seem to fit my stereotype of teenage graffiti symbols or that of a supposedly uneducated Indian as Stu was insinuating earlier.   The words “LEAVE NOW” in capital letters revealed themselves to me as I stood there.  I assumed they were for me, but why?  I also noted for the first time, a few scattered beer bottles and cigarette butts.  All of the bottles were Jamaican Red Strip, of which I noted couldn’t be sold in too many places.  I would ask around and see who sold and bought that expensive import brand.   
Interrupting my train of thought, Stu asked what I was going to do for the rest of the morning.  I told him I was going to take a leisurely walk from here with the two dogs up to the rock outcropping at the northern end of the property.  He asked if he could tag along and I nodded my acceptance of the company, though not all that excited about his conversational repertoire.   The pack of three dogs merrily sniffed their way from the landing strip as if somehow knowing where we intended going, leaving us to follow along.  Once in a while Buddy, the smartest of the three dogs, would stop and turn, looking and sniffing in our direction to insure himself we were still there and dutifully following.  Stu and I fell into an easy stride and a somewhat awkward conversation.  He knew the Bains were planning on a house somewhere, but had never been told by Jean Paul where exactly.  When I told him of the spot we were headed, to the granite outcropping, he said, “Oh brother.  That’s gonna get you a whole big shitload of trouble.”
When I told him I was very familiar with the difficulties of getting the Coastal Commission’s approval, he threw me a curve by adding something new and entirely unexpected.  
“Naw.  I weren’t thinkin’ bout that and I never heard of them Coastal guys before neither.  I was figurin’ on the troubles you gonna have with the local Injun nutcase, who’s been claiming that zact spot for years as his tribe’s sacred and what’s he call it, ancestral burial spot.  I heard in town, he’s tried for years to git the old owner to dedicate that five or so acres of land to him as the only bona fide descendant and caretaker of this spot for his damn Indian tribe.  I’m not sure, but I think he’s the only one of his tribe left anymore.  Anyway, I heard that the previous owner always suspected the Indian was just gonna sell the land once he got it.  Probly to some developer to build a house on, while he was long gone with the money.   So, for that reason I hear in town, the old owner never sold the land to the Indian.  It might be just a coincidence, but I heard  it takes at least five acres of land to build a house on, in this here county, and fuckin’ coincidentally that’s just how much land the Indian was wantin’.  The two never came to terms and they was always fuedin’ when they saw each other in town.  Everyone knew there was no love tween those two.  Yup.  You gonna have some fun with that crazy drugstore Injun, once you make your plans known, public wise.”
Then it hit me.  We hadn’t made anything “public” yet, so why would the Indian be spray painting my plane in protest with a “LEAVE NOW” message?  No one should know yet what I did or why I was here.  For that matter, no one should even be aware I was here, visiting at all now that I thought it through.  It’s possible this Indian or whoever it was, just didn’t like airplanes, but I didn’t think so.  I asked Stu, “Why do you think this Indian would paint my plane?  You haven’t told anyone in town about JP’s plans for a house or me visiting - have you?”

“Hell no.  Until now, I didn’t even know where it was gonna be.  So, whatcha gettin’ at, Ray?”

“Well if that’s true as you say, Stu, then this Indian fellow can’t possibly know about the new house or have any need to protest about anything.  Therefore, I suggest you leave him alone and think about this vandalism being done by someone else for entirely different reasons.  And, I don’t think this was done by any teenagers out having fun either.  First off, they would be spraying simple “tag” words.  Secondly, their handwriting wouldn’t be so neat or their spelling likely to be so accurate.  Last, can these kids afford expensive imported beer?  Agree?”  Stu vaguely nodded his agreement and we both were content to let the subject drop for the time being.
I had experienced Indian middens before on other coastal properties, and with one exception, had fortunately never uncovered any burial sites or bones.  In the one instance where bones where found, my clients were obligated by California law to pay the representative tribe $6,000 for each body found, to cover the costs of reburial, and up to six months to perform the necessary archaeological work and relocation.  It really complicated my clients’ plans, since their previous home had already been sold and they were forced to rent an apartment from month to month with most of their possessions kept in storage.  I should have anticipated this, since the entire west coast, from Alaska to the Mexican border was protected and designated “Historically and Archaeologically Significant”.  Sooner or later, everyone would know our plans and with an Indian wanting to claim this spot, as Stu just informed me it would definitely add to our troubles.  The plate was getting fuller and fuller.  
I had remembered to bring my digital camera along this time and took copious pictures of the proposed site.   I took shots from every angle I could think of to download later into my laptop for reference and various, other uses.  Most of the time I was filming, Stu sat almost motionless on a seat-high boulder, puffing on his Camel unfiltereds, gazing out at the ocean and deep in some thought or another.  As we walked back to the strip and his truck later that morning, we could see the fog thinning and the sun trying to break through.  Stu said, “Not today.  Maybe tomorrow we’ll get an hour or so of sun.  Not today though.  Too damn heavy up there.”  He drove me back to the house after a while and he disappeared, leaving the dogs and I to go about our business.
Maria had informed me about my lunch left in the fridge, with a note on the refrigerator door’s clever, little, built-in chalk board.   After eating a sandwich and a cold glass of fresh milk, I gathered up my supplies and headed to the Library on the other end of the house to begin my work.  The dogs settled at their favorite spots in front of the hearth and dying fire.   Oddly, for the first time since arriving, the house was very quiet and I couldn’t tell if Marietta or Maria were around anywhere or not.  I thought I heard the floorboards creak overhead occasionally, but it could have just been the usual noises old houses often make for logical and sometimes illogical reasons.
My first order of business was to make a list of everyone I needed to call and things I needed to get accomplished on the project for the afternoon.  I began with my office, and added to my list, the civil engineer, soils engineer, county planning department, and the Regional Office of the State Coastal Commission.  Lastly, I needed to download the images I took earlier.   If I had time, maybe I could start sketching a few of my ideas onto paper.  That would be fun.   The first call was to my office, where I found my partner out to a late afternoon lunch.  I was pleased to hear that Erika had left around eleven that morning.  Given the length of the trip, she would need somewhere around five hours to make the drive, and that would put her here around the cocktail hour, I calculated.  Perfect.
My cell rang around two and I learned from JP that it would be at least another day before he would return.  He still didn’t tell me what he was off doing, but, as I told myself, it was truly none of my business.  I assumed he also made the same call to Marietta, having heard the house phone ringing a few minutes later.
While in the middle of my call to the director of the Regional Coastal Commission office, Marietta came into the Library and sat across from me and listened.  She overheard the conversation about having to hire archaeologists to do a “cursory” survey as mandated by CEQA.  I told her after the call that those initial were for the California Environmental Quality Act, which dated from the late 60’s and the subsequent Coastal Protection Act of the early ‘70’s.  
She asked me about the need for archaeologists and added her justifiable concerns.  I apologized for failing to remember the likelihood of having to include that aspect during our discussions the day before.  She became quite concerned with the possible time delays that could arise, should they find any burial sites at the intended building pad or, worse yet, if they had the authority to cause the house to be built somewhere else.  The extra expense didn’t seem to bother her, but the idea of the added delays or building a house on top of an old burial ground, she admitted, was a little disturbing.  
I told her my story about finding a small piece of human bone, while digging the foundations for my own house.  According to my old friend and curator Vernon Yadon at Pacific Grove’s Museum of Natural History, it was an almost intact or complete human clavicle, likely from an Indian once buried there.  He informed me that whenever a member of the tribe died, they found or dug a hole, usually between two big boulders near the shore and covered the spot with smaller rocks.  The larger predators that roamed the state back then, Grizzlies, Mountain Lion, Wolves, etc., would almost always find the decomposing body and either carry parts off to eat or dismember it on the spot.  Fortunately for me, we never found any other bones in our trenches.  Thanks to my “heads-up” contractor and his laborer, the archaeologist never got to hear about that one little piece of clavicle.  Had they known about it, it would have set off a full archaeological investigation of the entire property, costing me at least six months of time and who knew how much money.  I also told her about an architect friend, who got the foundations of her client’s house “salted” with beef bones.  Unfortunately, the contractor called the archaeologist and it took a couple of days before the archaeologist arrived and recognized the bones as “non-human”.  I never did hear who pulled the prank or why, but it was kind of funny, regardless my friend’s anxiety and the cost to her client.
To conclude my own personal story, I told Marietta, I always felt that instead of bad luck of an Indian having been buried there or simply a piece of bone being deposited there by an animal, he or she the Indian, instead wished me well in our new habitat.  In fact, I always carried the bone around with me in my briefcase for good luck, pulling it out just then, from the upper paper slot to show her.  Holding the piece of yellowed bone in front of her, she at first reeled backwards in fear, and then leaned in for a closer inspection, saying, “How creepy of you to carry this around, Ray.”  The harmless looking object soon got her to laughing and she summarized the situation by saying, “Well.  If there are any dead people on my property, I hope at least they are all as friendly and as favorably inclined of my new house as they were of yours, Ray.”
“Well, it wasn’t for my wife, was it?” I foolishly added.  “That was a dumb thing to say.” I thought afterwards.

Marietta decided to keep me company in the Library the rest of the afternoon, while I went about my telephone calls, silently eavesdropping on me and appearing to read the latest issue of National Geographic Magazine.  Having her overhear my conversations with my consultants was a slight bonus I felt, as it helped give my client a better understanding, in some measure, the complexities that we went through on our projects.  I had never had that happen before.  Truthfully?  I was glad to have her company.  We engaged in some varied small talk in-between calls, and I enjoyed her soft and easy manner, though for some unknown reason, she was quieter and less animated today, than she was the previous day.  I could tell something was eating at her.  So, after my last call around four, I bluntly asked her why she seemed out of character and so quiet today.  
Shrugging her shoulder, she offered, “I don’t really know if I can put it into words, Ray.  When Jean Paul is gone like this, without knowing where or what he’s up to, I tend to get sort of depressed.  Sometimes I fill the void by working on a pet project or going into Bodega Bay to shop or meet with friends.  Sometimes I just get sort of melancholy like I am now.  I have to confess, Ray that sometimes, I worry that the honeymoon is over and he’s off seeing someone else.  He’s been a bachelor all his life and maybe it’s hard for him to quit seeing other women?  I have no proof of that, so don’t hold that statement against him or me please.  I just like having a man around the house, and I do appreciate you letting me hang out with you like this.  Don’t get me wrong, because I’m not the “clinging vine” type.  Never was.  But out here, there’s really not a lot to do.  I suppose I need to start some sort of e-business to keep myself busier than the few charitable organizations I’m involved with.  Anyway, I’m learning a lot about the architectural process that I suspect most people never get to see, and that really interests me and keeps me occupied.  I hope you don’t mind?”

“You’re always welcome to “hang-out” with me, while I work Marietta.  In fact, if you ever feel the need to talk, you can always count on me and to be discrete - even though JP and I have been friends for a long time before you were in the picture.”  Oh God.  Why had I bothered to add that last part - I wondered silently?  After what seemed an especially long period of silence between us, I changed the subject by saying, “So my watch says it’s time for a good stiff drink.  Will you be joining me this evening?” 
 “Certainly”, Marietta said, perking up a little at the idea. “And don’t be thinking of me as the typical male-dependant woman.  I’m not one of those types of women.”  Obviously something she had felt needed saying for the second time in as many minutes.
Not long after four, Marietta and I were having our usual cocktails, when Erika finally arrived.  Introductions were made and before Erika could finish her first rum and coke, the two women seemed to be talking easily to each other.    After a short while, Maria came and collected Erika and her bags and led her upstairs.  On the way, she announced her need for an early retirement, promising to be more sociable after a good night’s sleep.  Marietta and I ate a light evening meal fixed by Maria and played two-handed Pinochle the rest of the evening.  Thankfully, we both managed to steer clear of any deep subjects - especially regarding speculation on JP’s current whereabouts or activities.  On this subject, I obviously thought I knew the truth of the matter, but until I was asked, would keep it to myself.  I was hoping against hope that she wouldn’t be so direct, because I wasn’t very good at keeping things secret or telling lies, mainly because my facial expressions were also too easy to read and I blushed easily.
Lying in my bed later, I couldn’t help but wonder how a retired man could still be as active as he seemed to be in business and personal matters that so constantly took him from his new wife and home.  Whatever his reasons, I told myself, they must be really important and worthwhile.
DEWPOINT

CHAPTER TWELVE – CHILD’S PLAY

True to my new daily routine, I padded myself down the stairs, half-awake to get my usual shot of Maria’s awesome coffee.  Likely because of the house-filling aroma, I wasn’t at all surprised to find Erika up and in the kitchen already.  She was sitting in my favorite stool at the white tiled counter, opposite Maria, sipping from one of the yellow mugs and engaged in lively conversation.  Maria was whipping something in a large copper bowl and neither one noticed my approach – not even the two dogs, who were at Maria’s feet once again, watching for morning tidbits to fall their way.

“Morning boss.”  Erika said with a slight chin lift, properly acknowledging my status to some minor degree but just as quickly returned to her conversation with Maria, who gave me a quick “Buenos Dias” and answered Erika’s last question.  On my way across the kitchen to the coffee maker, the dogs gave me only the time it took to decide I didn’t have any food to give and, returned their attention back to Maria.  I stood at the kitchen sink sipping my black coffee, staring out the small window, half listening to the two women and trying to clear away my morning cobwebs.  A view outside told me it would be another overcast day.  “Oh great.” I said to no one in particular.  That got the women’s attention, so I added, “Oh, I’m just bitching about another foggy day.  It’s cold and misty outside, and I’m just telling myself that a little sunshine might be nice for a change around here.”
“So what’s on the agenda for the day boss?” Erika said all bright-eyed and youngish sounding.  Not quite awake and in full control over my senses, I blurted out, “Well you can quit calling me “boss” for starters Erika.  I’m not crazy about the title when you use it at the office and I’m sure as Hell not fond of it way up here.  From here on out, I think you’ve earned the right to just call me Ray – please?  And don’t be calling me “Mister” either.  That’s even worse.  Make’s me feel older than I really am.”  I hid behind the rim of my large mug, realizing I meant the comments to be delivered in a more humorous tone and that the words likely came out sounding a little too serious.  

Erika responded accordingly, but, true to her personality, jokingly threw it back at me, “Sure thing boss.  I mean Mister Ray.  No. Make that gotcha Ray.  So what’s on the agenda for today, Ray?”  She said my name with an unnecessary emphasis that could only elicit a smile from me to match her not so hidden smirk.  She was always like that – brains and energy aplenty to match her good looks and abilities, but always a little too much exhibition of her obvious intellect.  It was no wonder she constantly scared potential suitors away.  The poor guys she dated had to feel like they were being herded to the nearest castration station.  Rank had its privileges though, and that helped my partner and I keep her dominant personality traits somewhat in check.  This new venture in employee relations could be quite a test for both of us, I reckoned. 
“After Maria’s breakfast, around eight, we’ll take the two dogs for a walk and I’ll show you around the upper or northern half of the property.  Afterwards, we will get down to some paperwork in the library and start the design process.  Later this morning, I need to drive into town and do a little scouting around and I want you to stay here and get started on the project.  I was secretly harboring the idea of bumping into a few young punks Stu and Marietta suspected of vandalizing my plane and putting some serious fear in them.  That is if I found out first, where they sell Red Stripe Beer and who they sell them to.  Because I find it hard to believe that high school kids are capable of such spelling expertise.”  
Erika gave me a puzzled expression. “What the Hell are you talking about Ray?  Kids doing what? She asked.

“I’m sorry.  Someone has vandalized my plane two times now and I guess I’m rather pissed about it.  I forgot that no one has told you about it yet.  Anyway, some seem to think it was high school punks who did it.  If they had done it, and for the record, I don’t think did, perhaps a guilty look given a stranger would be the give-away I needed to nail the guilty person(s).”  
“So you’re going into to town looking for trouble?  Hey! You mean Bodega Bay?  I thought about asking you as I drove through town yesterday, if that’s where they filmed that old movie The Birds?  I’ve never been there except for skirting the town on the way up yesterday, and even then, it was too foggy to really see.  Maybe we can find some of the buildings they used in the movie. So can I come with you?”

“Not this trip, Erika.  You have plenty of work here to do and I need to acquaint myself with a certain high-powered sports car before I let anyone else ride with me.  Don’t worry; you will have more than enough trips there in the coming month or so.  Especially if our host decides he also wants us to design a new restaurant in Bodega Bay afterwards, which he’s already hinted about.”  
“This reminds me to ask you, Maria.  Have we heard from Monsieur Bain yet?” Until now, Maria quietly went about her kitchen chores and let us talk, while she listened.
From the nearby Dining Room, Marietta answered the question for Maria, “Yes we have.” She said sullenly padding silently into the kitchen in her slippers.  “He called late last night and said he would be back this afternoon sometime.”  Aware of her own sour mood, she switched gears, putting a broad smile on her face, saying, “Good morning everyone.”  Taking a stool next to Erika, she asked, “So, what’s for breakfast this morning, Maria?  I’m famished.  And Ray, if you’re going into town later, like I overheard you say, I’m going with you, if that’s okay with you. I need to get out of this dark mausoleum!  And you better not say no.”  
I ended the stillness by saying, “Sure, Marietta.  Your company is always welcome.  I’ll be heading out around ten or so.  Dress warm, I plan to have the top down on the Cobra.”  Looking in my direction and with her head turned away from Marietta, Erika gave me a funny little, puzzled look.  Or was it a frown?   I ignored the intentional gesture and gave Maria my breakfast order instead.

After another delectable meal by Maria, a shower and shave, Erika and I were out the mud room door and touring the property with the dogs once again, leading the way.  The quick tour of the property was meant to give Erika a proper orientation before I saddled her with tons of paperwork.  I knew she was a regular jogger and would, no doubt, explore every nook and cranny of this place in due course on her own.  To be truthful, my real purpose for the morning walk was to visit my plane and see if any new damage had been done during the night.  I discovered shortly to my great pleasure, there was none.  “Thanks be.” I mumbled to no one in particular on our way to the building site.
When we finally arrived at the proposed building pad, Erika openly marveled at the panoramic view and the great location, commenting on all the “neat” rocks and such.  “This site is about as good as it gets.  I can’t wait to sink my teeth into this design.  Is there going to be any problem with the Coastal Commission, Ray?  I noticed I can slightly see the highway down below.  Will they have problems with us encroaching or visually impacting on a view shed?”

“I suspect that will be one of many issues we need to overcome in the near future Erika.  One of your jobs today will be to make contact with the Coastal Commission’s Regional Office up in Eureka and get that whole, ugly process started.  Find out what the director or his staff likes and dislikes inside their little kingdom.  We are a long ways from starting any design concepts, but when we feel like we have enough information, we can brainstorm ideas together.  And, for the record, I can’t wait to start designing this house either.  As building sites go, I agree, this is about as good as it gets.”

Walking back to the main house, Erika asked, “So what’s the male half of our clients like?  Does he ever stay at home?  His wife didn’t seem too happy this morning about him being gone, if I am any judge of my fellow female’s dispositions.”

Carefully choosing my words, and not wanting to divulge all my thoughts on the subject, I told her the abbreviated history of Jean Paul and me, and ended my response to her question, by saying, “No.  I don’t think Marietta is completely happy about JP being away so often.  I think she was expecting an almost fully retired husband that is around more often and now faces the realization that he is still a very active businessman.  I don’t mean that she is totally dependant on him.  As she has told me, she is very active in many things that require much of her time.  I think she just expected to have him around more than he has been lately.   So, that’s what I think is getting her so down lately.  Otherwise, they seem to be very happy with each other from all that I’ve gathered thus far.   I suspect things will balance themselves out in time and eventually, all we be copasetic again here in paradise.”

We walked across the grassy meadow in the hushed silence caused by the dense fog, with neither one caring to talk.  After a while, Erika, said, “She sure is beautiful.  Not super model pretty, but “classical” beauty, you know?  Honestly, her charm or charisma, if you will, kind of intimidates me – being your average middle-aged, frumpy woman and all.”

Her comment surprised me, as I always felt Erika was a self-assured and stunning beauty in her own right, and one who wouldn’t need any affirmation of those facts.  However, I suspected that Erika was only looking for some emotional “stroking” as we all seem to need from time to time.  Or, more worrisome, she was on a fishing expedition to judge my reaction to her “beautiful” comment.  One thing I’ve learned in my fifty-five years of dealing with the female species; is comments or questions put in those terms should always be a red flag to a man, and so, I carefully calibrated my response.  “First of all Erika, you’re not middle-aged.  Thirty-three is not middle-aged.  I’m middle-aged.  Secondly, you’re not “frumpy”.  You’re as pretty and attractive as any woman.”  She turned her head up at me and gave me a slight smile, saying, “Well thanks, Boss.”  Being very careful not to encourage any wrongful thoughts at this moment, I added, “If you wouldn’t scare all those young men away, as you seem to always do, maybe you wouldn’t find the need to call yourself “frumpy” either.  As for Marietta’s beauty; I can easily see why my friend chose to end his life-long vow against the institution of marriage.  In conclusion to this short discussion; in my opinion, they do seem to be a very good and happy couple.”
By 10:30, I had the Cobra dusted, canvas top put down and warmed-up, idling in the rear courtyard.  By 10:31, Marietta came out the back door, heavily bundled in a navy blue, puffy Gore-Tex jacket, wool scarf and lightly tinted sunglasses.  Bouncing slowly down the dirt road to the highway below, I noticed the little heater under the dash put out just enough heat, to warm our feet.  Then again, maybe it wasn’t the heater, but our feet’s close proximity to the big engine, just inches away and separated by the thin aluminum firewall.  I grimaced at the idea of using this dirt road and getting dust over and under this classic car.  It just went against the grain of a true car-lover.  I had heard of these early models selling for over one million dollars but knew JP bought this one for a steal at only a fraction of that amount.  Regardless the price he paid, it still bothered my sensibilities to get the car dirty.  The price JP paid was nothing to sneeze at and my knees trembled at the responsibility of now driving it.  The stresses from the resistance of the heavy duty pressure plate, as I shifted the Borg-Warner 4-speed up and down the gears didn’t contribute any less to my leg’s muscle tremors either.
Entering the paved highway, I tentatively eased down on the tiny throttle pedal and watched the tach and speedo quickly climb.  Squeaking the fat tires in all four gears, I found myself easily zipping up to 100.  It felt good and familiar, reminding me of my “good old days” street racing.  To hear the secondaries of the twin carbs kick in and that deep-throated rumble of the large Ford V8, was enough to give any man a hard-on. Despite the gently swerving roadway and steep cliffs to our right, the Cobra effortlessly displayed its true pedigree.  I wisely let off the gas pedal, down-shifted into third and took her down to a more sedate 60 mph, which seemed as if we were barely moving.  Marietta clutched my outstretched right forearm, as I ran through a few gears negotiating a tight hairpin curve, manipulating the tiny shifter knob atop the center driveline hump.  “That was fun.” She said as she grinned from ear to ear.  “I’d like to see what this car really has, if you ever get the chance, Ray.  Jean Paul never takes me for rides in his fancy cars, so I guess I’m curious to see how you handle this little lady.”  
Was I mistaken or was that a metaphor she just used on me?  Her words weren’t lost on me, but I chose to respond with my own, carefully worded metaphor.  “If and when I get a ever get chance to do that Marietta, I will.  Frankly speaking, the car scares me.  There is way too much horsepower for the low weight she has, and I’m afraid I’ll cause her to spin out of control, injuring myself.”  Meant more as a witty comeback, I realized too late that she could translate my words into something entirely too straightforward and serious.  “Too late to take that one back, Ray.”  I told myself.  “Stupid too, no matter how witty you thought your comment to be received.”  Thankfully she had no comeback of her own, but sat in silence enjoying the scenery as I drove on.
We spent the later part of the morning, cruising around the tiny town of Bodega Bay, including a drive up from the highway at the north end of town to see the actual school buildings used in the filming of the old movie.  The black car and deep-throated sound of the massive V8 caught everyone’s attention as we drove by, including the local constable, who eyed me suspiciously as I let the beast all but idle itself down the main street.  Thanks to the cold and dripping fog, I didn’t have to worry about overheating the engine.  This car wasn’t built for anything but flying down a road course at 100 plus, gulping in as much cool air as she could.   Despite this coldish day, I was thankful for the twin electric cooler fans in front of the undersized radiator to help ward off any overheating.
Starting to get hungry, I pointed to a few restaurants that appealed to me, but Marietta said “no” to each one we encountered.  “I have an idea, Ray.  Have you ever been to Inverness?  Let’s drive there for a late lunch okay?  It’s not that far, and you might even find that straight section of road you were looking for.”

I admitted the car could use “blowing-out” back on the highway and that it had been nearly twenty years since I was last in Inverness.  Besides, I didn’t see any high school aged boys to stop and question.  I guess school for the little beggars was still in session.  Lucky for them.  I would also check on the Red Stripe Beer thing while I was on my own later.  For now, I would enjoy the company and the drive.
I knew Inverness was on the exact opposite side of a lengthy, knife-shaped indentation running east from the Pacific, and the odd-shaped bay would take quite awhile getting to.  What the Hell I told myself, this car was meant for curvy roads and I was, by now, accustomed to both her good and bad habits.  Back at the two-lane highway again, I checked the tiny rearview mirror on the dash for the presence of the local constable, depressed the throttle about one-third and “popped” the clutch.  Oh boy! I see now how this car got its name.  She slithered a good 50 feet down the road, leaving distinctive serpentine tire marks and a thick cloud of burnt rubber, where we had been only a split second before.  

This was fun.  What could be better than this?  I asked myself, while shifting up and down through the gears on this narrow and scenic two-lane road.  I was driving a dream car, enjoying a spectacular countryside, and had a beautiful companion as my co-pilot.  And if that weren’t enough, the sun was finally peeking out of the thinning overcast.  I put a smile and my sunglasses on my face and enjoyed the drive east into the Coast Mountains.  Today was all about play.  Tomorrow I would have to get down to serious business.
DEWPOINT

CHAPTER THIRTEEN – GAMESMANSHIP
The lengthy, but pleasurable drive ended at a small outdoors restaurant alongside the two-lane county highway on the southern side of the narrow bay.  The sleepy feeling of Inverness and the ultra lush vegetation along the edge of the bay felt very comfortable – almost like I had once lived there in another life.  I’m sure you know that de ja vu feeling?  The narrow and winding roads precluded any major tourist invasion and I was certain the local decision makers had a strong hand in wanting it kept that way.  There is real money in these rolling hills and overgrown thickets, I thought.   When savvy people were done making their fortunes elsewhere, they came to places like this and similar little communities around the world, to escape the destruction they were accomplices to, and retired to the new, as-yet unspoiled havens.  Then they put up barricades against the hoards, using onerous zoning laws to maintain their exclusivity.  In my business, we call this the “lifeboat syndrome”.  “Now that we’re safe, we sure don’t want to swamp the boat” is the common explanation used by planners.  The Marin headlands are in fact the birthplace of that old, but famous term “yuppie” – or hippies with money.
Many years of helping my developer-clients make millions in various projects like theme restaurants, etc., instinctively told me this was a good place to build a restaurant.  Bodega Bay was good, but this was better for a brand new “theme” restaurant.  That is, if JP ever got around to building one as he recently admitted.  A bit closer to the populated areas of Marin County too, which wouldn’t hurt its chances of success.  I was wondering what the odds were of getting an approval from Marin County for anything new in this little, protected corner of the world.  I would have to guess somewhere between slim and none.
Marietta and I spent a lengthy lunch chatting over simple sandwiches and “light” beers.  This far inland, there was ample sunlight and the air had a hint of warmth and the distinct smells of sage and rosemary that occasionally wafted by our rickety little table.  I spent nearly an hour of that time, telling Marietta all about my eleven years of blissful marriage to Cheryl, her terminal illness and my subsequent years spent alone.  She queried me on many points, but spent most of her time asking many probing questions about the women in my life during those last five years.   I told her I still had dreams of doing things with her, only to wake, realizing she was no longer with me.  My few attempts in this area of my stories were comical and the retelling had us both in tears – though perhaps not for the same reasons.

When I had finished telling “all”, Marietta sat quietly for some time, thinking, as she sipped on her fourth beer of the afternoon.  Apparently satisfying her self that it was safe to confide in me about her current marital status, and with her tongue well lubricated from the beer, proceeded in leaving nothing out.  She began by telling me how they met at a formal party in Lyon, their whirlwind romance and huge wedding a year later.  She confided in me her age and in being ten years younger than Jean Paul.  We both agreed that the minor age difference wasn’t a problem and she moved on to more intimate revelations.  Besides having to return to France frequently at the request of his company to help resolve minor issues on the new Airbus, Jean Paul had become even more distant within the last six months or so.  He also was taking many secret business trips and she worried about there being another woman.  Most discomforting to her, and more than anything else, she confided, was the lack of intimacy and closeness they had always shared – before and even after their marriage.  Sex had become almost non-existent in their lives, she explained, with tears welling in her eyes.  She was quite certain it had to be another woman.
I suggested he was probably just going through a phase.  Turning the big six-o alone, could have that effect on a man’s psyche.  There were any numbers of things besides a lack of interest; I told her that could account for his behavior, including possible physical problems, and she seemed somewhat satisfied with my diagnosis.  With my watch showing three-thirty, both agreed that we should be starting the hour long trip back to the ranch.  Without openly discussing it, we thankfully stuck to safer topics thereafter, thus helping me avoid any more painful disclosures.  However, there was no mistaking it – we were developing a nice attraction between us that people often get, while making new friendships.
The Cobra barely made it back to the barn with only a gallon or so to spare, I had estimated by the telltale gauge.  Miles to the gallon?  Hell, I imagined gallons to the mile, as I filled the small tank from the ranch’s double-tanked gas pump, being mindful to use the higher octane side for the refill.  The black Ford “woody” was sitting nearby and was covered in bugs and dust.  I could hear the hot metal of the exhaust, cooling and contracting with those familiar clicking and clacking sounds.  JP must have just beaten us back.  Marietta was already inside greeting her husband.  I purposely stayed with the two cars for another hour or so, prudently deciding to wash both on the gravel pad before returning them to the barn.

Inside, I found JP and Marietta enjoying cocktails and a hushed conversation near the fireplace.  I welcomed him back as I headed to the library.  When I got there, I found Erika head down and asleep over a yellow legal notepad.  I gently shook her shoulder, waking her.  She massaged her neck as she looked around, putting the unfamiliar into perspective and reminding herself where she was.  “Come on Erika…Work hours are over and it’s time for some medicine and an introduction to our patron saint.  
Once at the little bar, I introduced Erika to our host and they exchanged a few pleasantries.   JP expressed his happiness that I had the extra help on board for the upcoming projects.  He poured me the usual scotch, while Marietta requested a gin and diet tonic with a twist of lime and Erika her famous rum and coke.  Once drink orders were filled, JP and Marietta insisted we join them – so we did.  Whatever they were talking about was put aside and they eagerly engaged their house guests in light conversation.  Marietta’s eyes, I could barely see, were moist.  Indicating what?  JP also expressed his pleasure that I got the Cobra and his wife out for a little exercise. 

We took turns, filling our clients in on our last few days of research, with Erika elucidating me in the process, on her discoveries of the afternoon, doing her calls to the Commission and other, county agencies.  
“So, it was as I expected.” I said out loud, when she was done.  Routine enough for those of us in the business, but the news worried JP and Marietta some, not being used to the trials and tribulations of the approval processes.  We tried to put them at ease by downplaying everything as “business as usual” and “Just silly games we had to play.”  “How else could bureaucrats justify their highly paid positions if there were a set of rules for us to simply follow, with nothing for them to oversee or criticize?” I said.  My joke in attempting to downplay the situation didn’t seem to help ease their minds though.
With no more business matters to discuss, there developed a lengthy silence as the four of us just sat there staring at the rising flames inside the huge fire pit.  There was an obvious tension in the air that both Erika and I could not ignore.  JP, true to form, never did volunteer where or what he had been up to these past few days, and once again, I decided to leave that eight-hundred pound gorilla alone.  
Saved by the bell, as they say, when Maria finally called us to dinner.  As we were wrapping things up, Erika mentioned she had met Stu during the afternoon in the courtyard.  “He sure seems awfully friendly.  Is he married?” she asked a little too enthusiastically for my tastes.
Looking surprised or perhaps even a little irritated, Marietta, quickly blurted, “Yes he’s married!  He has a wife and kids down at the southern end of the property.  I’m sure he was just being, overly friendly as some Texans are often noted to be.”  She visibly softened and said, “But he can be a really good ranch hand to have around in such a big place when you’re in need.”
Dinner was a treat as I had started to expect from Maria, and she even fixed a vegan alternative from Erika’s earlier request.  The evening was spent with the four of us playing Hearts – men against women, and it seems Erika is as vicious as Marietta at playing cards.  I learned something new about Erika and reaffirmed what I already knew about women in general that night.  The “Battle of the Sexes” and the art of pure gamesmanship was still alive and well – at least where women were teamed against men.  Also, I re-affirmed from their sly and sometimes, not too subtle innuendos, that women could be just as ruthless against their own species, when it seemed to suit their cause. 

Before we all retired to our rooms, JP announced that he had four reservations at the famous Calistoga Inn, two days hence.  There was to be a formal gala vintner’s party at a friend’s winery and he felt we should take advantage of the invite to go and research that winery and, with luck, a few others, while there for the two day visit.  Erika expressed her pleasure at the news, saying she had never been to Napa Valley.  It had been a very long time since Cheryl and I had last visited and I was curious to see how many new buildings and other commercial interests had crept into the once-quiet valley I had last seen.  Maybe I would find some time to visit my old contractor friend Ernest, who moved from Carmel Valley to Oakville many years before.  Doubtful, but a really did miss that bald-headed son-of-a-gun.  
DEWPOINT

CHAPTER FOURTEEN – BY DESIGN

Erika and I spent the next day and a half, deeply involved and working through our matrix of design parameters and constricts, trying to distill the whole mess into the beginnings of some rudimentary design concepts.  By using the methodology of a matrix, we could better identify all of the major and minor design elements, such as room relationships, building orientation, daylighting, room relationships to the exterior, building access, the basic structural system to be used, mechanical needs, etc. 
We are also able to better decide all of the major and minor extraneous influences that will ultimately impact our final design.  Buildings are not created in a vacuum as most people think.  Four of the major outside influencing factors that will mold and shape our new house, are: The Uniform Building Code, County Zoning Ordinances, County Health Department and the California Coastal Commission.  Building codes tell the designer what minimum life / safety standards to be used; structural design, light and ventilation, exiting, fireproofing, etc.  Zoning ordinances are set by local boards and commissions and define certain areas and zones within their jurisdiction to be followed.  This is the public’s tool for defining how tall a building can be, setbacks from property lines, lot coverage, sometimes design styles and those sorts of things.  
And then there is the California Coastal Commission – approved by the voters in a 1972 state ballot resolution to ostensibly protect the remaining coastline – for everyone to have access to and enjoyment of the coast.  The governing ordinances that followed, dictate many factors of a building’s design, like architectural styles, height, placement, access to the shoreline, etc.  In fact, the Commission has in previous years, even been able to dictate that there will be no building on private property.  By allowing nothing, I always felt, was an “unconstitutional taking” of one’s property.  But I am but one voice, and who really cares what I think?
As an architect, whose primary place of practice has been along the Central Coast, I have come to find this “taking” of private property most onerous.  The Commission, with their inordinate powers, has literally been able to say “no” to applicants who want to finally use their seaside properties - many owned for generations.  Based on their “all-encompassing” regulations and strict interpretations, they have denied many a person, the right to use their property for even the most basic of residential uses, and in some cases, without even fairly compensating them.  I have often wondered what would happen if a greedy public imposed the same access laws on the eastern side of California, encompassing the entire Sierra Nevada Mountains foothills and effecting the large land owners out there.  I suspect so many of these powerful land owners would scream “foul” so loud that the existing coastal laws would soon be appealed as unfair.  It doesn’t seem to bother most people when new laws are imposed, as long as it’s someone else’s’ ox that is being gored.
Regardless the strict rules and ordinances that define our new building, Erika and I manage to overcome them all and begin to formulate some rough design concepts.  JP seems uninterested at this early stage, spending his time doing chores around the ranch, and is usually out of sight most of the time. We share our sketches and thoughts, for now, only with Marietta.  She seems genuinely excited by our direction.  In turn, she guides us in various design directions that she desires and feels comfortable with – a give and take process that seems to be working extremely well.  
I have always found the design phase of a project to be the most exciting.  Erika shares these feelings and has the innate ability, as do I, to create in three dimensions – more than capable of plugging in all of the necessary design criteria with me, while “on the fly”.  We make a good threesome – bouncing ideas and solutions off each other in a frenzy of notes and sketches.  This is why I have asked her to join me.  We have done this often in the office to a lesser degree and it has always worked well there.  This is our opiate of choice, literally making us giddy with pleasure at our accomplishments, and the hours seemingly fly by.  Marietta feeds our quest for the best design with her open and genuine praise, or rejections, of how she sees the design literally evolving before her eyes.  Slowly, the initial seeds of our early ideas begin to sprout, taking form as something recognizable and truly having merit.  Without question, I think, we are solving most of our client’s design criteria in this sort of raw form.  
The subsequent refinement process stimulates our creative juices to an even higher degree.  One solution begets another and so on, until a totally cohesive concept coalesces from our once rough paper sketches.  
Discussions about various building materials and aesthetics, lead to numerous revisions in the design.  All through the process, we place an overriding mandate on this project – our final design must fit comfortably with and be highly compatible with the surrounding environment.   Obviously, unless you can somewhat bury a structure, it will always be visible and impossible to hide from any viewpoint.  Thus, our job is to make the shape, overall massing and building materials become pleasing to the eye, against the backdrop of the raw land.  This is not an easy task, as the owner’s building site sits on top of a knoll, windswept and without any trees or shrubbery to screen or reduce the mass from the highway.  There is no forest to hide our building behind or other, nearby homes to match size and style with, citing “pre-existing conditions”.  Regardless the huge challenges we’ve had to struggle with, we are really beginning to like our final solution.
I think Erika and I are getting as close to a final design as we can reasonably achieve.   Marietta is very pleased with what we have shown her to this point and has given us the green light to complete our concept.  She assures us Jean Paul should like what we have done when it is professionally presented to him later.  I wasn’t as sure about that as she seemed to be, as he had warned me several times about his dislike for anything except old world – his last words to Marietta not withstanding.  However, I was quite sure we had a winner with our design, but knew full well, he could simply throw the whole thing out, and we would have to start anew – back at square one.  I also wondered if JP did put the kibosh on the modern design, how Marietta would react to those actions.  Tensions were mounting, but it was now time for a little R&R, which we all welcomed with open arms.
DEWPOINT

CHAPTER FIFTEEN – WINOS
The time quickly came, when we needed to pack for our trip to Calistoga and the sprawling vineyards of the narrow Napa Valley.  The restored old woody station wagon, though spacious, barely accommodates the four of us and our respective luggage in the back space or strapped to the roof’s sturdy luggage railing.  I am thankful we are going to be gone only two days; otherwise, the women would have likely taken enough “goodies” to fill two steamer trunks each, instead of just one.  JP suggests I drive to experience what modern suspension and drivetrain can do for an old car.  He likes being the “navigator” in the “shotgun” seat, as we used to call it, back in my old hot-rodding days.  The two women have plenty of room in the second bench seat and are deeply engaged in conversation that is impossible to hear most of the time over the road noise and his premium sound system loudly playing Stevie Ray Vaughn CD’s.

My conversations with JP run from the house design to grapes and then later, with the women now involved, to a rather lengthy debate over women in the workplace.  Erika is a very outspoken person and I hold my breath as the debate unwinds, worrying about what bold statement she will drop on our hosts.  To my surprise, Marietta has the stronger opinions of the two women on the subject.  It is here I find, she has held numerous corporate positions in several cities in France before marrying Jean Paul.  “If you think there are glass ceilings for women here in the States, try climbing the corporate ladder in France.  There you will find the true meaning of the French word chauvinism.”  Erika actually complimented me and my firm, by saying that she had no such problems working in my firm.  Aside from me being a Scrooge and a work tyrant, our office was the easiest to work for she had encountered and that she was allowed to advance in the company as high as she wanted.  She actually called us the “Dream Employers”.  
“Good Gawd!” I spouted.   “I’m not quite sure exactly what all that bullshit meant Erika, but I’m sure you’re angling for a raise.”  For Marietta, the statement evoked a raised eyebrow that I covertly saw reflected in my center mounted, rear-view mirror.  It obviously meant something else to her.  The subject then changed to men in general and JP and I found ourselves tuning out, while the two women giggled amongst themselves.
Another luxury I was glad JP had had installed during the restoration of this almost sixty-year old car, was modern air conditioning.  Just east of the first coastal ridge and now down in the small valleys beyond, the fog and ever-present ocean breezes disappeared and the sun took over.  It was easily 90 in some spots and the modern retrofitted A/C allowed us to comfortably cruise along, with the windows up.  Mendocino Valley was slightly cooler by the time we got there, due to the afternoon hour and the marine breezes that kick-up from the North Bay at that time of the afternoon.

By the time we arrived at our destination, it was late afternoon.  JP had reserved three rooms in the one-hundred year old plus, downtown B&B called The Calistoga Inn.  We agreed to meet for dinner in the old restaurant on the ground floor at six-thirty, after we checked into our respective rooms and freshened-up a bit.  Though my room was small, it was recently decorated and had all the modern conveniences, including our own bathrooms - thankfully.  My two, double-hung wood windows faced to the front onto the main street of downtown Calistoga.  Here too, I was thankful the inn believed in the comforts of modern air conditioning, though my analytical mind couldn’t figure out how they had managed to so ingeniously hide the necessary ductwork.
Strictly by coincidence, Erika’s room was located next door and had an adjoining door to allow for a “suite” configuration if there was the need.  After ten or fifteen minutes, I heard her gently knocking on the common passageway door.  I unlocked my side as she had already done for her half of the suite.  Erika held a bucket of ice in her outstretched hand and asked if I had managed to pack any liquid refreshments.  “Of course I did.  But I only brought Scotch and I know you are a rum and coke person.  But you’re welcome to come in and kick back anyway.”

“Rum or gin is my choice of poison…” Erika said.  The phrase, sounding to me, a bit too old-fashioned for her age. “…but Scotch will do just fine after that stressful trip.”  With that said, she handed me the sweating plastic bucket of ice and flopped on her side atop my queen-sized bed, leaving me to fix our drinks.  I had a momentary anxiety about her so casually lying on my hotel bed, but quickly dismissed the concern as foolish.  I was always somewhat naïve about these types of situations, because I was, in my old age, becoming too stodgy and traditional.  Handing her the Scotch and water from the bathroom, I asked, “Stressful?  I didn’t sense any stress during the trip.  What are you talking about?”

Erika took a healthy slug of the tendered glass then flopped backward on the bedcover with her strawberry-blonde hair splaying out in all directions.  After a deep exhale and still looking at the high ceiling, she said, “Thanks, I needed that.”

What’s that all about?” I asked.  “You act like you’ve had a grueling trip, while I was the one who did all the work driving us here.”

“Well. You should have been in the back seat.”  A long pause, while she looked to me for a reaction. “I guess you couldn’t see Marietta’s reactions to what was being said.  Every time Jean Paul said something, she would tense up ever so slightly.  And every time you talked, she seemed to dwell on every word regardless of what you said.  Call it female intuition or just a sixth sense boss, but I think that woman has serious problems with her husband and is becoming somehow fixated on you.”  
She then bounced upright, looked toward me sitting in the tiny lounge chair near the bed, and took another long hit of Scotch – looking me squarely in the eyes.  Obviously to judge my reaction to what she had just said.  “Damn women” I thought.  “Always so clever and methodical in everything they do.  It must be the Alpha Female thing coming out.”
“First off,’ I said in a rather straightforward business like manner, “I told you not to call me that.  Secondly, I disagree with your so-called feminine hunches.  Marietta is no more “enamored” with me than she would be with any other newly acquired friend, who just happens to be designing her dream house.  I think you are confusing social graces or etiquette with some other, unfounded emotions.  I just don’t see that.  Lastly, I suggest we drop this subject altogether, young lady.”

She winced at the “young lady” comment, then said, “Okay boss.  But I’m tell you, this woman has designs on you.  Trust me on this.  Though I have to say, I don’t blame her.  You are definitely worth pursuing.”  She stopped for a few seconds to collect herself.  Her face flushed red and she quickly added, “Er, I mean from an older woman’s point of view that is.  You’re not too bad for an old fart – Boss.”

“Hey!  I told you.  Quit using that word, and enough of this silly bullshit.”  I fixed us both a second drink.  The glass tumblers, after all, were safely on the smallish side I reasoned.  

Erika sipped at her Scotch now, appraising me with narrowed eyes, and sizing up her prey once again – this time safely behind the rim of her glass.  Lowering the glass, she put a big smile on her face and as if purposefully trying to get my goat, said, “Don’t worry Ray; I have no designs on you.  You’re way too old for a young chick like me.”  Her comment about being an “old fart” and alluding to me not being “hip” struck me hard.  It was like calling Michael J. Fox a “chicken” in the movie “Back to the Future”.  It just got my hackles up.  Her taunting laugh afterwards didn’t help either.  She sauntered back to her side of the intervening wall, acting as if she won the battle, grinning all they way, closed the door and threw the deadbolt.  “See you downstairs in a few – boss.”  I heard her muffled voice cry out from the other side of the closed door slab - followed by receding laughter.

All this “designing women” stuff had me going, I had to admit to myself, and it was somewhat unnerving.  “Was I spending too much time with Marietta or maybe inadvertently giving off the wrong signals?”  I asked myself.  Maybe Erika was only being perceptive and warning me away from a bad situation in her own, peculiar style.  I grabbed my dinner jacket and headed out the door and to dinner.  Walking down the corridor, I answered my recent question, “Hell no.”  At least I didn’t think I was.
Dinner in the family-style formal Dining Room of the Inn was a continuation of the car ride over, with the four of us in passionate conversation, except this time, I wasn’t concentrating on my driving.   There was excellent food – served very elegantly amid vintage antiques and tasteful decorations.  Afterwards, we agreed to split up and do our “own thing”, meeting back here in the inn’s dining room for breakfast at eight the next morning.  I spent an hour or so walking around the small town of Calistoga, population 5,000, just window shopping and enjoying the low-stress exercise.  Most of the tiny shops downtown was geared to either the tourist or wine connoisseur, of which I considered myself as neither.  So, by eight-thirty, I was back in my little room on the second floor – front.  I could faintly hear a TV next door and assumed Erika was safely in her room watching a program on the twenty-something FOX channel.  “Did they use the term X-Generation anymore” I wondered.  I was tempted to invite her over for a nightcap, but thought better of opening that door again - both literally and figuratively.  I decided instead, to read my latest Clive Cussler novel I had remembered to pack.  By nine my eyelids were heavy and I called it a day.
Always an early riser, I dressed casually and stepped out to the cool sunrise around 6:30.  Aside from the two newspaper trucks, one bread delivery van and a stray dog, I seemed to be the only soul out and about.  That was too bad, because this time of day, the air is almost magical in its stillness and refreshing coolness, with just a tint of purple haze to make all seem magical.  At one point in my leisurely trek, I could see Mt. St. Helena, the 2.5 million year-old. dormant volcano, towering over Calistoga just north of town.  No. Not Mt. St. Helens.  That’s another lady, who was famous in recent history for loudly blowing her top.  This ancient lady, Helena, was more sedate, though she shared the same geological, tectonic and volcanic past as her more violent cousin to the north.  It is well known that the Calistoga area is famous for their mineral hot springs, spas and geysers – all deriving from the same volcanic upwelling processes and therefore, just as volatile.  I promised myself to someday try out one of those sulfur hot tubs - maybe during this trip if time permitted.
Before long the stray dog and I met head-on while returning to our individual bases.  He quickly sniffed me and evidently satisfied, moved on to investigate the curbside, tree and fire hydrant, in that order – giving each his unique brand of graffiti in the process.  For some strange reason, that made me wonder how my little Cessna was doing, sitting all alone on that abandoned airstrip.  I forced the ugly thought from my mind and returned to the Inn.   Once there, I settled into a comfortable wing-back chair and a feminine-sized, demitasse’ of fresh brewed coffee and the early edition of that morning’s S.F. Chronicle.  A buffet table of pastries and coffee were checked occasionally by one of the staff who flitted in and out hurriedly going about her morning chores.  I loved the smells of fresh pastries and strong coffee.  By now, I could hear the other guests upstairs, stirring and readying themselves for another day, but for the moment I had the whole room peacefully to myself.  These moments don’t come often enough in life I sighed, and I vowed to not take this moment of silence for granted.
After ten or fifteen minutes, Erika opened the front door and stepped inside.  After briefly checking her pulse and watch, she turned my way, giving me a big grin, grabbed an iced bottle of Minute Maid orange juice from the buffet table and plopped in the chair beside me.  She was still huffing and puffing from her morning jog, but managed a nice “good morning, Ray.”   I already knew Erika was one of those insane health nuts, but I had never seen her in her Lycra jogging outfit before.  This body-revealing outfit was a far cry from the loose-fitting outfits she always wore at the office – ostensibly to ward off the male-dominated staff, I now surmised.  At five foot six, Erika carried her few extra pounds well and I found myself starring in admiration of her younger and well-kept body.  The perspiration glistened on her face and strands of her medium length red-blonde hair clung to it here and there.  She took the business section from my pile that was sitting on the coffee table.  As she leaned forward, I could detect a little grin on her face, indicating her gratification from having a male admiring her wares.  Mission accomplished I suppose she must have thought.  I went back to the sports section and we sat together, quietly enjoying each other’s company until it was almost time to meet our hosts for breakfast.  She excused herself and left me to go to her room and “freshen” up.  Her exit “wiggle”, I’m quite sure, was orchestrated for my benefit.  I returned to my newspaper slightly rattled by the experience.
Twenty minutes later, a pair of shoes appeared beneath my raised paper and I looked up to see JP, jerking his head in the direction of the Dining Room.  I guess I had fallen asleep.  The three had saved me a place at the large, formal dining room table and I joined them.  The many guests from the various hidden rooms above magically appeared at the appointed hour and were helping themselves to full plates of the typical “Continental” breakfast fare from the buffet tables that were placed conveniently around the perimeter of the room.  Since my friends had already begun, I joined the chow line and heaped generous shares of sausage, chicken livers with gravy, scrambled eggs, a plain, untoasted bagel and a large tub of cream cheese onto my white plate.  To show I was at least cognizant of my health, I made a place on my already full plate for a pile of fresh fruit and grabbed a small bottle of Martinique’s filtered apple juice to wash it all down.  Yummy.  This would hold me the rest of the day I thought.  Erika couldn’t resist the urge to chide me in her special way by saying, “Oh my.  You were hungry, weren’t you?”  Her plate had only fresh fruit and unbuttered whole wheat toast, accompanied by a packet of Earl Gray and a pot of hot water
JP finally informed his eager group where the wine party was to be held that evening.  None other than the very prestigious and award-winning, nearby winery called Clos Pegase.  That particular winery was familiar to me, as I had had a presentation made to me long ago, as a corporate member of the Monterey Bay AIA.  In 1987, I think it was, the California Chapter held their annual convention at the world famous Asilomar Conference Grounds in Pacific Grove.  I was on the board of the local chapter at the time, and being that close, I was obligated to attend.  I recalled the architect for the new winery, Michael Graves, was selected for the new winery out of a group of 96 other architects in a design competition officiated by the S.F. M.O.M.A.  His presentation included his volumes of design studies and ample pictures of the finished winery.  I was very impressed, since his style of architecture, closely matched mine, although in a neo-classical style – now greatly overdone in my opinion.  
“Clos Pegase is French for “enclosed” and “Pegasus”, for the winged mythological horse” I blurted out.  Some facts stayed with me from that time in 1987.  What’s the point of remembering those little trivia things if you can’t use them at times like these?
“Very good, Ray.” Jean Paul praised.  “And our hosts will be my long-time friend and former Frenchman Jan Schrem and his wife Mitsuko, the current owners of Clos Pegase.  I think you will all have a very nice time tonight.”  JP stopped between sentences and grabbed his side, sporting a pained look on his face.  Marietta asked if he was okay and he waived her off saying it was just a muscle spasm or some other simple thing.  The face softened into a grin and he continued.  “Don’t forget it’s a formal, black tie charity fund-raiser. Later in the evening, Jan promises to give us a personal tour of the winery.  Until then, Marietta and I will be out visiting some other old friends in the area.  We will see you both, later at the Inn’s Great Room at six tonight, dressed and ready to go.  Okay. Have fun today, you two.”
With that announcement and dismissal made, JP and Marietta got up from the table and left us sitting on our own to fill out our day’s activity cards.  Erika asked if I had made any plans.  “I actually hadn’t thought ahead that far to be honest.” I told her.  “I was kind of waiting for JP to fill out our dance cards for the day like he is always doing.”  

She asked if she could chum around with me for the day if I didn’t mind her company.  “You’re kinda fun to hang around with, even if you’re my boss and an old fart.” She added.
When I asked her what she wanted to do, I shouldn’t have been surprised that it included a lot of health-conscious things.  I was more the type to enjoy self-guided driving tours of an area.  So, we combined the two and decided a drive in the direction of Mt. St. Helena and a short hike on one of the many trails once we got there. I stated I wanted to try and look up my old contractor friend in Oakville.  

We both agreed to meet back in the Great room in a half hour.  I would stay downstairs and try to arrange a rental car for the day through the Inn’s concierge.  “Make it a convertible will ya Ray.”  Erika hollered from the stairs heading to her room.

Our itinerary consisted of meandering about the smallish town in a new Mustang convertible – through the business and residential areas and even out into the nearby farm areas.  While driving close to Oakville, I called my friend but got no answer.  After two hours we decided to come back into town and do a little shopping.  Erika liked the idea of getting the feel for a town this way – my lazy way, I reminded her.  We popped in and out of little, private shops, admiring quality stuff in some cases, but in most shops, there were only cheap, tourist trinkets.  No matter where you were, like my small town of Carmel, they all catered to every budget and tried their best to get you to leave some of your hard earned money behind.
Whenever Erika entered a woman’s clothing shop, especially those delicate lingerie one’s with all the nose-wrinkling perfumes and aroma-therapy candles, I lingered outside, at the curb, people watching – one of my favorite pastimes.  I always wondered though, why some smart merchandiser didn’t have a small corner of a woman’s department dedicated to the shopper’s male companions.  You know – a couple of comfy chairs, some men’s magazines and a TV – set to an all-day sports or Playboy channel.  Maybe even a fridge with cold water and sodas.  Seems to me it would sure get the man in the right frame of mind to stay longer.  Perhaps even offer to buy one or more of the lady’s selections - after all those lengthy changing room sessions they usually put us through.  It wouldn’t work the other way round, as most men know exactly what they want and are in and out, without spending much time trying on clothes, browsing or noticing those ever-present “sale” signs.

It was easy to see that the Napa Valley was mostly dedicated to the world of grapes and wines and every permutation of the art and science of Enology.  Erika said the place was definitely dedicated to the “winos” of the world.  I reminded her of the function we would be attending in a few hours, and of all the fancy “winos” we would meet there.  I suspected they would be the most dedicated bunch of “winos” you could ever find – bar none.
By midday, she allowed me to call my old friend Ernest once again in Oakville.  Being a Saturday, he and his wife Judy readily agreed to join us for a short visit at an ice cream parlor in town.  We had a thoroughly pleasant, but short visit catching up on each other’s lives of the past seven years.  It seemed Ernest was into raising barnyard animals now, collecting premium wines by the case and, besides still contracting, re-established his bee-keeping business for the local orchard growers and the honey.  Their favorite pastime was hosting and attending murder-mystery parties complete with gourmet foods and cases of the latest aficionado recommended cabernets.
By two or so, we were headed north, out of town on a short, but pleasant drive up Hwy. 29 toward Mt. St. Helena.  The 4,500 foot mountain filled our windscreen and lured us forward, through lush vineyards on either side.  At the parking lot, it was difficult to find the trail head, but was put in the right direction by following a deliberate looking hiker seemingly headed that way.  
For the first twenty minutes or so, we enjoyed a gentle uphill walk through a beautiful evergreen forest, taking our time and chit-chatting about this and that.  Breaking out of the forest, we discovered a dramatic change in scenery – a much steeper trail, with large boulders scattered about, huge rock outcroppings, chaparral brush and a brisk wind in our face.  A hiker coming down the trail advised us to turn around, as the trail got significantly harder to climb and neither one of us were dressed properly for or had enough time for the day-long climb.  That was all the excuse I needed to end this walking business, since the Army, years before, ruined my desire to use my feet any more than I had to.  I must admit though, I was kind of hoping to run into one of those naturally occurring, hot mineral pools.
We did as instructed and opted to head for town and the best looking local saloon we could find with an outdoor seating area.  Erika teased, “Damn. I had hoped we would run across one of those thermal pools, where I could go skinny-dipping and thrill you to more than my Lycra jogging suit, you saw me in this morning.”  I told her to stop teasing an old man like that.  I readily admit though, her suggestive comment caused me to conjure up a few too many images that were quickly popping into my head.  I decided it wise not to mention having the same thought earlier.
 At four, we were nearly by ourselves in an outdoor seating area, with an hour or so to kill before heading back to the Inn.  While downing our favorite beverages – Scotch and Rum, Erika asked me what I made of JP’s side ache that morning over breakfast.  I just shrugged.  Who knew if it were serious or not?  He was always the avid health nut and seemed to be in perfect shape and health to my eyes.  She also tried to make me aware of her feelings that “something about the place and people at the ranch, didn’t feel quite right to her.  Something was going on and she couldn’t place her finger on it yet.”  Other than the plane vandalism, something was bothering me as well, but until this moment as, I hadn’t stopped to consciously examine my own thoughts on the subject.  I cut her concerns short with a dismissive wave of my hand and a remark that is was just us being out of our normal routines and environment that probably were causing any odd feelings.  Trying not to show my concern, I did to stow the idea away in my head for later use.
“Hey.  It’s time for us to get back to the Inn, Erika and join all those upper-crust “winos” for an evening of wine, food, more wine, dancing, more wine and assorted merriment.”  I paid the bill with a credit card, reminding myself to log that on my expense account.   I wondered if our inn had a hot tub out back.  Maybe Erika would settle for a little skinny-dipping in a modern Jacuzzi Spa with the liquid contents being “genuine mineral water”?  Damn. I was getting to sound like an old Lech the more time passed.

DEWPOINT

CHAPTER SIXTEEN – HOME OF THE GODS

At seven o’clock that evening, the four of us drove to the north end of the Napa Valley on Hwy. 29, to the dinner party.  It seemed odd to me with the four of us dressed in formal wear that we were traveling to a dinner party in an old 1951 Ford station wagon - regardless how cherry it was.  Leaving the main road, we drove up a nicely paved, two-lane, well-lit access road, leading up to the winery and estate at the top of a large knoll.  As we approached, the neo-classical-modern structure perched at the apex of the gently rounded hill, gave me the impression of something otherworldly.  Exactly as I remembered the conference slide show years before, it was a large structure but not so large that it felt overpowering.  It seemed to my tastes, to have a nice human scale, while still being impressive enough to take one’s breath away.  It seemed to give the intended impression that the gods really did live here or that there was something truly unusual waiting beyond the main gates.  Perhaps Pegasus really did reside in Clos Pegase, feasting for eternity on fermenting Cabernet grapes.  Could it be that’s what the owner had planned from the beginning? Without trying to sound too cynical, I suspected the design originated more out of the need to compete for the eyes of the wine tourists, from all the other places up and down the valley - a sort of one-ups-man-ship in the wine business.  If that is true, imagine then, what the successor wineries must look like?
The parking lot was already half full of valet-parked cars.  True to the eclectic spirit of the area, the automobiles I saw ranged from a multi-million dollar red Enzo Ferrari, to a multicolored Bugatti Veyron 16.4, and to the everyday and truly mundane Japanese coupes.  Jean Paul was impressed that I new enough about exotic cars to name the first two.  “How could anyone not know about the worlds fastest street car ever manufactured, Jean Paul?  I understand that 16.4L baby is has 1,000 horsepower and is capable of speeds over 250 miles per hour.”  However old-fashioned, the “woody” was by comparison, it got its fair share of appreciative stares from the arriving guests and the numerous hired valets.  JP presented the invitation that got us a polite “Welcome Monsieur Bain, Monsieur et Mademoiselles.  This way please.”  He then handed the young valet his keys, wrapped in a Hamilton.  I assume this was JP’s hoped for insurance against any dents – getting an understanding nod in appreciation of the generous tip.  We turned toward the music.  

Standing on the wide entrance walk under a spectacular Porte Cochere leading to the main building, Marietta and JP led the way, arm in arm and Erika and I, in turn, following suit behind them.  Erika leaned over and said, “I feel like I’m a celebrity headed into the Academy Awards at the Kodak Theatre.  Only there’s no red carpet and no screaming fans, but just enough cameramen to make it seem like the Oscars and just a little too surreal.”

“Funny.  I had the same thought Erika.  And, did I tell you that you look absolutely stunning in the red gown?  You remind me of Rene Zelwigger.”  

“No, you didn’t mention that earlier, but thanks anyway.  Rene Zelwigger huh?  Yeah, right.”

“You could pretend you know.  Well, all the single men here tonight will no doubt be lining up to punch your dance card – Rene Zelwigger or not.  So, save at least one dance for me will ya?”
The owners and our hosts greeted Jean Paul and Marietta very warmly at the entry foyer. JP then introduced us as his long-time friend and architect for their new house and winery and his young associate, Erika.  He couldn’t remember Erika’s last name, so I blurted out “Johanssen” to be of assistance.  Jan Schrem begged us to have a wonderful evening and told Jean Paul he had left some time later in the evening to give us a personal tour of the winery.  There was a quintet of musicians playing Baroque classical music just inside the entry’s spacious sized foyer that added the intended ambience. 
The trays of hors d’oeuvres and red, white and sparkling wines were plentiful, served by a small army of beautiful young men and women that carefully and silently wove their way through the gathering crowd of equally beautiful, older men and women.  Erika and I certainly had our share of snacks, speculating to each other, on whether or not we still had room for dinner later.  
“I’ve always been a sucker for blue-point oysters on the half shell with a dash of Tabasco.” I said.  Erika turned her nose up at the slimy bi-valve and opted instead for the ample supply of giant prawns with a dab of cocktail sauce.  
When I told her the oysters made a good aphrodisiac that might come in handy after meeting all the rich young men around, she elbowed me hard and gave me a deep frown, saying “I don’t need any help in that department thank you, and mind your own business.” 
At that rebuke and with a shrug, I left Erika standing in the middle of the room, heading in the direction of the hosted bar in the far corner, ordering myself a single-malt Scotch. A “man’s drink” I told no one in particular.
Eventually, we joined JP and Marietta at a round table for eight and were introduced to the two other couples already seated.  The older, rotund man seated to my left couldn’t wait to tell me he was a purveyor of used car parts in San Jose, and spent most of the evening bending my ear on the subject.  Erika was lucky enough to have a newlywed couple to her right and seemed to be enjoying a lively conversation with them and the rest of the table.  After an hour or so, she leaned over and whispered to me how sorry she was that I got stuck with such a bore.  The man didn’t even make the effort to include his wife, who seemed as bored as I was.  Then again, maybe she was content to sit in piece and have someone else be the victim of his bigheaded, self-promoting crap.

During the eight-course dinner, we were served no less that five different wines to accompany the various entrees.  My head was beginning to spin and my belt was ready to be let out a notch or two.  All through dinner, a professional auctioneer, sold off cases of premium wines, fine art and exotic trips, all donated by attendees, to help raise money for the beneficiary and primary reason for the charity dinner.  I found myself enjoying this part of the evening, if for no other reason than it caused my obnoxious neighbor to finally end his diatribe.  Erika and I made damn sure we kept our hands close to our sides during any bidding and politely applauded afterwards, as did the others, when any outrageously expensive item was sold to.  Most of the items auctioned sold for astronomical prices by the time each person had outbid the other.  Auctioned items were mostly cases of vintage wines, expensive trips and country club memberships – all going for far more than street value.  Yep.  There were gods here – and lots of well-to-do “winos”.
After the dinner and auction, we were fortunately led away from our table to another cavernous room, where a good-sized rock band was just starting to play.  Erika’s first dance, a fast one, was with me and was some recent hit song that I felt was a poor excuse for the old classic rock and roll.  Never the less, I did my best to fake that I liked it and to show that this “old fart” could also dance.  My second dance was a slow oldie that Marietta nabbed me for.  
“I’m really happy to have you here tonight, Raymond.  These functions are always so boring with only Jean Paul discussing business and all.”  Erika, who was a few short feet away, dancing with JP, was facing in my direction and saw us talking.  She shook her head in mock disgust as our eyes met and then twirled away.  After that, Erika and Marietta were both lost for the next hour, while a whole slew of men vied for their attention on the dance floor.  Oddly enough, I found JP in the next room waiting at the bar for a Martini. “It appears you are having a good time Ray?  Truth be told, I have never liked dancing and I’m glad you’re here to accommodate Marietta in that department.  Usually, I end up doing business or something of that nature.”  
Our host eventually collected the four of us around ten that night and led us on a very detailed and personalized tour of his winery and storage caverns, while JP, Erika and I took copious mental notes for our later use.  Marietta looked a little bored.  I was quite impressed with the scale, cleanliness, modern stainless steel equipment and overall sophistication that was today’s modern winery.  I had envisioned the average winery in a more rusticated, European-looking fashion and a lot less antiseptic than what I was being shown.
When we returned an hour later, the dancing was still going strong, with most of the younger guests having removed their jackets and ties and were “getting down” to Bob Seger’s “Old Time Rock and Roll”   That was one number my feet couldn’t resist, no matter how tired they were, so I grabbed Erika’s hand and pulled her to the dance floor, where I proceeded to make an ass out of myself, doing a three-fold impersonation of Chuck Berry, Elvis Presley and James Brown all in one.  Lucky for me, no one was still seated to observe my cornball gyrations.  They were all up dancing to the lively Seger number..  

The happy crowd danced to midnight – with only a handful of diehards, still on the parquet dance floor.  Every guest was handed a commemorative bottle of a two-year old Cabernet with the evening’s event name and date on it and an 8x10” black and white picture with their partner for the evening.  Ah…there it was – the beneficiary.  It was the Boys and Girls Club of Napa Valley.
JP announced on the drive back to the Inn that he had received generous invitations to visit the wineries of two of tonight’s guests – Dutch Henry Winery and Sterling Vineyards – both conveniently nearby he added.  Marietta asked JP if she could “beg-off” and Erika volunteered to keep her company the next day, which was quickly accepted.  “Looks like us two old boys tomorrow then Ray.  Eh? We’ll try not to get into too much trouble.”
DEWPOINT

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN – DISCLOSURES
Just after breakfast JP and I set out from the Inn for the first winery visit, leaving the women with the rented Mustang to get around.  JP was anxious to get in both visits before noon so that we could check out from the Inn within the designated departure hour and head home.  The girls were planning some serious shopping in another city to the south of the more-developed valley and promised to be back well before then.  I wondered if that were humanly possible.
The plant supervisor was expecting us at the Dutch Henry Winery and was eager to follow his employer’s instructions to the letter, showing us every detail of the first-class, 1992 built, boutique winery.  The differences from the bigger Clos Pegase Winery were measurable in terms of scale, but followed the same techniques and methodologies, regardless the smaller size.  I could see wineries weren’t very complicated building types and I was quickly becoming an expert of the specialized architecture.  With input and specific direction from an expert Enologist later on, I grew confident and certain; the right design would easily evolve.  The plant supervisor and JP agreed with me on that assessment, though JP had yet to make his final selection on who that new wine expert would be.  I did learn something new; that wineries of today, unlike, thirty years ago, used spotless laboratories to perform the necessary chemical analyses and other studies.  The storage of the finished product for slow aging was also as important as any other stage in the production of wines.  Hence, a well conceived building, or preferably, temperature consistent, natural stone cavern was paramount.  He gave us two bottles of their four year old Cabernet Sauvignon that he said was aged just right and ready to enjoy.

We thanked our tour guide and headed off to Sterling Vineyards – a bigger wine producer.   I was sure I had heard that name before and likely drank some of the stuff, someplace.  During the drive to our next winery, JP and I had time to talk alone, as two old friends.  Neither one of us were ever bashful about broaching sensitive subjects with each other, and, as I have mentioned before, were both unabashedly blunt in saying what was on our minds.   
I began the assault. “So help me out here JP.   I think we should talk about a few things. So, unless you object, I intend to get in your face some.”  Nothing but blankness from JP.  “Okay then.  Here goes.  You seemed to have changed considerably since our trip to Arizona.”  JP looked at me with a blank face, spurring me on to greater specificity, while he turned his attention to driving the woody.  “Okay then.  Let me put it this way; you seem to be more distant and withdrawn, than I remembered – for starters.  I don’t see the old, open and “bon-vivant” guy that I know and love, JP.  Let’s start with that for now.  Okay?”

Taking his eyes from the road for a few seconds, he gave me a frown, and then returned to staring at the road ahead.  After a short silence, he noticeably dropped his shoulders, let out a deep sigh and faced me again, this time with a soulful looking expression.  “You’re right, Ray.  I’m not the same person you knew a few weeks ago.  Many things have changed with me.  I’m always getting older, I am now semi-retired, I am now a married man, and, I’m starting three new businesses.  Finally, I am spending a ton of money on two new buildings.  Isn’t that enough to change anyone Ray?”
“I suppose so JP, but you used to be able to handle all that and a lot more - not all that many years ago either.  I’m not sure I buy what you’re selling JP.  If those excuses had come out of anyone else’s mouth, maybe – but not yours.  And while I’m being so blunt, why all this disappearing and secrecy you seem to have been engaged in the last two weeks.  That isn’t like you either.  If it was merely business, you would have been forthcoming and normally eager to talk about your business interests.  Since you haven’t been, that only leaves me to speculate on any number of other possibilities.”

“Oh? Like what?” He snapped back at me.  
“Oh…maybe another woman would be a good first guess.  Is that what you’re doing these days JP, seeing another woman?  Being the same old Romeo?”

“No it’s not.  And whatever I’m doing or not doing right now, I deem to be none of your business, so quit trying to guess my comings and goings God Dammit, Ray.”  He didn’t look my way, but stared straight ahead with a deep frown showing on his face.
I was stunned by this new, angry side of JP, but didn’t show it or say anything in return.  After a few moments, JP softened and said, “I’m sorry I said that Ray.  Look…some things just change in a man’s life and sometimes we cannot always put everything out in the open as we would like to do.  Do you understand?  Just chalk the whole thing up to having my mind totally occupied these days.  Okay?”

After a brief pause, he added, “And yes, my relationship with Marietta has changed for the worse in the last year or so.  I won’t go into details, but I thought coming here and starting a new life, building her a new house and living in California would help fix things.  Maybe it is and maybe it isn’t.  Helping that is.  Only time will tell I think.  We’re trying to work through our problems.  Is that enough to convince you Ray that circumstances alone have made me different?  And, for the second time, there isn’t another woman.  I adore that woman and love her with all my heart and soul, Ray.  But just between you and me, I think she is the one who is becoming restless and looking elsewhere, for someone or something she feels she isn’t getting from me.”

That was a lot to absorb and so I sat there quietly for a long while.  When I did finally speak, I said, “Okay JP, I’ll keep my nose out of your business.  Whatever you’re up to, I’m sure you will confide in me sooner or later – that is, if you feel the need for me to know.  If not, that’s okay too.”  I chose not to tell JP I had noticed a little bit of Marietta’s flirtatious attitude or restlessness, but since I hardly knew her, I really didn’t want to make much of it.  I didn’t know if this was her normal behavior or not.  “I just want you to know JP that I am always there for you if you need me for anything.  Okay pal?”

Jean Paul seemed noticeably relieved and said, “Thanks mon ami.  I promise I will seek your friendly help if and when I need it.  As for Marietta, though it pains me to say it, but I have come to accept any action she chooses if it makes her happy, so long as we stay happily married.  I haven’t told her that, but I have given her all the room to do as she wishes.  Whatever that might be or wherever that might take her.  Right now, while I do what I have to do, I just want her to be happy.”
Now there was a huge bombshell JP had just dropped.  I sure didn’t agree with his logic, and I was totally flummoxed by the declaration, not knowing how I should respond, if at all.  So I didn’t.   It seemed I was doing a lot of that these days.  Besides, we were approaching Sterling Vineyards main, roadside entry rotunda.  I had another question that popped into my mind at the last second, but decided that I would store it away for another time.  JP circled the woody around the brightly flowered entry planter and drove up the road through a forest of what looked to my untrained eye, like apple trees in a well-manicured orchard.  
Our tour began with a small tram ride up to the top of a wooded hill and spectacular views in every direction.  As we approached the mountain top aerie, I was taken by surprise at the large, white stuccoed building that reminded me of Le Corbusier’s famous architectural works in France – especially his famous Notre Dame du Haut Cathedral in Ronchamp, France.  Once inside the building, we decided to take the self-guided visitor’s tour rather than bother anyone.  Interestingly, the interior rooms were all designed in a Spanish Hacienda or Ranch style and contrasted sharply in my mind with the stark, modern design of the exterior, but it all seemed to work nicely regardless.

By the time we had completed our tours, both of us had seen enough oak barrels, stainless steel vats and had tasted enough wines to last us for some time.  It was time to head back to the Inn, collect the women and head for home and the coast.  I was hoping the fog had decided to abate for a while and give us a little sunshine, having come to enjoy the last three days of the warm stuff.  It didn’t.  By the time we had reached the last coastal ridge, the fog descended in a rolling wave over the crest, as thick and wet as before.
DEWPOINT

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN – SCHEMES BY DESIGN
Once again enveloped in the dismal overcast, we safely made it back to the ranch and are each engaged in our normal daily routines.  JP became busy attending to the running of the ranch, but stayed home for a welcomed change.  Marietta held true to her manner by sleeping late and filling her few daylight hours dashing between house and daily trips to Bodega Bay for her various charity works.  It was obvious her demeanor had improved when JP was around.  Erika and I were hard at work in the library producing our architectural product for the last several days.
I was pleased to find, nothing new had happened to my Cessna, while we were gone, and in fact, the slashed tires had been replaced with new.  The tire shop even spray painted the exposed part of the steel wheels red.  Now there was service.  Most times, I can’t get tire shops at home to even clean the new tires they put on, or much less, remove their greasy handprints from the quarter panels of my car.
Erika was being very industrious these last few days, producing a whole array of Preliminary Design items for our client’s final approval and for the various agencies’ approvals, we would soon be seeking.  As I have noted before, she is very talented and with little input and direction from me, was creating a very attractive and comprehensive sales package.  The Preliminary Schematics included; black and white aerial photographs in large and small scales, a detailed topographic map of the building site with an outline or “envelope” of all of the proposed buildings superimposed, in what we call a Master Plan.  Also, a hand drawn and multi-colored Floor Plan, Exterior Elevations, Roof Layout and a fully rendered, Pictorial View or Artist’s Drawing of the design in a 3-D perspective with a separate Materials and Color Palate.  She even had a full set of digital slides ready for display along with hard copies for submission to the various agencies of the property from every conceivable view possible.  I was pleased with her work product and anxious to submit our applications.

While she busied herself with the new house Preliminaries, I was thoroughly engrossed in putting pen to paper with sketches of early ideas for the new Winery.  JP had already made me aware of what he had in mind, and until the new wine expert came on board, we agreed, we should put our own thoughts down, and use them as a basis for discussion later – when that person was ultimately hired.  I liked the direction my ideas were headed, but hadn’t shared them with JP yet, so I was unsure if he would like what I had done.  Neither project’s approval would come until this afternoon, when we made our final presentations to both owners on the Final House Schematics and Winery Prelims.
Immediately after lunch, JP and Marietta became our first viewers of the finished Preliminary Design Schematics of their new house.  Each took a seat and seemed ready to have the presentation start.  Their expressions couldn’t have been more opposite if they had tried.  Marietta was smiling and bubbling with excitement, while JP’s face was totally blank, sitting perfectly still in his chair, clamping his hands under his chin in a fist.  Naturally, this type of body language was challenging and would likely make anyone nervous.  Not me though.  I knew how JP prepared himself for business meetings.  This was his typical way of displaying his cool and calculating persona.   Despite this knowledge of my friend’s behavior and the fact that I knew we had an exceptional proposal to offer, I couldn’t wait for it to be over and the final verdicts to be given.
I let Erika present our work that afternoon in the library.   It was all I could do to keep myself from taking control or making any interruption at this point.  This was a much needed practice for her, as she rarely got the chance with our normal clients in Pacific Grove, and she was openly thankful for the opportunity to hone her skills.  “Just do me proud girl.” I whispered, as she readied herself to begin.
She had all of the drawings taped to the book shelving around the perimeter of the room and started at the left and slowly worked her presentation, deliberately to the right.  She began her detailed explanation of the proposed house:  “As you know, from our numerous discussions, this is a very sensitive building site due in part by its prominence on the knoll and its ability to be seen from the “Scenic” Coastal Highway just below – something the CCC almost always finds most difficult for them to condone.  It can be done, but we need to show that we have mitigated as many of their other objections as reasonably possible.  Aside from burying as much as possible of the entire house below grade (that received a nervous laugh), we try to give the structure as low a profile to the skyline as we can and make it fit in with or conform to the profile of the land – something that’s not so easy, given the desire to have spectacular and sweeping views of the ocean from almost every room.  As you can see, we have tried to balance this goal by making the building visually blend with the terrain by nestling the structure within the granite outcropping and using as many indigenous materials and natural colors as we could without being too busy or “overdone”.  As you know, most of our “modern, hi-tech” homes employ a stark white or multi-colored exterior to help give the buildings impact for their own sense of drama when set in a developed urban environment.  In this case, we have done exactly the opposite from the viewer’s perspective in this rural setting.  Hopefully, we can argue that most travelers will never be distracted from the ocean’s view driving along Highway 1 by a bright object, or from any inland source that competes for their attention.  This is our primary goal for approval and I think Ray and I have adequately addressed this concern.  We have even kept the garage, driveway, mechanical equipment and utilities out of sight and in the back.  All utilities naturally, will be “undergrounded”.  Erika stopped for a sip of water and to allow for any input.  
I added what still needed to be said, “Lest you think the new house will lack drama and excitement, I remind you that the rear of the house and main approach for you and your guests will be most dramatic.  The real prize will be the spectacular and stunning views each room will have, while blending each room’s plan nicely into the natural rock outcroppings.”

All through her presentation, I stole occasional glances at my two clients – specifically to gage JP’s reactions, having never seen any of our work product for their house until now.  JP asked an occasional question of Erika and Marietta, but was abnormally quiet, relative to how my normal clients interactions at this stage of the process.  Marietta, I could tell, was obviously ecstatic judging from the broad smile on her face and twinkle in her eyes.  I was hoping that JP’s lack of questions indicated his approval.  Most times, silence in a client meant the opposite of approval and a restrained displeasure at what was being presented.  That could easily be the case here.
“To continue, the use of natural materials and earthen colors doesn’t distract, we feel, from the very modern and hi-tech feeling of the residence once you’re inside.  Mostly for JP’s sake, I will explain those choices in a sec, since Marietta helped us select materials and colors during our design process.”  JP nodded.  “Balancing the needs to meet your goals and to keep the house as unobtrusive on the site as we could, we ultimately arrived at an overall size of just under 8,000 square feet.  This square footage also allows every important living area to feel airy and expansive – a basic tenant of “modern” architecture. All through the proposed house you will notice a minimal use of decoration and the intentional absence, by design, where we could, of single-functioning rooms, walls, and the elimination of as much as possible of any open storage niches, nooks and crannies.  The feeling inside, will be completely minimalist and of stark spaces, where the spectacular panorama is the focus of the eye instead of the usual use of interior gimcracks and geegaws.  Furniture and artwork will add their feel to the interior and are also a necessary part of the whole ambiance.  Clear glass, natural wood and stone are our three main building elements when viewed from both inside and outside.  However, unlike the exterior, where everything is toned down, contoured to fit and matte finished, the inside will be brightly colored, highly polished and will quite literally sparkle – day or night.  In other words, it should be totally breathtaking.  Finally, let me say, Ray and I feel that we have met all of your functional and aesthetic requirements and though never a requirement, have managed to keep the new building very economical.  In other words, we can’t wait to enjoy the house warming party sometime in the near future!”
On that positive note, Erika wrapped up her short presentation, letting the highly detailed drawings speak mostly for themselves and waited for any comments from our attentive clients.  
The fearfully long period of silence by our clients was matched by our own reserved silence, as we quietly waited for some kind of response from our clients – looking to them for any clues. Marietta, in turn, was looking to JP for his response.  
I have had one instance, where I had felt I had really done a great design job, only to have the client say, “This isn’t what I wanted at all.”  Even though it was the clients’ supreme lack of communication skills that were to blame, you just never knew what a client’s reactions would be, when you made your first presentation to them. There was a tremendous amount of work by both of us trying to get this design just right and JP’s silence at the moment caused me great anxiety and my heart to race.  Erika even affected a nail biting gesture.  At long last, Jean Paul stood straight up, pushed his chair back, devoid of any facial emotion, and just stood there, for what seemed an eternity. 
To our great relief and delight, he finally threw his arms in the air, grinning from ear to ear, and said, “Fantastic. Tres bon!  I just love it.  You guys did an incredible job.  I think you hit the nail on the head.  I wasn’t sure if I would, or, to be honest could like something this modern, but I think you have truly won me over and made a convert out of me.”  Erika and I quietly exhaled and glanced approvingly at each other, knowing we had somehow managed to hit the bull’s eye on our first attempt.  Marietta kept asking JP over and over if he “really” liked it to assure herself that he honestly did.  She had nothing more to offer us in the way of commentary, other than a simple “bravo, guys.  It’s perfect, I don’t think I would change a thing.”
Afterward, I suggested, “Given the degree of difficulty before us, in getting all of the approvals, we might want to add a scaled model of the new house and surrounding area.”  I wasn’t sure if JP wanted to spend an extra $3,000 on the sales tool, but he quickly waved his approval.  “That’s money well spent JP.  Most of the people looking at this project for the first time will be lay-people who don’t read two-dimensional plans and drawings well.  They just won’t be able to visualize it, no matter hard they try. This will help them see the new house and everything else around it in the proper perspective from all sides and in scale and relationship to the surroundings.  Erika is very good at making realistic scaled models, and would need about a week to complete one.  However, it would delay our submittal schedule just a little.”  He liked the idea very much.
It was my turn to present my ideas and sketches to our clients of the Winery.  I did my presentation while still seated at the rectangular table and with numerous felt tip sketches on, what architects call “flimsy” white paper.  Marietta had no opinions to offer on this building and remained quiet, but enthusiastically took it all in none the less.  JP asked numerous questions during my presentation and offered plenty of his own opinions.  I diligently sketched out new concepts, as a good interchange of ideas flowed between us.  Erika even had some good ideas to interject in our “real-time” collaboration.  When finished, JP and I agreed we had a good start to the new Winery and within a few days, we could get the input from his newly hired Enologist.  He announced that he had finally selected a person for that position just that morning.
Erika was advised to get multiple copies of everything and begin on the model as soon as possible.  She needed to go into Santa Rosa or San Francisco to get the large format, color copying done and to find the full range of model supplies she needed.  Marietta jumped at the chance to keep her company.  I also instructed Erika to submit the plans for approval to the County and Coastal Commission immediately, but hold back the model, taking it with us, to the various meetings and surprising them with it.  JP gave Erika two blank checks for the necessary submittal fees.

The next morning, we arose to find large hand painted writings on the front windows.  Marietta actually was the one to discover the work, when she opened the drapes for some additional light.  In very precise, six-inch high capital lettering, it said, “LEAVE THIS PROPERTY NOW OR YOU WILL BE SORRY!”  Whoever had done this used red paint and a brush, and, as we shortly discovered, the same message was written precisely the same on two other, adjoining windows.  No one seemed to notice but me that the writing style of letters was exactly the same as on my airplane.  Upon making that connection, I immediately thought of my plane sitting unattended down near the highway.  I imagined that it too got today’s treatment, or perhaps even worse.  I needed to go there soon.

The message was so clear in its meaning that it achieved its desired effect on Marietta, by rattling her seriously.  Well I don’t proclaim to be a wussy, I can tell you, but it honestly sent a chill down my spine as well.  Something ugly was happening out here and it seemed to be escalating.  JP, who had been comforting Marietta, I could see, had become very angry and stepped to the phone to call the county sheriff.  The paint was still running down the glass in numerous places, indicating that it had been recently painted.  The person was obviously no professional sign painter, but they did have good penmanship.  Was this the work of a supposed illiterate Indian?  I really didn’t think so.
Forty minutes later, the sheriff arrived, took our statements and then went outside to take pictures and have a closer look.  Aside from the footprints left in the mud, the guilty person left no other telltale clues.  The sheriff estimated the shoe size to be around a men’s size 10 and a tread pattern of the average tennis shoe.  Meaning it could be anyone.  I made a mental note to check both the Indian Tom’s and Stu’s shoe sizes and style of footwear when I got the chance.  More and more, I was coming to the conclusion it wasn’t any high school deviant.  I also noted for my own reasons, the new projects hadn’t been made public yet, so this might have nothing to do with them at all.  Or…had Stu let the cat out of the bag, while in town on one of his frequent visits?
Two days later, Erika told me of the submittals being processed with Sonoma County in Santa Rosa and the Coastal Commission in Eureka.  After a lengthy staff review period, the County’s Zoning Administrator and her staff would send their recommendations and our documents to the Coastal Commission’s Regional Offices.  If that body approved this submittal, then the staff there would send their findings and any requirements and recommendations back to the county.  The County Planning Board of Supervisors would then do their review, input and approval.  If they approved of the project, it would then go before the County Design Approval Board.  The last part of the process would be an official resolution approving what the lower boards had done at the County Board of Supervisors level or call the approval up for re-consideration.  A minimum of four hearings were expected and scheduled over the next three months.  All of the hearings were considered “public hearings”, meaning any private party from the general public could speak for or against the project when the time came.  In my mind, analogous to the Northern California’s coastline – very rocky and full of obstacles.   If anything, the cryptic window message left a few days before, only seemed to harden JP’s resolve to make these projects happen.
It was a tremendously lengthy and expensive process, with absolutely no guarantees of getting this house design, or any of the buildings for that matter, ever approved.  It was a very risky gamble at this stage and very much a “Catch-22” situation for our clients.  You couldn’t expect to get approval without drawings and you really didn’t want to start the design / drawing process without first getting approval of your plans.  Unfortunately, the entire process didn’t work to the applicant’s benefit.  What comes first sort of thing – the chicken or the egg?  A client could never expect to get an approval without first spending literally tens of thousands of dollars, providing detailed drawings and other supporting documentation for review to get to that final review level.  It was no wonder then that every new home in California - be it custom, track, or condominium had an average of $45,000 in fees added to the cost, before even one shovel of dirt was turned.  And if any one commissioner or supervisor decided a full-blown Environmental Impact Report (EIR) needed to be done, tack on another $5,000 to $10,000.  Was it any wonder, the average person was headed for retirement in Whitefish, Montana or Idaho to build themselves a simple log cabin and be rid of government excess?
DEWPOINT

CHAPTER NINETEEN – COWBOYS AND INDIANS

Along with the applications submitted to the County and Coastal Commission, came the “Notice of a Public Hearing” posters that had to be stapled to every telephone pole north and south of our property for several miles.   Within a matter of weeks, hundreds of “Notices” for both meetings adorned every free inch available on both sides of these wood poles, sharing the free advertising space with the odd yard sale and numerous “lost” kitten and dog posters.  
As there were few development permits in this part of a sparsely populated county, public notoriety of our project soon became the number one news object at every diner and morning coffee klatch from Drakes Bay to Fort Ross.
Most people couldn’t quite figure out exactly where the stated location was that was so carefully detailed in the required legalese.  It’s not like we had a big neon lighted fist pointing down to the proposed location on the knoll.  Not knowing where the house would actually go, didn’t stop anyone of the hundreds of astute Monday-Morning politicos, from forming a strong opinion about the proposed project.  People often freely associated any project, regardless how big or small, with the term “developer”, which translated in their heads to “salesman”, which, sooner or later transmogrified into “snake-oil salesman”, and then, in time, digressed into “charlatan”.   And didn’t developers make tons of money from people who unfortunately had to buy these homes and buildings?  Yeah they did!  Tons of money taking advantage of all us needy home buyers who had no choice but to pay the extravagant prices they asked.  As they saw it, all developers were just like that glutinous and greedy Mr. Potter in the 1946 movie “It’s A Wonderful Life” played by Lionel Barrymore.  That big fat S.O.B.!  “Damn them all to Hell.”
For the advancement of their arguments, they conveniently forgot the all-important fact that these developers were filling a need and, along the way, making the necessary infrastructure improvements for extending to the outlying areas; electricity, water, sewer, roads, etc.  Rarely did any developer realize any great percentage of profit after such huge overhead and expenses.  Most of the time, they saw normal business profits, consistent with what the average business expected to make annually.  Never the less, these developers were easily labeled money grubbers and environment wreckers and any project they promoted, regardless its worthiness or how well thought out or placed, was quickly held in suspicion and contempt.  And then of course, there were plenty of folk, who were just jealous of anyone but themselves making money.  

Before long, that fermentation pot of the great American political debate, the breakfast café, cranked out plenty of dislike and even hate for the proposed new house.  In their minds, it was no longer a single family residence, but had somehow evolved into this gargantuan beast that was, by now, the very personification of evil. “How dare they build there?” or “Don’t they realize it’s our shoreline and viewshed?”  Some people had actually taken the time to go to the county seat and see the color copies of the plans firsthand.  And, because it was modern and not of the conventional old-world styles that they were accustomed, of course, immediately turned half of those viewers into nay-sayers.  Either you liked the design or you didn’t.  There was no in-between.  Some secretly wished they could live in a home like that, but kept their unpopular opinions to themselves.  Most let the subject die with the last flapjack eaten, but others were whipped into enough frenzy at this point, that by God, they were going to be at those damn public meetings and register their protests.  
Naturally, I had encountered these controversial submittals and protests many times before and we were prepared to deal with all of the negative comments during the public hearings that were soon to begin.  
Once in a great while, there was someone, who became incensed beyond mere words, and would take the next giant step, taking things beyond the public hearing process.  He eavesdropped from his perch on the barstool and heard all the comments that were mostly negative.  Finally, this person unexpectedly stood up in the café and hollered “I damn well know where the proposed building site for this new house is and I can tell you I don’t like it.”  Not a dish or cup rattled in the ensuing silence.  Blushing with embarrassment the speaker slowly lowered himself to his stool and lowered his head.  Even though he had been trying for years, to come into ownership of this property, George Tom knew in his heart that it was time to step forward and fight for it.  He hadn’t figured on letting his emotions get the better of him and he sheepishly fought the urge to run from the local café.

Everyone in town knew that “Indian” George Tom wanted possession of this property, and everyone knew he claimed to be the only surviving member of the coastal tribe of the Miwok and of 100% pure blood lineage.  Yes, there were still thousands, up and down California that had some degree of Miwok blood, and were proud to claim their heritage as descendants   No local or expert could say for sure if Tom’s claim were true or not, but everyone pretty much presumed, it wasn’t true.  Or if it were true, then very likely only a small percentage of his ancestry was Miwok and thus not enough to making such wild claims.  Besides, wasn’t he just crazy enough to go and proclaim himself Chief of the Miwok Nation?  Wasn’t it simply by virtue of his claim being uncontested?  “Yessir, George Tom was a few arrows short of a full quiver.”  The locals would often joke.
When George Tom announced in Sally’s Café in Bodega Bay that morning that he was going to “protest big time”, no one gave it a second thought.  For as long as anyone could remember, Tom was claiming tribal rights to all the land within a 100 mile radius of Bodega Bay, and was constantly picketing, protesting, bending some poor victim’s ear or writing letters to his supervisors or congressman.  Besides his constant remonstrations regarding Indian matters, Tom was always the petition gatherer for saving the whales and baby seals, etc.  The “Drugstore Indian” some would call him.  He got paid a small stipend for these efforts, which helped provide food for him and his dog.  

He knew full well they, the townspeople thought him to be a little crazy, but this time, it would be different and he would show them all.  “It had to be different this time”, he thought.  Either he made a difference this time or that special piece of property he had his eye on all these years, would be gone forever to him, and a house would be built on what he really did believe was his ancestor’s sacred burial grounds, and that would be the end of that.
George Tom sat at Sally’s counter late into the morning after most had left, formulating his plans over endless coffees that Sally freely supplied him, staring at the letter-sized “Notice” he had ripped off a telephone poll.  George took up free residence in an old, run-down tiny trailer that was abandoned near the marina.  Here, he also received his small, monthly social security checks.  Tom was the only real “homeless” person the town knew.  Except for his mutt dog Chumash and a battery operated radio; Tom had no real property or possessions.  The small trailer he called home was tacitly loaned to Tom by a local fisherman, who felt sorry for him one cold and rainy night, when Tom had simply “squatted” in the little place for shelter.
Occasionally, the local teens would pick on him for amusement, but never do any real physical harm.  For this reason, Tom learned to be scarce on Friday and Saturday nights, when the teens got into their rowdy, beer-induced rebel rousing moods.  He assiduously avoided the main street and other known places the teens liked to frequent at those particular times.  Tom’s only real adversary and tormentor of the last year, however, was that Texan sounding, cowboy “dude” named Stu, who worked at the old Oberti Ranch.

Lately, this Stu actually sought him out in his trailer late at night and gave he and as dog Chumash a good beating.  He had complained to the local constable, but there was never proof that Stu was the assailant.  Chumash, after the first beating became worthless as a protector and George Tom had no other means of self-defense except to curl into the fetal position and take his lumps on those rare times Stu came calling.  He swore to himself that this time, “his” time had finally come and his fortunes would change.  He would somehow convince the high and mighty Coastal Commission that the property belonged to the Miwok Indians, and as their rightful chief, he would take possession of “his” property and kick that cowboy and all the other white people off “his” property - once and for all.  The CCC had, over the years, become the champion of the coastal Indian’s paleontology and he would utilize that fact to his advantage.  A blessing he now imagined and convinced himself that had to have been sent by his many Gods solely for his benefit.   He honestly believed the commission had been created by the public to help return native lands to the indigenous Indians of California.
The next morning George Tom visited the smallish County Library Branch in Bodega Bay, noting the addresses of all the current politicians for his area; Supervisors, Assemblymen, Congressmen and his State Senator.  With the Coastal Commission and County Planning Department addresses advertised on the “Notice”, he set out to write protest letters to the entire bunch “of no-good collaborators” in hopes of finding a sympathetic ear.  Behind the local grocery later that morning, while rummaging for tossed produce, Tom found a few suitable pieces of cardboard, slats of wood from packing crates and an old, black Magic Marker, with which to fashion a crude protest placard.  Today would be the first day of many, he swore, that he would stand on the highway and picket and protest this development – all day, every day until he prevailed.

At the edge of town, heading north and looking for a ride, Tom encountered a truckload of the local teens, which saw him on the roadside, carrying a placard over his shoulder.  Like moths drawn to the proverbial flame, the four teens were lured to this always easy mark.  With nothing else seemingly to do, and for a few moments of “shits and giggles”, they could have some harmless afternoon fun by tormenting their favorite and only homeless person and his worthless mutt dog.  
Tom saw them coming and tossed his precious placards through the nearby barbed-wire fence, preparing to go into the fetal position if necessary.  The four varsity football boys, nearing graduation, taunted, pushed and slapped the “Old Injun” but they couldn’t intimidate him this day as they had always so easily done.  Discouraged, the leader of the gang slapped him a few more times with his black cowboy hat before leaving in his shiny-new Chevy pick-up truck.  
“Those dang cowboy dudes ain’t gonna bother me no more when I take back our old tribal property.  That’s fersure.”  Tom felt a difference in himself that he hadn’t experienced in a long time.  The sureness of his convictions to finally acquire the tribal property gave him a purpose and renewed conviction to work for something he felt was worthwhile.
By late morning, Tom and Chumash had managed a “hitched” ride in the back of a field worker’s old pickup truck, north to the entrance of the property and began picketing along the road’s edge.  It didn’t matter to George that there were few cars going north and south on the quiet two-lane highway. He was doing everything that was needed of him to keep this house from being built, and just maybe, finally wresting ownership for he and his people.  He didn’t even mind the nearby presence of his real adversary Stu, because it would be worth it to take a few simple beatings if he were ultimately successful.  He had to be successful this time.  This would be his last chance and if he lost, a home would be built and everything he believed in, real or imagined, would be lost forever.
As Tom had predicted, his presence hadn’t gone unnoticed by the property caretaker.  Stu kept a careful eye on “Crazy Tom” as the adrenalin rose in his veins at the Indian’s audacity to picket in front of “his” property.  “That fuckin’ Indian thinks he can come on my property and vandalize planes, then protest and other such shit.  I’ll show him how us Texans deal with Indian rabble.  We been kickin’ Indian butt for centuries.”  Stu wasn’t crazy enough to attack the Indian on the highway in front of his Boss’s house.  No, he calculated that he would wait and find the right moment back in town.
DEWPOINT

CHAPTER TWENTY – THE POT SIMMERS
Late the next morning, as it turned out, was full of interesting circumstances.  JP’s latest hire, the new wine maker or Enologist, Gustav Maher arrived from Napa Valley, and Jean Paul gathered everyone together, including Stu and Maria and told us that he had been looking far and wide to find someone truly qualified in the fine art and science of winemaking.   It had been his goal to hire a person who knew mostly Pinot Noir grapes and someone who had the time to work part-time advising us about this small, start-up vineyard.  As JP began to introduce him to us, Maher showed no emotion and only affected a slight bow to each of us as our names were presented.  A very odd little man I thought.  Never the less, it was good to finally have someone on-board who knew all there was to know about grapes and winemaking.
JP said Maher, according to his extensive “curriculum vitae”, had worked for various growers and vintners down through the years, beginning in Bordeaux, France, then the Central San Joaquin Valley, and finally Napa, Sonoma and Mendocino Counties.  His current clients were Gallo, Chappellet and Dunn.  The last two of these wineries, were small ones that actually grew only Pinot Noir grapes according to the large resume Mr. Maher had presented.  Vintners JP argued were good examples to emulate.
Besides one suitcase, Mr. Maher carried an old, beat-up leather bag that I presumed were his scientific instruments.  A small man of around five foot nine with maybe a few  pounds over-weight, he sported a crop of sparse gray hair that he combed over to hide the large shiny spot on the top of his head.  His round face, olive complexion, cherub-like cheeks and red, bulbous nose suggested to me an Elmer Fudd like character from my cartoon days.  However, to the contrary, his composure portrayed anything but comical; His body appeared to be of the “wiry” type and he had nicely toned biceps that contrasted with his personality that seemed to be devoid of any expressions and giving us a no-nonsense air about his demeanor.  He asked JP if he wouldn’t “please get down to business right away.  His time was very valuable.”  So, once the introductions were made, he quickly excused himself to get unpacked.   Maria showed him to the last bedroom upstairs, where he put his personal belongings for the four or five day expected stay.  
A half hour later, there was a persuasive knocking at the front door that Maria took upon herself to answer as she finally descended the stairs from the second floor.   From easy sight of the living room, where we remained gathered in discussion, it was easy to see she was admitting the local sheriff.  We remained quietly in our places while Maria returned and asked that JP, Marietta and Stu to please join the sheriff in the entry foyer, and it wasn’t all that hard for Erika and me to overhear the subsequent conversation.  It seemed that a local Indian man had been found in the early morning hours by a businessman in the alley behind his shop, terribly beaten from the night before.  The man was in the local clinic, and presently in satisfactory condition, awaiting transfer by ambulance to the county hospital for rest and rehabilitation.  His dog was also found nearby and dead with its head caved-in.  The sheriff added, “The man is just became conscious but since he isn’t cooperating we have no evidence to go on at the moment.”  At that moment he leaned in and pointed a finger directly at Stu, and with an angry look, and in the same sotto voice, added, “Since I have been given nothing concrete to go on at the moment, I won’t be making any arrests this morning.  However, Mr. Champion, because of my awareness of your past histories with this man, I am seriously looking to you as the guilty person.  I have already stopped and checked with your wife and she has given you a pretty tight alibi for the time we think this happened.  Otherwise, I would already have the cuffs on you and leading you to my back seat.   So at this point in time, I am only informing you and your employers that you had better not be going anywhere soon and to keep your nose clean, because I guarantee you I’ll be watching.  And by the way, if I were you Mr. Champion, I’d have someone check out those hands.  They’re kinda nasty looking if you ask me.  Did you have a close encounter with some barbwire recently or one of your bulls?”
Stu started to object but thought better of opening his mouth, and just glared back at the sheriff as if challenging him on some level, while opening and closing both battered fists.  The sheriff, being of the same massive height and build, coolly raised his hand, then pointed an index finger to within inches of Stu’s face, concluding his visit with; “Don’t even think it mister.  I can guarantee one more thing before I leave, and that is you will greatly regret any actions you might be considering at the moment.  Mr. and Mrs. Bain, I apologize for the intrusion.  I trust you will see to it that your property manager, Mr. Champion stays put for the time being?  And, if he doesn’t, you will notify me post haste.”  JP and Stu stepped out onto the front porch for a private conversation after the sheriff left.  Everyone else dispersed to their respective business.  
A half hour later, Heir Maher joined JP and me downstairs and we decided to go visit the vineyard. I gathered up all my preliminary drawings and the three of us drove in the boss’s “woody” up to see the remote 200 acres of grapes.  Mr. Maher slept the entire drive, which seemed rather insensitive given the beauty of the drive.  Since no winery had been built yet, these grapes, when mature, would be sold to a vintner over in Napa Valley for crushing and processing – a very common practice.  Heir Maher seemed very pleased with the quality of the actual vines and their pedigree.  Apparently, he knew a little history about this vineyard and when it had been planted by an Italian family named Oberti, some fifty years before.  Maher offered what stories he had heard about “old man” Oberti, or maybe it was the younger Oberti, which was suppose to be a good farmer but a poor business man and had lost the farm to gambling and mismanagement.  Now, with the subject back again to wine, he suggested some weeding and sulfuring but little watering.  Let the natural moisture of the constant fog supply most of that.

Moving to the westerly ridge, JP and I presented our plans for the winery, and with the exception of a few minor, personal changes, Maher eagerly approved of our ideas.  In fact, once we arrived at the vineyard he rose from his slumber and seemed rather animated about everything we discussed.  I suppose he has a one-track mind for only things dealing with wine.  Since he would be the expert overseeing all aspects of production in the near future, it was important to have the place designed to his specifications – much like a professional chef does for a new commercial kitchen.  Heir Maher would stay on a few days longer, so that he and I could fine tune the myriad details of the production line, etc.  I was pleased that he was finally here, as I was anxious to complete my preliminary design for the winery.  After four days of dealing with this his odd personality, Maher left to return to his home in Napa Valley.  After he left, Erika and I attacked the final drawings for the winery with a resolve to finish them as soon as possible.  After two months, we both found the process getting a bit tedious, even though our hearts were still into the project.
Life on JP’s coastal estate returned to the normal routine after the sheriff and Maher’s visit.  JP resumed his secret business engagements away from the property and the ever-present fog overcast seemed heavier than ever.  As always, the direct correlation between the inland valleys and the coast was in effect – the hotter it got inland, the denser the fog became along the coast.  It was that simple.  The days continued to be dark, gloomy and damp, and the ever-present moisture dripped incessantly from the pines surrounding the house, keeping the surroundings looking like there had been recent rains.  The resulting effect on all of our personalities, who have had to endure the perpetually darkness of the past few months, took a heavy toll.  
Everyone seemed edgy, short on patience and becoming irritable. We all tried to avoid personal interaction whenever possible.  Erika and I, for survival reasons, became very business-like in our daily work routine, keeping our work days together as short as possible.  Marietta went about her business in the house and in town by herself.  Stu seemed perpetually grumpy to everyone especially to JP, when he was home, and more so for whatever reason, to Marietta.   This left Maria, as the only one who seemed to have a cheerful disposition these days, though she seemed to be worrying about something recently.  When I asked one morning what seemed to be troubling her, she got very animated, overly cheerful and told me, “Why nothing Senior Raymond.  Why you ask?”  Of course, the reaction betrayed her secret, which, for the time being, I would let lie.  If she needed to tell someone, she would do so in her own sweat time.
To avoid confrontations, we all had our little personal ways of escaping and limiting contact with the others.  Marietta often took to driving into town to shop or participate in one of her clubs or charities.  Erika went for long walks or jogging runs with the dogs on a daily basis.  I stayed in my room a lot, reading or watching satellite television when not in the library working.  Occasionally, I ventured out to the car barn to tinker on JP’s car collection that he was always insisting I do.  There, I managed to find some daily pleasure doing minor little things to the cars.   I was sure there was little chance the cars would display any of the negative personality traits or quirks my fellow humans had seemingly possessed lately.  
On one of my afternoon trips to the car barn, I overheard voices coming from the nearby potting barn, where I had once unintentionally surprised Stu looking for a chain.  Since it was also Marietta’s makeshift potting shed, I shouldn’t have found it surprising to someday find them working together in the same shed.  As I approached the open door that was just around the corner, I heard raised voices, recognizing them immediately, as both Stu and Marietta’s. . For reasons probably more personal than for any other reason, I chose to hold back and keep my presence unknown and eavesdrop a little.  I quickly determined the disjointed conversation sounded more like an argument, and while I stood there, eavesdropping, the volume slowly raised an octave or two.  Concerned about the raised voices, I decided to steal a peek.  Stu had his back to me and was clutching Marietta by the arms, whose back was pinned up against her potting bench, with her forearms helplessly flailing.  It definitely appeared to me from where I stood, that Stu was trying to force himself on her and she was strongly objecting.  After a moment’s reflecting on my own welfare, I chose the “discretion is better part of valor” path to interrupt the large Texan, and to avoid frightening him into a sudden mind change in my direction.  I was reasonably certain I didn’t want Mr. Champion’s physical energies channeled my way in the process.  So I backed up a few feet and began by whistling some odd tune as I re-approached the barn door – acting as if I had just come upon the twosome.
Walking in, I stopped and acted surprised at seeing anyone.  They were now separated and standing side by side, facing me.  Marietta looked both frightened and relieved, taking one step to the side away from Stu.  Stu was breathing heavily and glowered at me with an angry countenance over my apparent untimely interruption.  After a few silent moments, Marietta ran past me and from the shed toward the safety of the house.  Stu and I stood facing each other for a few awkward moments, until I broke the silence by saying, “Morning Stu.  Seems this fog has got everyone acting weird these days.  I didn’t interrupt a private conversation or anything did I?”  I tried to affect a harmless smile while waiting for his reaction that felt a little idiotic.
With clinched fists down at his side, he stood there, towering over me, deciding on what action he should take.  Finally, he broke his silence and said, “Well hey, Mr. Architect, why don’t you just mind your own fucking business and stay the Hell away from me and my business?  Okay partner?  It might be better for your personal health, if y’all git my drift?”  With that, he stomped out of the barn, intentionally bumping me on his way out – I suppose as a physical warning or implied threat.  I turned and slowly followed him out and watched as he got in his pickup. He sprayed damp earth from the rear tires in all directions as he beat a hasty departure and managed to lock eyes with me through his large side mirror.  It sure wasn’t the look of a happy or friendly man, I can tell you that!  

As I stood there in the middle of the gravel driveway, I saw Marietta’s curtain move from the periphery of my vision.  Rather that acknowledge it by turning my head, I opted to go to the shed and study Stu’s footprints.  This current incident only reminded me that I had wanted to do that ever since the window painting episode.  As I suspected, Stu’s foot size matched his body and were easily a size thirteen or about two sizes too large.  The tread didn’t match and so I just let it go.
Afterwards, I went to the car barn to tinker with the cars some.  Trying to hold a small wrench over a bolt to tighten, I noticed my hands trembling.  I found a chair and decided to take a few moments to calm myself and try and figure out what I had just witnessed.  Whatever had happened, she sure didn’t like what he was proposing – that was clear.  Like I was always told, when a woman says “no”, she means “no”.  Apparently, Mr. Champion either wasn’t taught that in Dating 101 or he simply hated “no” as an answer.  I suspected the latter.  Whether or not she “came-on” to him, she at least, had plainly changed her mind and he had continued to cross that proverbial line, becoming dangerously close to something bordering on the illegal.  “Was this any of my business?” I asked myself?  “Yes it was, if only from a moral and ethical perspective”.  I went back to spending the next few hours doing the odd mechanical work on a few of the cars, including fixing a flat tire on JP’s Ford station wagon.  He had left behind the “woody” with a flat, favoring instead, the white ’63 Ford in his rush to leave for another of his secret trips.
Once the front left wheel was off, I noticed the front disc brake pads were well worn, so I reminded myself to buy a new pair at the auto parts store later that afternoon, while in Bodega Bay getting the tire mended.  The flat tire was mounted on the old American Torque-Thrust five-spoke rim and just managed to fit in the tiny trunk of the Cobra, - still my car of choice driving anywhere.  It was time for lunch, so I proceeded to my room to clean up some.
I was unexpectedly taken by surprise as I was confronted by Marietta, when she came out of her bedroom at the top of the stairs.  I was concentrating on getting to my room to clean up, change clothes, and eat lunch, followed by a drive into town – not in dealing with her episode with Stu.  Awkwardly, she thanked me for interrupting Stu and his “unwanted and most definitely unwelcome advances.”  

Taken by surprise like this, I wasn’t sure what was best to say or not to say in this situation, so I simply responded with, “You’re welcome.”   As I replayed the incident over and over in my head, I wasn’t all that sure now that it happened the way I remembered it.  There was a creeping notion that until the moment she saw me enter the shed, her rejections weren’t all that serious, and maybe she had in someway encouraged Stu.  Regardless, I was hoping that I could avoid any further discussions or involvement on the subject.  Unfortunately, it wasn’t to be that way.
“I don’t think I did anything to encourage Stu’s behavior, Ray.  I want you to know that.  He took me totally by surprise and I am very grateful you came along when you did, or else…”  Her sentenced trailed off, leaving the obvious ramifications, unsaid.  I raised an eyebrow that implied far more than I had really intended doing.  To that, Marietta said, “Ray!  I can tell you I sure I didn’t flirt with Stu.  For whatever reason, Stu has been coming on to me the last few months and I have tried, in vain, to make it very clear to him that I haven’t been at all interested.  For crying out loud, Ray, he’s a married man and I’m a happily married woman.  Well, at least a married woman. “ 
There was another moment of awkward silence, while I tried to think of a polite way to say I was sorry for the insinuation.  Marietta then did the totally unexpected – she closed the small gap between us, pressed her body slightly against mine and kissed me on the cheek.  After kissing me, she kept her position and thanked me for being there and diffusing the situation with Stu.  “Now why would she go and kiss me like that? I asked myself.  She lingered and I surmised she was expecting some other reaction than the indifference I so carefully presented.   Her smile instantly turned to a frown and she drew herself quickly away, accusing me of not believing her side of the story.  Wheeling around, she clomped madly down the stairs.  I turned and swiftly made for the relative safety of my own room, closing the door behind me.  “That was just a little too tempting for me.”  I told myself.  “That was your best friend’s wife and you need to get a grip orf yourself Raymond, even if she might seem to coming on to you.  Was she doing that?  Nah.  I was just letting my imagination get the better of me.  It was only the circumstances of their relationship that has you thinking this way.”  I promised myself to be vigilant to avoid situations like this in the future.
Later that afternoon, I took the flat tire into town to have it repaired.  The tire was defective and was going to be replaced pro-rata, less what little wear there was.  I liked that.  What I didn’t like as I was leaving town, was seeing JP in the window of a local coffee shop with a very attractive woman.  His back was in my direction and I turned right at the intersection to keep him from noticing the Cobra. 
DEWPOINT

CHAPTER TWENTY ONE – ECLIPSE OF THE SUN

Another two weeks came and went.  There had been no more vandalism anywhere on the property that we were aware of and that seemed to have a slight calming effect on all of us.  However, everything else remained pretty much as in the preceding two months.  The only exception was that everyone had remained as grumpy and just as distant.  Marietta constantly gave me exasperated looks whenever our paths crossed and always headed in the opposite direction, when she saw me coming.  “That suited me just fine”, I told myself.  Stu looked like he was plotting to kill me if the opportunity presented itself on the few times we saw each other outside.  Erika was in her own little world except when working.  When she wasn’t working, she was out jogging with the dogs, and when she was, she had the annoying habit of questioning and needling me incessantly, about my Marietta’s recent moodiness toward me that she couldn’t help but notice.  I tried my best to be blasé and off-putting about her line of questions, but the truth was, I was becoming tired of the whole childish game.  Erika was trying her best to insinuate there might be a small measure of a budding romance between the two of us, and I always laughed the idea off as being “totally ridiculous”.  I told her very firmly that she and I had simply become friends, as close business relations sometimes become, and had only had a major disagreement recently.  I didn’t see the need for Erika to know about the shed incident or that I had somehow insulted her about flirting with Stu.  In my mind, it would serve no good purpose for her to know any of that, except to fan the fires.
Truthfully, there was something about Marietta that appealed to me and I enjoyed her company more than I let on.  There wasn’t any one thing in particular that I liked, but just a combination of little things.  I was telling Erika the truth, at least in my own mind, as there was nothing romantic at all about our relationship or any romantic leanings – so far as I was concerned.  She was married to my best friend and that was that.  At the moment, Marietta and I both seemed to be avoiding each other like two children in a playground.  Two children who had had a little spat weeks before and stubbornly refused to acknowledge the other.  However, as much as I wanted to like this woman and continue our friendship, there were just as many little things about her that were grating on me.  There was nothing specific that I could verbalize to myself however, but the feeling persisted oddly enough.
JP’s trips were becoming more frequent and longer in duration.  When he was home, we could hear he and Marietta often engaged in loud arguments.  Even the ever cheerful Maria hardly spoke two words to me in the last month or so and, to my mind, also seemed to be avoiding me for some unknown reason.  One morning, I even think I caught her rolling her eyes and then mumbling something in Spanish as she left the room.
On one dark afternoon, JP and I found each other at the bar together, both needing a little of our favorite libations to relax.  Facing each other in the comfortable leather lounge chairs, our conversation drifted lazily to many subjects.  As an afterthought, he dug into his shirt pocket and pulled out a check and presented to me as a progress payment.  I thanked him for the generous payment and the work. “Marietta and I are very pleased, by the way, with all the great work you and Erika have done on our projects.  I am very glad I selected you as my architect, Ray. I don’t think I have said that before now.”   I nodded my appreciation.  “At least something was going well.”  I thought to myself.
Two drinks later, we got around to the subject of our “good old days” in Paris and began laughing over one of our past, scandalous evening escapades.  JP grabbed his right side and winced in obvious discomfort.  When I asked him what the problem was, he just waived his hand dismissively in the air and tried to change the subject.  I wouldn’t let him off the hook this time though.  Trying my damdest to act casual about the matter, I said, “You know old friend, this isn’t the first or the second time I’ve seen you do that.  What’s going on there?”

After a moment of silence, with his pain seeming to subside, he smiled and told me he had taken a fall a few years before and cracked some ribs on his right side. Every so often, when he laughed or strained his muscles moving a particular way, they would poke him and it was somewhat painful.  “Not to worry mon ami.”  I wasn’t convinced.  I was also sure my dear friend had lost 10-15 lbs. since my arrival, and in my mind, the two added up to something far more serious than a few cracked ribs.  “You know JP, the last time I asked this question, you gave an entirely different answer.  So what’s really going on pal?”  My question seemed to fall on deaf ears, as he just sat staring into the fireplace, with a look of worry etched across his face.  I decided I had pushed him far enough on the subject and let the matter go for now.
After a considerable period of silence, he changed the subject to his car collection and asked, “I understand you have been spending many afternoons in the car barn lately, tinkering like I suggested, Ray?  I wish I had the time to spend with you doing my favorite hobby, but I can’t these days unfortunately.  However, I’m glad someone gets to enjoy those beauties besides me.  Oh…thanks for fixing the flat and brakes on the “woody” for me.  I’d rather have an old hot rodder like you working on my babies than some kid in a garage - especially on the brakes.”  He added, “Tomorrow morning I am taking the “woody” over to Rutherford in the Napa Valley on business and should be back here in about two days time.  After that trip, I should be done for a while and begin spending more time around the farm.  We’ll have a chance to work on the cars together then, and catch up on our conversations.  I promise.”  With that said, JP went upstairs for a short nap before dinner was served.  I helped myself to another Scotch and spent the extra time alone in front of the fire with the two dogs, thinking about our conversation.
Erika and I were nearly finished with all of our preliminary drawings for the three projects: New Residence, New Winery and Tasting Center Remodel of the house that we currently occupied.  It was now only a matter of weeks before the first public hearing with the Coastal Commission in the county seat over in Santa Rosa and thankfully, our work was slowing down.  Erika had finished the 1/8th scale model a week or so before and it provided considerable excitement for our clients.  They reveled in the ability to view the new building from any angle and couldn’t find anything, even minuscule that they would change at this late point.  JP was so pleased by the utility of the model that he commissioned another one of the winery – more work for Erika.  
As our work slowed to a crawl, so did our spirits, leaving only the always-present fog, drizzle and gloom that seemed to hang over the house and our daily lives.  I was certain that whatever records were kept on the weather hereabouts, this had to be the foggiest spring / summer on record - should anyone care to research the subject.  
I found myself wanting to return to my little hermitage and boring routine beside the bay in Pacific Grove after nearly two and a half months in this house and the constant fog.  Erika had already made a few weekend trips back, if, for no other reason I could discern, but to get out of this place for her own self-preservation.  With most of my work done and two weeks until the first scheduled public hearing, I considered heading back for a week myself, to get my head straight and maybe see a little sun along the way.  JP and Marietta talked me out of it on grounds that I was needed if the commission staff came up with some last minute “significant” issues in their pending staff report to the commission.  Besides, the fog never let up and I was very hesitant to try and fly out.  I could easily drive down, but that represented too much effort for my current state of mind.
“Significant” issues always needed solutions to allow for “mitigation” and subsequent resolution and final approvals.  Issues deemed “significant” cannot be ignored or simply dismissed by the commission.  One unanswered issue had us all a little nervous and had been brought to our attention early in the process by the CCC staff – the archaeological question.  Almost the entire length of California, except for the areas of heavily developed cities, was considered “significant” Indian “midden” zones.  These zones meandered inland in varying widths from tens of feet to thousands of feet, depending, usually, on the geography of the land.  Wherever the land was constricted, the coastal Indians tended to bunch up against the shoreline and use a particular location as their primary living area more intensely - a “midden”.  Conversely, where there were broad plateaus, widening out to forests beyond, the Indians adapted and dispersed, to include hunting and gathering along with fishing as their sources of sustenance and adaptive lifestyle.  There was now evidence that these Indians migrated down the coastal areas of North America for a period of as many as twenty-two thousand years.  Their population diminished with the onset of the huge western population rush by eastern Anglos during the Great Gold Rush of 1850 and later years.  
In our case, we were both blessed and cursed by the geography and location of our proposed building site.  We had both a broad plain with a deep forest beyond as well as a major rock outcropping.  Rock outcroppings tended to be primary dwelling sites of these coastal Indians, where they could have some measure of security from the elements and the many wild animals that roamed the continent. Chief among them, were Saber Tooth Lions, Grizzly Bears, Wolves (either long extinct or hunted to zero population in California), and other, smaller carnivorous mammals.   Previous archaeological excavations up and down the western coastline, more than adequately bore this out.  Finding more of the exact same artifacts, over and over became a redundant exercise and totally unnecessary in my opinion.  So often were the same objects found and the picture of their lifestyle so unchanged that a 100%, definitive picture had long ago been made and all other excavations, in my mind, were totally unnecessary.   My vociferous complaints on this matter down through the years to CCC staff always fell on deaf ears though.  I always wondered how many of the archaeologists that gained employment in this fashion, would have starved without this mandated work?  How many of these people had been old college friends of the mostly youngish CCC staff in the many offices up and down the state?
Regardless, the CCC still required that a “cursory” archaeological investigation be performed long before their final staff report could be issued.  So, from a list of thirty-five “certified” archaeologists they presented us for this area, I selected a married couple as the team we ultimately hired.  They charged the lowest hourly fee of anyone listed, but that wasn’t what I was looking for.  In fact, I had a sneaking suspicion it might be to our advantage.  My primary reason for selecting them over the other names was because they were the only married couple listed, and I felt might they might be the old hippie couple I had once encountered in the Carmel Highlands.  If I was lucky enough to get the same pair, there report would likely be written in a more pragmatic fashion than their peers with the more academic sounding male names noted.  I sure didn’t need academia right now. 
They arrived early one foggy morning, driving over from the nearby Sonoma Valley town of Cloverville.  To my delight, they were the same “Hippie” couple, with same tie-dyed shirts, Birkenstock sandals, gray hair, pony-tails and gold-rimmed “granny” glasses.  They didn’t remember me, but I sure remembered the help they gave us on that very significant midden.  Unlike the usual snobby scientist I had experienced in past years and heavy-handed reviews, theirs was written in a more matter of fact manner.  A sort of “who cares how many more arrowheads we find” type of report.  They readily accepted my not-so-subtle bribe of bran muffins, hot coffee and a Franklin that I had brought along in a wicker basket that Maria had prepared at my request.  
After a half hour, with both in bent-waist examination of the building site, picking with small hand spades in nooks and crannies, they announced, “That’s it.  We’re done.”  They got in their beige Volkswagen Bus and waived a cheerful goodbye, taking with them, a few goodies that were still in the picnic basket – bottled water, fruit and some more bran muffins.  I chuckled to myself as they headed toward the highway inside their clunky old bus.   The poor thing protested mightily at each uphill climb, due to the mismatch of weight versus horsepower, popping and groaning.  The fact that the bus spewed clouds of gray smoke into the pristine atmosphere seemed to be of no concern to them.  “Odd” I thought, “How some things are important and other, equally important things are ignored.”
 It turned out that I was right about how this couple might express their findings.  Other than a few words like “possible” and “potential” in their written report, which arrived several days later, it looked pretty clean.  It looked like we might just get lucky and escape a serious and time delaying exploration of the site before construction commenced.  “It’s always about the money.”  I sarcastically told myself.
Despite the favorable report, I was still prepared for the CCC staff to at least recommend having a paid archaeologist on hand during excavation of all of our foundations – if we ever got to that point.  Given the complaints I knew a local Indian had been directly making to the commission; it was highly possible that their opinions and recommendations could still be changed to a more severe one.  It was common knowledge the liberally educated staff members would always tend to pander to and lean-over-backwards to accommodate the “little people”, who became interested in a project.  Because of this, I finally chose not to return to Pacific Grove for a week’s visit.  I should have gone earlier, when I had the chance.
DEWPOINT

CHAPTER TWENTY TWO – THE REALLY DARK DAYS

It’s now only a week away from our first scheduled public hearing and, not so surprisingly, the pickets have started a daily protest near the knoll.  At any given time, there are a half dozen people walking back and forth on the asphalt pavement of Highway-1.  There is maybe one car every ten minutes that drive by, and with half of those being tourists, I can’t see any good justification for holding protests.  After a few days however, they figure out who best to protest, and move the entire placard carrying body of folk south to our driveway.  Every sign had the same message – a red circle with a simple rendition of a house drawn in black in the middle, and a red diagonal stripe over the house.  Along with a few raised fists, it wasn’t hard to gage their true feelings.  How the average person can degenerate into such a hateful opponent of his neighbor’s right to make a simple proposal has always been a huge mystery to me.  Naturally, I have seen this kind of ugly behavior many times before.  And what must they be thinking?  “If we protest long enough, these people will withdraw their application and simply forget about the thousands of dollars and the months of time spent on their project”.  It was so pathetic it could almost make you laugh.  Or cry.  Take your pick.  

It was obvious, these people didn’t know the resolve my friend JP had for a pet project.  Contrary to their hoped for response, these antics would only help strengthen that resolve.  On top of that, JP was rarely around these past few months.  Typical of him, he had left yesterday for Bodega Bay in his woodie and hadn’t returned or called to tell anyone when his return might be.  But no one seemed to think twice about his odd schedules of late.  I was quite certain that blonde I saw him with in that coffee shop window had something to do with it, but I was keeping my mouth shut.
Aside from a few derogatory words being thrown our way by these incessant protestors, no other harm has been done.  I am especially surprised that the vandalism has finally stopped on my little Cessna, which is still parked on the remote and unattended airstrip.  I surmise it had a little, or maybe a lot to do with Stu’s alleged recent beating of Indian Tom.  If it wasn’t he who had done the vandalism, then Stu’s implied threat of physical force is there for anyone else, who did or might be contemplating such actions.  For that, at least, I am thankful to Stu.  I briefly considered the notion of selling the plane if I could find someone in the area who might be interested.  I probably won’t have the guts to fly it off the tiny airstrip anyway when the time comes.
Late in the morning, I was on the front porch trying to get a breath of fresh air after a particular frustrating incident with Marietta.  She had managed to corner me downstairs and accused me of acting childish since our brief encounter.  We said of few words back and forth that I honestly can’t recall and I responded loudly enough that others overheard.  Naturally, Erika chose to add her two cents afterwards, which, at the moment I didn’t really appreciate. I’m afraid I also said something unpleasant to her as well.  The endless days of overcast skies were affecting me more than I had realized.
As I sat there trying to remember the words I had used on both women, the sheriff’s car came slowly up the driveway and stopped directly in front of me.  I watched the sheriff fidget around inside the black and white, accomplishing nothing meaningful that I could see.  After a few minutes, he finally opened the Crown Vic’s door and in an odd, slow-motion manner, closed the door and walked slowly in my direction.  Now standing immediately in front of me, he began jiggling with his bundle of keys, as I correctly figured, to find the words he was looking for.  I held my breath, puzzled, but easily imagining some implied bad news, while he found the words he had wanted to say.  After a lengthy and uncomfortable silence, he finally said, “I’m sorry to have to be the one to tell you, but I have some very bad news for everyone.  Would you mind terribly, getting Mrs. Bain for me Mr. McIntyre?
I said nothing and rose to get Marietta.  The words he used could only mean one thing.  Something had happened to JP.  Butterflies came immediately to my stomach making me feel instantly nauseous, thinking on the endless possibilities and hoping against hope that it was something less serious.  I found Marietta and only mentioned to her that the sheriff was out front, wanting to see her, and escorted her there.  
Once the both of us were standing on the porch, the sheriff lowered his head, and after a short pause, looked up, directly into Marietta’s eyes. With a low and steady voice, he said, “I’m so sorry to be the person telling you this Mrs. Bain, but your husband is dead.  We retrieved his body only a few minutes ago from the car wreckage below Hurricane Point.  A local fisherman saw a car at the bottom of the tall cliff from his boat on his way out for the day.  That was around nine this morning, he radioed us, and our volunteer rescue team quickly responded to the site.” 
Wham!  Just like that.  There could be no more shocking news he could have delivered than what he had just given.  I don’t know who was more in shock, Marietta or me?  She let out a baleful moan and her knees buckled, slumping against my support.  After a long while, she put her head on my shoulder and began sobbing and moaning uncontrollably.  For me, the tragic news was like someone had just punched me in the gut.  At the first comprehension of what the sheriff was telling us, a jolt of adrenalin coursed through my body, followed by numbness and a whole body weakness that was hard to describe to anyone never experiencing such terrible news.  I stayed has stoic as I could for Marietta’s sake and stuffed all my emotions deep inside.  Yes, this was very bad for me, but doubly bad for his new wife I was sure.
After a respectful period, the sheriff continued, “I think it may help you some to know we believe he died instantly and without any suffering.”  There was another long pause.  “They’re still bringing up the car, but from all indications, it looks as if he accidentally drove over the edge.  Once the car is retrieved, we’ll do some minor review to see if there was any foul play or not, but at this time, we don’t think so.  We will also check the body to see if he had any signs of drugs or alcohol in his system at the time of the accident.  That may help us determine the reason why he drove over the edge.  It could have just been heavy fog.  We just don’t know yet.  We’ll let you know when we’re done in a day or so with our investigations.  I am so sorry that I had to be the one bringing you this tragic news Mrs. Bain and of course, I do wish all you folk my sincerest condolences.  I suspect this news comes as quite a shock, so if there is anything I can do, please let me know.”  He stood there fiddling with his keys a while longer, then shook his head once or twice and headed for his squad car.

 “How could this have happened?” I asked myself as I tried to comfort Marietta.  We stood together in that position for several minutes after the sheriff left, saying very little.  Finally, Marietta pushed me away and ran into the house and up the stairs to her bedroom.  She wasn’t seen for the rest of the day. 
I was left with the task of telling the other three people on the ranch.  After gathering everyone in the kitchen, I laid the bad news out as simple and quickly as I could.  Maria looked very shocked, screamed loudly then collapsed to the floor.  As I attended to Maria, I could see Erika’s eyes well with tears, while Stu just stood there with his head hanging, looking down at his cowboy hat that he held in both hands.  I finally got Maria onto her stool and handed her a glass of water.  She was becoming more hysterical by the minute it seemed.  “Was this her normal response to tragic news or was this about something else?” I wondered silently.
Eventually Maria gained her composure and soon resumed her daily routine.  She tried several times early that afternoon to bring trays of food to Marietta’s door.  After being refused each time, she looked defeated, and gave up, disappearing to the peace of her room at the rear of the house.  This of course, meant Erika and I had to fend for ourselves for dinner.  Fortunately, there were enough leftovers in the fridge to feed a small army for a week.  What I did worry about later that afternoon, was the loud voice and crashing sounds that came from Maria’s room.  That sort of reaction to the news seemed all wrong to me.  It sounded as if she were having a loud argument with herself and throwing things.  Not the stereotypical image I had of a Latin woman’s mourning process.  
Erika and I were up early the next morning, surprisingly finding Maria and the two dogs in the familiar and expected surroundings of her kitchen.  However, Maria’s expression this early in the morning was not what I expected from her behavior the previous afternoon and evening.  Instead of the depressed state one would expect the day after such news, Maria seemed all too happy for my tastes.  Was this an act to cheer us up?  I didn’t think so.  I suspected Maria had much deeper and troubling emotions bubbling beneath the surface.  Maria, unlike us, seemed genuinely in a mood to work, and she seemed eager to make us a large breakfast.  Was this her way of coping?  Maybe.
Today however, we consumed mostly large quantities of coffee with little else, as we chatted that morning, trying in vain to comprehend the terrible news from the day before.  Erika and I also decided to stay on until Marietta got around to making a decision about the new house and JP’s two other projects.  At a minimum, we could always postpone the hearings until a later date.  Maria had little to add during our visit to the kitchen.  She seemed content to simply listen to our conversations, while she nervously fussed over her kitchen chores.  I couldn’t think of any other ways to comfort the woman than what we had been doing, so we stopped trying.
Marietta woke late that morning and shuffled to the kitchen in her bathrobe looking for coffee.  We all gave her a hug and were thanked for being here.  Stu entered through the back door and gave his condolences as well.  At this point, given what I knew, I didn’t believe the sincerity of his words, though he did make a valiant effort to sound sincere.  After a few awkward moments, with nothing more to say, his apparent discomfort drove him back outside.  Maria nobly fixed Marietta some breakfast, and then dashed for her room in a rush of emotion. 
Marietta’s eyes were red and her eyelids puffy from all the crying she had done in the last 24 hours.  After a while, she seemed to remember the reason why Erika and I were there and made a connection to the upcoming CCC hearing, less than a week away.  “Aside from my totally selfish reasons for wanting familiar faces around me at this time, I think we should probably continue on with the approval process for now, even if we, I mean I, decide not to build afterward.  If you two don’t have any objections to staying on and continuing with the process, I would greatly appreciate it.  I think that is what Jean Paul would have wanted.  And then I suppose, there is the matter of a funeral.  I would be grateful if you three could help me with that?” Looking to each other, Erika and I nodded our acceptance of both requests.  She concluded, “I am grateful and thankful for your companionship at this time.”
The remainder of the day crawled by with the pall of JP’s death adding to the daily gloom of the ever pervasive fog.  No one did much of anything.  I decided I should drive down to the accident site, if for no other reason, than to perhaps somehow get my mind around the finality of the news, by seeing the actual spot where it happened.  As I drove the Cobra out the drive and onto the highway heading south, it occurred to me, there were no protestors that afternoon.  Either the sheriff shooed them off or they stayed away out of respect.  I was hoping for the latter, but suspected either the former had happened.  More likely the truth, they had figured JP’s demise was probably the end of the project and that they no longer needed to spend the physical energy marching. “Bastards.”  I said aloud to no one.
Parking the car in the large “vista” turnout near the well-known promontory, I walked the short distance to the spot, where I found the steel guard railing severed and jutting out over the thousand foot, or so drop-off.  Being one of those people that have a slight aversion to heights, I held my breath and carefully, with one hand leaning on top of the steel railing, leaned my head out over the precipice for a better view of the rocks below.  My head spun and I immediately, but ever so carefully, moved back a step or two, getting a warning beep from a passing motorist.  “Well, that certainly got my pulse going.”  
Looking around for nothing in particular, it suddenly occurred to me, there were no skid marks.  “Wouldn’t JP have tried to stomp on the brakes if he was disoriented in heavy fog and in mortal fear of losing control in this dangerous spot?” I asked myself.  This elevated stretch of scenic highway that jutted out into the Pacific had continual winds, that were whistling past my ears as I stood there trying to understand the implications of no skid marks.  It came to me in a flash that sent shivers up my spine – “JP must have had no brakes!  But I had just put new brake pads on his car. Oh my God, did I do something wrong in my repair job that caused his brakes to fail?  No I couldn’t have.  I just replaced worn pads – a “no-brainer”.  That would have no effect on the mechanics of the system.  But then…?”  I was irrationally beginning to blame myself for this tragedy, even though my brain was trying to tell me otherwise. I needed to see the car.
I drove into town to the only garage I could think of that could be holding JP’s wrecked station wagon.  I had no trouble spotting the heavily mangled hunk of black steel and splintered maple wood just inside a chain-link-enclosed dirt yard that sat adjacent to a concrete block building labeled “Frank’s Garage and Towing”.   A single ten foot wide chain-link gate was open nearby and I entered despite the “No Trespassing” sign, to inspect the horrific looking remains of JP’s prized automobile.  I recalled that Frank’s Garage was the company hired to repair my slashed Cessna tires.
I put out my hand and touched an area of uncrumpled cold steel at the front of the car, trying with all my might to grasp what this grizzly scene was trying to tell me, or divine in some odd way, through the car, what had happened.  A part of my brain was still trying to envision how in the world my simple brake pad replacement might have caused all this.  I couldn’t.  At that same moment, I caught a glimpse of crimson out the corner of my eye.  I turned to see what remained of the driver’s side of the front bench seat, bathed in JP’s blood.  I suddenly felt queasy, with my breakfast quickly rising from my churning stomach.  A cold sweat plastered my forehead and I dropped to one knee. 
A sudden voice behind me shouted, “Hey mister.  What are you doing here?  This place is off-limits.  You shouldn’t be in here. Can’t you read signs?”  

As I rose and turned around to face the voice that had startled me from my thoughts and despair, I saw an older man in a greasy pair of blue-gray overalls and the name Frank embroidered on the chest.  He was looking sternly at me, while trying to wipe grease from his hands with an equally greasy cloth.  Startled, I said, “What?  What are you talking about?”
Noticing my condition, he softened some and said, “You okay mister?  You don’t look so good.  But this car is now evidence in a murder investigation mister, and I’m sorry, but you can’t be in here.  If you want any more information about this car, that has to come from the sheriff.  I can’t help you.  Simple as that.  I’m sorry.
His use of the word “murder” shocked my senses and I was slow to come to its meaning.  “Murder?” I asked incredulously.  The man just shook his head, and then said, “Please go see the sheriff mister.”  I apologized for my transgression and left, seeking the sheriff’s station somewhere in town.  I was fortunate that the sheriff’s familiar car was parked out front of a civic-looking building labeled Bodega Bay City Hall.  I entered seeking clarification to the unbelievable bit of information just given me.  The sheriff recognized me from the morning before through the glass panes enclosing his office and rose from his chair and ushered me in.  “Please have a seat Mr. McIntyre.  What can I do for you?”

“I. I was just told by Frank at the garage, that Jean Paul’s car is now considered evidence and that you now think he was murdered.  If that’s true, it means you believe there was some kind of foul play that caused the accident.  Is that what you’re thinking sheriff?”

After a slight pause to collect his thoughts, the sheriff began, “Yes.  We now believe from the small amount of evidence we have found, there is every reason to believe Mr. Bain’s death might be a homicide case instead of just an unfortunate accident.”  I opened my mouth in disbelief and before I could ask the obvious question of what that evidence might be, the sheriff raised an outturned palm, then appeared to relent by saying,  “Ah, I suppose there’s no harm in telling you.”  The sheriff paused as if contemplating the effect his words would have on me, and then said, “Frank found physical evidence that the brake modulator or proportioning valve located under the hood showed signs of recent mechanical tampering.  To put it succinctly, there were scratches and the fitting was undone.  There were no skid marks on the road that led us to confirm that Mr. Bain had no use of his brakes at the moment he went off the road.  Frank did find four recently installed brake pads on all four corners.  So that at least can be eliminated for the moment we think.”

The sheriff paused long enough to let all of what he said to me, register.  
Continuing, he added, “Since there is no other scratches in the vicinity of the valve I just referenced and since there was lots of hydraulic fluid inside the engine compartment, it is somewhat easy for us to conclude that was the reason for the accident and that this was indeed, no accident.  Much further up the highway, we also found lots of brake fluid on the downhill part of the highway pavement leading to the point to confirm our theory about the rapid loss of brake fluid.”

Again a pause.

“For the record, we have also had a cursory autopsy performed and find no additional evidence that Mr. Bain was impaired in any way by drugs, alcohol or any other obvious physical impairment that could have contributed to his simply driving the car off the edge of the road.  Also, it would take a considerable amount of force to punch through the standard steel guardrails used on today’s highways – a documented fact.  From that information, we feel he must have been traveling at a pretty good speed when he hit the guard rail.  And from the looks of the bent steel – he hit it almost straight on.”
When he finished, he fell silent and seemed to be either waiting for a response from me, or, as I had just realized, was sizing me up and trying to evaluate my response to his news.  That little bit of reality shocked my senses and the hairs on the back of neck stood on end.  “Had he already known that I recently performed a pad replacement on JP’s car?”  I asked myself. “No one knew but JP, Stu and I.  How could he know about that so soon?  He couldn’t.” I told myself.  “But who could have, or would have done such a thing sheriff?”
“We don’t have a clue to the answer of that question yet Mr. McIntyre.  We are only just beginning our investigation.  I’m glad you came in though.  You saved me a trip up the coast later, since I was going to pay you all a visit.  I was planning on telling everyone there about the homicide suspicion and to also inform everyone there, not to go anywhere until this is cleared up.  For the time being, and until we know more, everyone there is considered a potential suspect in Mr. Bain’s murder.”

“Murder” He said “murder” again.  “This was unreal.  Did I dare tell him about my brake job? No.” I said to myself. After a few moments sitting across from the sheriff in numb silence, I rose, shook his hand and left the building for the nearest coffee shop to warm my chilled body.  “You’re also a suspect.  Aren’t you, Ray?  He said as much didn’t he?” I told myself walking down the sidewalk late that cold and damp morning on my way to Sally’s Café. 
DEWPOINT

CHAPTER TWENTY THREE– LOTS OF QUESTIONS

Once seated in the coffee shop, I tried my best to sort this latest revelation out somehow in my overwhelmed mind.  It just didn’t make sense.  And, thanks to the sheriff’s totally unexpected news, my stomach was doing flip flops once again, so I ordered a light lunch.  As I sat there picking the goodies off the top of the chef salad, I kept replaying the words “murder” and “homicide” over and over again in my head.  His news had come from way out in left field.  When the sheriff suggested the possibility yesterday morning during his brief visit, I guess my mind chose to automatically eliminate any thoughts of murder as being too preposterous to even consider. “Murdered? Not my friend JP.  Stuff like that just didn’t happen in my world.  It only happened to other people, who were distant and faceless.  We all heard those words used so often on the nightly news and in movies, that I think we all become desensitized by their true meaning.  No one ever expects to be using the word “murder” within their own personal lives - especially not in conjunction with the words “suspect” and “you”.  
My head reeled as the words began to slowly sink in and to take on real meaning and all the other implications the words implied.  This was very serious stuff and I needed to treat my predicament as such.  “Should I be thinking about calling my attorney?  I didn’t think that was necessary, even though I was labeled a potential suspect.  I knew I hadn’t done anything that was premeditated, and I had already ruled out the possibility of negligence for my part.  At this point, there was no deliberate finger pointing at only me.   I was 99% sure, there wouldn’t be.” I tried to convince myself.
“So if that were the case, how then, could JP have done anything in his life that was bad enough to warrant having enemies that would want to kill him?”  That was the first question that popped into my head, as my brain queried numerous possibilities and quickly discarded all but one motive – money.  “JP had loads of it.  I was fairly positive he wasn’t worth a billion like today’s wealthiest people were, but wealthy enough, I suspected to warrant attention for wealth he did have.  I suspected JP was probably worth close to half a billion - all things considered, and that was still a lot of money by anyone’s standards.  For that kind of money, people could kill or certainly be given motivation to do so.  That had to be it - money.  Follow the money, as they say, and you will find your killer.”  I also reminded myself not to rule out the possibility of a crime of passion.  Sometimes that deadly sin could be just as much a motive and as powerful a reason as greed and money.  Okay smart ass, if that were true, then who?  Marietta?  Then it hit me.  Maybe Maria’s story about Venezuelan “hit men” coming for her one day had some credibility here.  “Didn’t she use the car on occasion to go into town and shop?” I asked myself.  “Maybe JP was just unfortunate collateral damage, as they say, in an attempt to get to Maria.”  Certainly, it was something to consider, regardless how far fetched the whole concept seemed.  Maybe that explained Maria’s odd behavior.  Maybe she felt JP’s death was meant for her and she had brought this on her employer by association.  I would find a good time to ask her.
While logging those thoughts away for future use, a notion of the “Seven Deadly Sins” popped into my head.  Trying to recall them from a recent movie by the same name, I murmured softly, “Let’s see, there was; greed, gluttony, envy, sloth, pride, lust and wrath.”  Now that I thought on it, any one of those reasons, with the exception of sloth could be reason enough for murder.  I tried to let that theory sink in and to keep those six other reasons firmly in my mind.
By the time I had worked my way slowly through my salad and down to the tasteless iceberg lettuce lining the bottom, I began formulating a plan.  Looking up from my plate I noticed the glances in my direction by some of the locals in the restaurant.  Was it just my imagination or were these people already finding me guilty?  I paid my bill and returned to my car a block away. 
As I sat behind the banjo-styled steering wheel, the hodgepodge of thoughts swirling in my head began to solidify into quantifiable statements of fact; “A) I didn’t do it.  That much was clear, at least to me, if no one else thought so. B.) I was caught in the middle of this situation, whether I liked it or not. C.) I wasn’t allowed to leave. D.) JP was one of my very best friends – ever, and I owed him something.  Didn’t I? E.) Since I had finished most of my work, I had lots of time on my hands. F.) I was angry that someone would kill my friend and I wanted answers.  So that left “G”. Who was the killer?  Whoever it was, God Dammit, I was going to find them.”  I slammed my palm on the steering wheel rim as a physical demonstration to myself of my anger and a new found resolve.  I reached down, turned the key and the engine blasted to life.  I left the sleepy little town of Bodega Bay in a lurch, determined to find a killer.

By the time I reached the ranch and car barn, I knew exactly what I was going to do and how I would go about it.  I was no investigator like Archy McNally depicted in the Lawrence Sanders “McNally” series of novelettes, but God dammed if I didn’t have enough intrinsic intelligence, I told myself, to figure this out.  All I had to do was just set my mind to it.  As a captive resident of the house, I certainly had the opportunity as an “insider” and, of course, I knew the all players.  At least I thought I did.  Maybe the sheriff could find the truth given enough time and resources, but I was sure I would beat him to the answer given my insider position.  If nothing else, I might turn over a stone or two that he might miss on his own.  That was all the rationale I needed to go forward with this.  Then it occurred to me, “There would be risks pursuing someone who was capable of murder.  That was a very real possibility, but I owed this to my friend regardless the risks associated.”
I found Marietta and asked her to get Stu and Maria, while I found Erika and we would meet in a half hour in the breakfast nook.  I had some news for everyone that the four should hear at the same time.  We waited another five minutes for Stu to arrive, pour a mug of coffee and join us around the small table.  They all showed signs of curiosity on their faces as I intentionally withheld my news a few extra seconds.  Part of my reasoning was to judge their expressions as I told them the sheriff’s latest news bulletin.  “I just came from Bodega Bay, where I saw JP’s car and visited with the local sheriff.  This morning’s latest news my friends, is this; the sheriff’s office now believes JP’s death to be no accident, but a homicide.  Meaning, they believe someone tampered with the car, causing JP’s car to crash.  Secondly, there were no substances in his body at the time of the accident.  And lastly, the five of us are considered “suspects” for the time being and I have been ordered to inform you not to leave the area.”
I slowly looked around the table, secretly watching the individual reactions.  Marietta shook her head in disbelief as tears slowly welled in her eyes.  Erika had little or no reaction to the news and sat, passively absorbing the information.  Knowing her as well as I did, she was likely wondering how it was she got herself trapped in such a bleak place and probably blaming me for everything.  
Maria raised her hands to her mouth and seemed, to me, panicked or nervous, or both.  I was sure she was thinking she was responsible by bringing her father’s enemies here.
Pushing himself off the table from his seated position, Stu came fully upright and said, “That’s crazy man.  Stu was bouncing on his toes, an angry expression on his face and pacing left to right as if he was not sure which way he should go.  
“Interesting reaction.” I thought.  I decided to egg him on a little bit further.  “Until further notice Stu, we’re all equal suspects - you included.”

“Well, Mr. Architect man.  That’s easy for you to say.  My daily business takes be all over the county and sometimes state, so I ain’t none too happy about being a prisoner here.  This is bullshit man. And I sure as Hell don’t like being fingered as a murder suspect neither.”  Stu huffed his way over to the sink, tossed the remaining contents of his coffee mug toward the drain and came back to the table.  “How could I be considered a suspect?  What the Hell’s my motivation here?”  

Pushing him a little bit more, I said, “For starters Mr. Champion, your interest in the victim’s wife could easily make you a prime suspect.  Dontcha think Stu?”
Instantly, Stu balled his fists and took several steps in my direction, then thought better of his actions, stopped and threatened, “Look Mr. smart-ass architect, I told you once before to keep outta my business and I meant what I said.  Just keep the fuck outta my way.  Hear?  You may or may not be right about me havin’ the hots for JP’s wife…”  He paused to look Marietta’s way, then resumed “…but I sure as Hell wouldn’t kill any sombitch over no damn woman.  Specially not this skinny, frigid woman.”  Stu wheeled and stomped out of the room, cursing the whole way under his breath.
Pretending to ignore Stu’s temper and departure, Erika asked matter-of-factly, “So, what now boss?”  I slight glint in her eye told me she never missed the opportunity to jab me, even in tense moments like this.
After issuing a slight frown in her direction, I answered, “We all continue with our daily routines and let the sheriff and his investigators do what they have to do.  Just because we are being considered suspects at this time, doesn’t mean we can’t or won’t be cleared sooner or later.  If I had to guess, I would say that the person or persons responsible for this, are outside this house and likely have something to do with some past or present business deal JP was involved with.  As their investigation circle widens, I’m sure someone else will be the primary target of the investigation and we will be free to go our various ways.  Until then, I suggest we just relax and do as I said, resume our daily routines.”  As I said those calculated words I tried my best to gauge Stu’s response further.  “Had his response lessened or heightened my feelings about his involvement with this murder?”  I decided that I couldn’t tell for now.
Marietta joked, “Oh my. Stu called me a skinny, frigid woman.  And to think I always wondered what he really thought about me.  Now I know.”  That got a much needed laugh.

The four of us lingered to speculate on what might be in store for us during the coming days and weeks.  Marietta asked about Jean Paul’s body and how that would affect any funeral plans.  I told her I would handle all those details after she told me what she had in mind.  “Did JP have any preference that might be written in his will?”
“Oh my God.  I never even considered his will.  I know he has been working on that lately with a new attorney in San Francisco that an old friend recommended he see.  As soon as I find the person’s name, I’ll give them a call.  They need to be notified, I’m sure, to begin that whole legal process.”  Thinking on that, she started crying heavily again.  After a moment of comfort with my arm around her shoulders, I rubbed her shoulders then rose and left the room with the three women sitting at the table.

DEWPOINT

CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR – HEAT UNDER THE LENSE

Late the next morning, we were paid a visit by the local sheriff and two investigative detectives from the county seat over in Santa Rosa.  Bodega Bay and its surroundings were too small and too quiet to warrant much more than a few full-time deputies, so we assumed the sheriff had to ask for help on this case.  Sheriff Pittman introduced the man and woman team only as Lieutenants Sanchez and Green respectively.  The names Julio and Janet on their brass nameplates completed the picture.  The duo could easily be called an “Odd Couple”, as Lt. Green (“please call me Ms. Green”), at close to six feet, was nearly a foot taller, than her counterpart Lt. Sanchez.  She seemed outgoing and the type that took control, while he seemed the quiet type, comfortably enjoying being in the background.  I’d seen this Frick and Frack routine before somewhere.
The sheriff announced that he had requested their assistance in the upcoming investigation and that they would be performing the majority of the investigative work from here on out.  They would only be used when he needed any help or additional information researched.  This morning they would begin by asking everyone on the ranch some simple preliminary questions to begin their groundwork.  Ms. Green asked Marietta to get Stu and Maria for questioning.  Marietta, Erika and I would be questioned later in that order.  The three were led to JP’s private office on the ground floor to wait for Maria and begin their questioning.  I reckoned they picked Maria first, as she was the least likely of the group of five to be a candidate and therefore, would have the least to say.  Boy. Was I wrong.  They had her in that room for nearly a half hour.  I couldn’t imagine what she would have to say that could take that long.
Finding these sessions lasting much longer than I had expected, I went upstairs to retrieve my Cussler novel.

Erika was second on their list and her session took just twenty minutes.  When she came out, she looked in my direction and we made eye contact.  She shook her head in an apologetic manner as she passed me, heading for her room.  “Stu. They want you next.” She said over her shoulder.  I couldn’t figure out what that expression meant and she didn’t give me the chance to ask.  What had she told them?
Rising from his chair, Stu said, “Hey. What the fuck man.  I hate this shit.  Ain’t nothing I got that they need.  Total waste of my time and theirs.  See y’all soon.”  Before Stu disappeared behind the heavy mahogany door, his face showed a picture of confidence, anger and a slight tinge of uncertainty.  His session lasted a full forty-five minutes, and when he came out, his expression had changed to one of supplication with his head hung down slightly and beads of perspiration dotting his forehead.  Given Mr. Champion’s recent history with Indian Tom and perhaps other past events, the sheriff had likely grilled him mercilessly.  I conjectured that he was possibly becoming one of their prime suspects.  Mine too, for the record.
Why they saved me to the next-to-last spot, I couldn’t imagine.  “What did that mean?   If I followed my theory about the time spent with the investigators, then I must have more information to tell, or am maybe considered more of a candidate.”  Once I occupied one of the four small leather chairs in JP’s office, the sheriff began the questioning.  Lt. Sanchez was content to take copious notes in his little notebook, while Lt. Green intently listened.  Her piercing eyes unnerved me some, as I’m sure she were her intentions.  The first few questions were routine and dealt with my reasons for being here, along with a brief recitation of my life and career history.  The second round got a little more complicated, asking all sorts of questions about my history with JP, and the days we lived together in Paris.  For the life of me, I couldn’t see where these questions had any bearing on my friend’s murder.  The third wave of questions changed all that and showed me they were only getting warmed up to the real questions they really wanted answers to.  At this point, Ms. Green took from the sheriff in asking all the questions.
“So Mr. McIntyre, we understand you like to spend your spare time working on cars?  Is that so?”

“Well yeah.” I replied, knowing all too well, where this not-so-surprising question was heading.  The question also alerted me to the possibility that any number of true or false statements could have been made by the previous questionnaires.  I mentally braced myself before continuing the answer to that question. “My friend JP knew that I liked cars and in my earlier, adolescent days, and I used build hot rods.  So, at his insistence, I found myself in his car barn tinkering on his small stable of collector cars.  Nothing serious mind you, just mostly tinkering – plugs, oil changes, greasing the joints - that sort of thing.”  Had I said too much already, I wondered?

“We also understand you recently did some work on the car Mr. Bain was driving, when he drove over the cliff.  Specifically, we heard you had worked on the brakes.  Is this true?”  As she said that, she thumbed through a stack of papers and produced the sales receipt of the brake pads I had purchased at the auto parts store.
Well there it was.  Put the cuffs on me now and haul me off to maximum security in Soledad Prison.  Or was that San Quinton up here?  I looked in turn to all three pairs of eyes for any clues before answering.  All eyes were cold and unemotional, waiting for my response to this very serious question.  “The only thing I did was to replace the two sets of front brake pads I found were dangerously worn and, afterwards, checked the fluid level.  You know, there’s nothing difficult about changing pads on a car with disc brakes – provided the rotors aren’t worn or there’s no problems with the calipers.   I simply checked the brake fluid level and that was it.   Hell, a ten-year old could do it reading the easy instructions.”  I was beginning to nervously blabber and instantly ended my reply.  I then thought to add, “Everything went smoothly and I sure didn’t see any reason to be concerned about anything I saw while doing the little thirty-minute job.”  Did I need to be calling my lawyer at this point?  They hadn’t read me the Miranda Rights thing yet, so I supposed I didn’t.

“And can you tell us Mr. McIntyre, exactly when it was you did this “little” job?”

“As nearly as I can recall, that was about three weeks ago.  JP was out of town and he had taken another car, because one of his tires were flat, so I thought I would surprise him by fixing it.  And when he was here, he didn’t have a whole lot of spare time, being occupied as he was with the enologist and all.  So when I had the tire off, it was then I noticed the front pads were getting low.”  Ms. Green produced another piece of paper.  This one was the tire repair receipt.  Her finger found the date and confirmed my story against the other receipt.  “While in town, having the tire repaired, I bought the two pads so I could make the swap and repair it when I returned.”

“Ah yes…please tell us about the flat tire Mr. Bain.  Did you determine why the tire was flat?”

That was a question I had not been expecting and I spent a few moments trying to recall my conversation with the tire fixit kid.  “Now that you ask, I do recall the kid at the tire shop, telling me that he couldn’t find anything that could have caused the flat.  He offered that it was probably a cracked valve stem or leaky valve, or something.  I accepted his explanation as the reason and let it go at that.  That seemed reasonable to me.  Anyway, he replaced the rubber valve stem and asked for $10 even, which I gave him in cash, took the offered sales slip and left.  Since I had so much on my mind that day, I didn’t think anything about it at the time.  But, now that you bring it up, it seems like a slightly odd coincidence.”

“That it does.” Ms. Green said with just enough brevity stating the obvious, that I suspected her goal was to rattle my composure.  After a lengthy pause, she said, “Only a few more questions now, Mr. McIntyre. While on the subject of Mr. Bain’s automobile…when you were checking the fluid level, as you said, did you happen to also do any work on the brake proportioning valve directly below the fluid reservoir or notice anything odd about its appearance?”
This lady knew her cars I thought to myself.  “You’re right.  That cast component usually sits directly under the filling reservoir.  And no, while there, I didn’t have any need to work on that component.  The pad replacement was very simple and straightforward.  There was no need to add fluid or “bleed” the lines.  I suppose that I could have incidentally noticed the component at some time while checking the fluid level, but I don’t recall that.  You know, almost everything under the hood of the car was restored, new, clean and shiny.  Because of that, anything unusual in appearance likely would have stood out while I was under the hood.  So the answer is “no”, I didn’t see anything wrong with the part you’re asking about.”  If that’s where they were heading, maybe I was off the hook.  Hm.  Then again, maybe I wasn’t, since I had at least done work close to the offending part.  
“Okay.  Thanks.  We just have one more question for you Mr. McIntyre.  What is your present relationship with Mrs. Bain?”

Wow.  There was a question I really hadn’t expected or thought would warrant their asking.  “Why in the world would you ask me that?” I parried.
“We have recent testimony from two of your housemates that there might be a romantic relationship between the two of you.  Is that true?”

“Which two told you that?”  I said with some rising anger.
Lt. Green looked to Lt. Sanchez, who flipped a few pages back in his notebook and read, “Maria saw the two of you in the upstairs hallway one particular day, in a lengthy conversation that ended in an embrace and a kiss.  She also says the two of you spent a lot of time together, especially when Mr. Bain was away and seemed, from her point of view at least, that each of you had become very fond of each other – using her exact words.”  After a slight pause to flip a page, he continued, “Your associate Erika, also gives the same testimony, confirming Maria’s feelings that the two of you had been flirting with each other from the moment of her arrival and possibly beginning a relationship.  She also says she has overheard numerous conversations, and I quote, “that sounded to her, could be a lot like lover’s quarrels.” Sanchez stopped and waited for me to respond.

I sat there dumbfounded and at a total loss for words.  Aside from feeling totally betrayed by Maria and my associate Erika, I had to agree, that from their positions, what else could our interactions sound or look like?  This stream of testimony had completely rattled and blindsided me and I now felt like I was sinking, deep into a bottomless tar pit.  I was quickly becoming public enemy number one from the implications their testimony seemed to be suggesting.  
After some hesitation, the self-righteous portion of my brain kicked in and I attempted to show some assertiveness, by saying, “Look.  I will admit to some attraction between the two of us.  However, with the one exception, when Marietta pecked me on the cheek upstairs as a thank you, there have never been any other instances, where the two of us could have been, as you suggest, “romantically involved”.  How could there be?  JP is, or, excuse me, was, my best friend.  I could never betray a friend’s trust that way even if I did feel that way towards her.  Yeah, Marietta can seem to be a bit flirtatious at times, but I think that’s her nature or just part of her personality.  She has a naturally playful personality that some may misconstrue as something it’s not.  Listen, you’re barking up the wrong tree if you think the two of us had a romantic relationship.  It never happened.  If you’re going to ask anyone that question, you should be asking Stu.  I think our big Texan thinks he’s quite the cowboy stud that can’t keep his hands off of Marietta.  Did he tell you about the incident in the pottery barn?  And, by the way, what you heard from Maria and Erika, was shear speculation on their part – nothing more.”  
I caught myself rambling again, paused and couldn’t remember all that I had just said.  That bothered me some.  Had I said too much?   “If there are any more questions like this, perhaps I ought to have my attorney present to advise me?”  I folded my arms and tried to show my steadfastness against answering any more questions.
“Maybe that wouldn’t be such a bad idea Mr. McIntyre.  It does give us some reason as to motive if true.  If not, and it is like you say, then you have nothing to worry about do you?” Ms. Green calmly added.  “That’s all for now.  You can go.  Please ask Mrs. Bain to join us.  Oh. Until we give you permission, we ask that you not travel outside a fifty mile radius.  Good day.”

I had been dismissed.  I could see she was one cool cookie.  Yep.  I was deeply rattled.  I had never in my entire life experienced such a feeling of criminal guilt or, more to the point, been in a position of this kind, with such an overwhelming feeling of being a caged animal.  

Marietta’s visit with the interrogators took well over an hour.  When they had finished, the three left without any fanfare, back to Bodega Bay.  Marietta took to the retreat of her room for the rest of the day, while the remaining threesome, Maria, Erika and I, avoided each other and took to being busy with personal things.  There was no doubt that the questioning had been quite a beating on all of us and left some very serious bruises.
Later, in my room, trying to forget everything by reading, I found I couldn’t keep the thoughts away.  After the questions they had asked of me, I can only imagine what they must have asked Marietta and how she must have answered.  How was she presently dealing with those questions in the confines of her bedroom?  Lying in my bed, staring at the ceiling, I let the questions and answers I was having, freely occupy my consciousness.  After an hour or so, I once again realized a simple truth.  I had not killed my friend.  Someone else did.  Then I had a horrible revelation that someone could be trying to frame me.  Everyone knew I worked on the cars and had just done some brake work on JP’s car.   It would be an easy matter for the real person, whoever modified the valve, to make it look like I was the culprit. “Shit.”

Like the day before sitting in the Cobra becoming angry, I renewed my resolve to find, through my own enterprise, that person which had killed my dear friend JP.  If it wasn’t my good ole pal Stu, then I would find out who it was.  It was just a matter of time.
DEWPOINT

CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE– ON THE OFFENSE

With less than a week before our first scheduled public hearing on our proposals, I felt extremely anxious about managing what little time I had.  On the one hand, there were the hearings, and on the other, JP’s murder investigation and funeral arrangements.  Though all of the plans, models and other tools had long been completed, I had found no time for Erika and me to prepare and rehearse our first presentation.  It was crucial, I always found, to be well organized in advance – knowing exactly what you wanted to say, or not say, before you actually faced the decision makers and public.  Thinking back, I wished that I had been better prepared for the investigator’s questions.  I felt I had really blown that.
First things first, I told myself, and that was the matter of dealing with Jean Paul’s remains and helping Marietta sort out the myriad details that come with a husband’s sudden demise.  She had already made arrangements for JP’s attorney in San Francisco to visit the house the following morning, leaving funeral arrangements as the only other issue needing our immediate attention.  I asked her if Jean Paul had ever expressed his wishes – to be buried or cremated.  She said he had never wanted to talk on the subject.  I suggested we wait until after hearing his will the following morning before deciding such issues.
That left the entire afternoon open for me to collect my thoughts and plan some course of action to clear my name from the list of suspects and, if extremely lucky, help find the real culprit or some serious clues.  That would be no easy task for me, I told myself, having never been trained in criminal investigation or other police sleuthing activities.  I did have one thing going for me though, and that was my ability to solve complex problems.  All successful architects have learned this craft, through the application of matching a client’s many specified goals against well-set regulatory guidelines and standards.  In this manner, we learn how to be good problem solvers.  By separating the meaningful from the meaningless, the important from the unimportant and, in almost every commission, by making numerous compromises, we can often bring together disparate goals.  All I had to do was apply those same guiding principals to the current task at hand, to zero in on our killer.
I decided to take a hand held recorder and notepad with me and visit the privacy and silence of the knoll, where the new house was being proposed.  I hadn’t been to the spot in a long while, and it would help me collect my thoughts about the house, while also being a quiet spot to do some serious thinking on both subjects.  With supplies in hand, I left the front porch, heading northwest across the gravel drive toward the knoll.  Halfway across the wide drive, the sun broke through the overcast for the first time I could remember in over a month.  It warmed my face and cheered me some, taking this rare event as an omen that bode better of the future.  Entering the rolling plateau we all called The Meadow, the warming rays of the sun began to bring out some of the familiar smells of several of the indigenous plants.  I took deep breaths and let the aromas sooth me as walked along.  I also tried to identify the various plants I encountered; Bush Lupine, Coyote Brush, Tufted Hairgrass, California Oatgrass, some Sage and the occasional Rosemary.  Some I knew from past projects, to be rare and endangered species in the overbuilt areas of California’s coastline. The smells were heavenly and medicinal in the effect they were having on me.  A few of the fragrances seemed deeply familiar to my senses, feeling they were part of some deeply imprinted prehistoric memory that I now recognized.  Standing on a beach facing large breaking waves gives me a similar experience, inhaling what my Cheryl used to always call “that beachy smell”.  It is a familiar smell to all that visited shorelines and came from the organic matter in the water that lay decaying on the sand or the windswept waves.  In some deep-rooted part of me, I always felt it was some distant primordial force, trying to lure me back to the womb or the place we all began.  Whatever one called it, it always had a calming and centering effect on me.
When I reached the granite outcropping, I was well refreshed and full of energy.  Facing the vast Pacific Ocean, now spread below me in a 180 degree vista, sparkling in the afternoon’s rare sunlight, I took one last deep breath before I turned my attention to my work.  My head filled with the intoxicating smells of both sea and earth.  At that moment, I felt I could conquer the entire planet, as I felt strangely empowered.  In both of my projects, I would go on the offensive and become the victor rather than the loser.  I could feel I had it within my own powers to solve anything I tackled.
DEWPOINT

CHAPTER TWENTY SIX – AMAZING NEWS
I woke refreshed the following morning, as I often did, when I was caught up with my work and feeling confident I had done a job well.  The previous afternoon was spent at the knoll preparing my speech and outline cards for the upcoming CCC meeting and making notes on suspects and clues.  Thanks to a rehearsal the day before with Erika, I could relax on the project and begin concentrating on JP’s murderer.  As I dressed, I recalled that the attorney would arrive sometime this morning and give Marietta details of JP’s last will and testament.  I wondered what surprises were in store for Marietta.  This would be an important and likely, trying day for her.  There would probably be many things said during the meeting that would dredge up emotions I thought.   Things that I reckoned she was just now starting to bury.  I would be there to support her, but I sure didn’t look forward to what was coming.
Maria was at her usual place, futzing in the kitchen, though not her usual bubbly self.  That was understandable given the course of the last few days.  I detected a note of uneasiness as Maria talked and she couldn’t seem to let her eyes meet mine, as she was accustomed.  It was time to let her off the hook.  “Maria.  I know you told the detectives about seeing the episode upstairs between Marietta and I a couple of weeks ago.  However, like I told them, what you thought you saw, was only an affectionate, thank you kiss on the cheek by Marietta for something I had done.  That’s all it is, and nothing more.  Comprende?”  

Maria hung her head in shame, and then said, “I am so sorry Senior Raymond.  I no want to get you in trouble.  You seem so nice a man and are always good to me.  I am so sorry.”  It was then that she looked up and finally made eye contact.  I couldn’t help but notice her reversion to poor English and wondered why she talked that way, with me being the only one present.  I let the urge to ask her why slide for now.
From across the counter, I said, “Please Maria.  Don’t think badly about what you did.  You were asked a question and you answered truthfully about what you thought you saw.  There is no harm in telling the truth.  But I just want you to know that there is nothing going on between us.  Okay?”
“Si, Senior Raymond.  Ms. Bain can be trouble sometimes I think.  Sometimes, she no good.”  Maria smiled widely as the weight was removed from her shoulders. “So… what you want for breakfast?”  I poured myself a cup of coffee and enjoyed the day’s edition of the San Francisco Chronicle, while I waited for my sausage, eggs and hash browns.

While starting the newspaper, another thought came to me.  “Listen Maria, what you said about Marietta being “no good” is not correct.  She is a good person.  I think she just got overly emotional by her husband’s secret comings and goings.  What I’m trying to say is; I think she just acts different and sometimes does things out of frustration and / or anger when JP is gone for long periods.  I don’t think she is her normal self half the time.  Do you understand what I’m saying?”

Handing me a large plate full of food, she said, “Si Senior.  I think maybe you are right.  Maybe she do what she do because she all mixed up.”

After a good breakfast, I decided I owed myself a relaxing morning off, so I lounged around downstairs by the warmth of the fireplace with my Cussler novel, waiting for the attorney to arrive and, hopefully, with some helpful details about JP’s funeral wishes that I could use afterwards in my assignment.  

The attorney arrived around eleven that morning.  She was a blonde, well-groomed and a distinguished looking female, about five years younger than my age, in a double-breasted olive-colored suit, caring a very large leather brief case.  After introducing herself as Brianna Gill, she quickly dispensed with any pleasantries and got down to business quickly by requesting a private meeting room and a cup of coffee if any was available.  
She asked that both Marietta and I join her.  I was shocked and puzzled by the summons but dutifully followed her into JP’s private office.   I pointed the attorney to JP’s executive-sized chair on the opposite side of the large oak desk and we quietly sat there, waiting for Marietta.  Somehow, this woman looked familiar to me.  Where had I met her?  Maria hesitated at the door for a second or two, and then obediently went off to fetch Marietta and the coffee as requested.  While we waited, the attorney sat very patiently, not saying a word to me.  After a moment, she managed to turn her head sideways to gaze out the nearby window, and as she did, it finally dawned on me where I knew this face.  It was the blonde in the coffee shop window that I had seen JP meeting with.  The two women returned minutes later with an ample supply of the aforementioned coffee and a heaping serving tray of fresh Danish.  I guess that resolved that issue of JP sneaking around with just any female.  The strange woman was JP’s attorney no less.
After the door was closed, Ms. Gill retrieved a rather small stack of papers from her case and presented copies to both Marietta and I.  Smiling, she reached over, and helped herself to an apricot Danish and a sip of the fresh brewed, from the mug of coffee that Maria had placed in front of her. Refreshed, she smiled, finally showing she had some personality.  She then placed a small, handheld recorder in front of her and hit the “record” button, beginning with, “I have asked both of you to join me, as my late client, Mr. Jean Paul Bain has named both of you in his last will and testament.”  
Before she could complete her next sentence of pro forma legal gobbledygook, and with a sudden fit of uncontrollable blubbering, I said, “What?”  While I asked the question, I reeled back in my chair, nearly falling over backwards.  Once in control of my bodily functions, Ms. Gill calmly continued her well-rehearsed speech, as if she had witnessed displays of that sort many times in the past.  Marietta only smiled in my direction, either amused at my outburst or in silent recognition that she was pleased I had also been named as a beneficiary.  Unless she had helped JP write the document, she couldn’t possibly know what was in it.  Though highly unlikely for JP, it was possible that he had given everything but a small remittance to some charity like the SPCA.  He was often quirky like that and it wouldn’t surprise me to hear something like that read this by Ms. Gill.  Therefore, I calmed myself to expect anything large, now that I was named a beneficiary - of all things.  Life is always full of mysteries.
Ms. Gill cleared that up in quick order, by telling both of us that Mr. Bain had, and without anyone else’s knowledge, personally made frequent changes to his will within the last year and again, several times just within the last few months.  “I and others duly notarized and can attest to the fact that he was of sound mind at the time of his last revision.”  
Why had she said that last thing?  I asked myself.  That seemed like an odd thing to say.  
Ms. Gill continued, “Before I read the particulars of the last testament, there is a sealed letter he wrote at the time that he wanted me to read to both of you first.”  She handed us both sealed envelopes so we could read along with the duplicate letter she was just beginning to open.  This shouldn’t take too long, so please allow me to read it out loud as he had requested.”
“To My Dearest and Loving Wife Marietta and to the Best Friend anyone could want, Raymond,  If you are reading this letter, that means I am no longer part of your daily lives and I am, in fact, deceased.  Please accept my deepest regrets for having to leave you both so suddenly and for not being there in person to also enjoy all the fruits of our efforts together.  I’m afraid I spent too many years working and not enough time enjoying life and the company of my loving and devoted Marietta and friend Raymond.  
The following will no doubt come as quite a shock, but I must tell you for your own piece of mind.  I was diagnosed seven months ago with terminal pancreatic cancer.  As of the time of this letter, I have now lived far longer than the doctors and experts had thought I would.  For that extra time, I was grateful to whatever God guides our destinies.  Please also know that several times I thought about finding a doctor who practices Euthanasia in nearby Oregon, where it is legal to do so, but chickened-out the two times I actually came close.  I found I had no stomach for doing anything that drastic to myself.  So by now, I must have died a slow agonizing death that no doubt was a great discomfort to you both.  For that I apologize.  This has been one of those few things in my life that I had no control over.
Once I accepted my prognosis, and after a considerable period of soul-searching about my ultimate fate, I began to plan both of your futures as well as fulfilling my last wishes.  It seemed I could still possibly bring my two favorite people together, to help or assist me in creating my life’s wishes of a house, cattle ranch and winery.  To that extent, I think those foundations have been well-laid by now.  No pun intended.  I hope you both agree? 
It also seemed to me, in my own mind if no one else’s, that you are both very compatible personalities, and in time have grown to like each other as very close friends.  That makes my following request a little easier to ask.  I am asking you to stay on, Ray and help Marietta continue with my goals, if she wishes to do so, with our estate.  It seems my friend that you could use a nice long break from your architectural practice.  Oui?

And, by all means, I pray, you both find the time to enjoy what is remaining in your healthy, relatively young  lives.  My attorney has all the particulars for you in case you’re wondering about what I left at this point.  May God bless each of you.  I know I will miss you both.
Love Always, Jean Paul Bain

The three of us sat there in utter silence, absorbing the implications of Jean Paul’s letter.  Questions began to immediately pop into my head; Cancer? Suicide? Run a ranch? Retire?  What about an insurance policy and beneficiary?  Would this mean ulterior motives for murder for both Marietta and I?  My head spun.

After a suitable period of silence and another bite of Danish, Ms. Gill began reading the salient points of the will that she had tagged with bright red flags; “I give to my beloved wife Marietta, the entire sum of both my estates in California and France.  It is my desire that she continues with my plans and manages the California ranch, and keeps it in my name and her heart for perpetuity.  The property in France may be disposed of if so desired.  I have had no further interest in my parent’s old estate.  I wish to be cremated with no formal funeral service.”  
The attorney put the will down on the desk and reached for a single sheet off to the side. She continued, “Mr. Bain and this firm have already had the two estates appraised, considered his savings accounts and other investments and have calculated all taxes and outstanding major debts to be paid at time of death.  Adjusting for both, the net worth of his estate is $12, 850,000.”  
She stopped long enough to hand Marietta a thick accounting ledger that identified everything he possessed.  “If you chose not to continue on with your husband’s wishes to run the ranch, then you could obviously liquidate everything.  There is a procedure to do that, which I can help you with.  Mrs. Bain, Jean Paul also had a long held insurance policy that, in case of his natural, sudden or accidental demise, paid his survivor $2 million.  He told me he bought that policy just after your marriage.  With that piece of business done, I can also advise you that you can take as long a period time as you want to decide what to do.  There is no obligation on your part to do anything.”  
Ms. Gill now turned her attention to me, and began reading again, “To you Mr. McIntyre, Jean Paul has specifically bequeathed his entire car collection both here and warehoused in France, along with all of the tools, machines and parts.  He expressed to me often that you really seemed to appreciate his collection and were yourself, “into” cars.”  The attorney used her hands to form the quotation marks, emphasizing the word into, before he continued.  “So he sincerely hoped you would enjoy his last wish.”  Marietta put her hand on top of mine and gave me an approving smile. “Incidentally Mr. McIntyre, that total collection was appraised last year for tax and insurance purposes at over $10 million.
Well folks, I think that’s it.  Do either of you have any legal questions of me?  If not, please feel to use me as you see fit in the coming days and months, for whatever reason.  I want you to know that I grew to respect and enjoy Jean Paul’s friendship myself in the past year, and I shall miss him also.  He was a true gentleman and a uniquely individual person.”
Since we both sat there dumbfounded and obviously had no questions for the time being, Ms. Gill rose and excused herself, smiling politely and shaking our hands firmly on his way out.

The two of us sat side by side, saying nothing to each other and feeling like children just given the keys to the magic kingdom.  Marietta’s mind took another direction and suddenly began crying.  “I had no idea Jean Paul had terminal cancer.  Did you?”

As she was mopping her tears, I said, “I knew something was up.  We’ve both seen him grab his side, wincing in pain many times.  He always gave those bogus answers about muscle cramps and such.  I guess he must have thought it better that neither one of us knew.  I’m especially surprised that he never chose to tell you, his wife, Marietta.”  Marietta only responded to my observation with silence.  

“I need to do some serious thinking, Ray.  I’m not sure I like this new development.  How can I manage all this by myself?”  I told her I would stay on as long as she needed and help her with everything during the transition.  With that said, she quickly left the room.
I had some serious thinking to do as well.  Talk about unexpected news.  This created all sorts of new questions and potential problems.  Sure I was glad to hear I had just inherited his car collection worth millions.  Who wouldn’t?
DEWPOINT

CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN – COURSE CORRECTION
Marietta left the study and I stayed to ponder my new found wealth and the other, lesser implications of what we had just learned from our visit with the attorney.  Given the latest developments, there was bound to be some unexpected consequences for both of us.  At the moment, it was extremely difficult to get my head around the two biggest revelations; that my friend JP had suffered from terminal cancer and that my personal wealth had just increased by millions of dollars.  I could think of nothing JP had said or done in the present or the past that would had given me clues to either one of these crazy outcomes.    

At the moment Marietta and I sure weren’t the closest of friends like he thought we had become or becoming.  Ever since the incident at the top of the stairs, where she felt I had insulted her, we had both been distant to each other, and acting equally childish over such a simple misunderstanding.   I felt it was long overdue for us to bury the hatchet.  There was far too much for us to do, together, as a team, not to.    She and I would have no choice but to sit down sometime soon and have a serious talk about a great many issues.  The deck had been reshuffled and the rules of the game had changed beyond all recognition.  
Maybe she would simply want to sell her interests and be done with it all, but I had a hunch she would keep it, especially the California part of her husband’s estate.  I recall that JP had once told me it was mostly her idea to come to California in the first place.  However, it was probably too soon for her to be thinking along these lines, and until she did have sufficient time to resolve all of her emotions and goals, I would sit patiently.  Until she told me otherwise, I would simply continue on as before, and present our projects to the various agencies as if nothing had changed.

.  
The three projects JP had started were now, of course, entirely Marietta’s.  Naturally, that begged the next obvious question; would anything be different now that she was had sole control over every decision – assuming, as it seemed, money would not likely be one of her guiding criteria?  The ultimate question that she needed to ask herself was whether or not she shared the same dreams and passions as her former husband.  What would she do?  Would Marietta want to change anything about the design or scope of the three projects?  She was given free rein to design the house exactly as she wanted it from the beginning, so she probably wouldn’t change anything there.  However, she may no longer want a house here in northern California after the death of her husband?   Or, maybe she wouldn’t want to do one or more of the remaining projects and / or business ventures?  Who could foresee what she might be thinking during this emotional period or would want to do later, when emotions played less of a role in her decision making process.  I had always assumed, except for the house that these business projects were mostly JP’s dreams, not hers.  Had she ever wanted what he wanted?  Neither JP nor Marietta ever gave me insight about their mutual interests.
Then it suddenly dawned on me that there was a big monkey wrench in my theoretical script for Marietta’s future.  JP had terminal cancer and had now revealed that fact to everyone in his parting letter.  He had even told us that he had considered suicide more than once.  Once the sheriff got wind of this, would he have to reconsider his views from that of a homicide to suicide?  It could be as simple as that.  In my uneducated mind, wouldn’t that bring and end to the murder invetigation?  Of course I reckoned, Marietta would likely loose her $2 million, once the insurance company knew his death was self-inflicted.  Wouldn’t she?  Hell, with that much inheritance to begin with, she could comfortably do without the damn insurance money.  No big deal.  

Wait.  Once the sheriff knew about the $2 million insurance policy, Marietta would have more than enough motive, in his mind, to likely move her into the lone position as the primary suspect.  Did she know about the insurance policy?  She didn’t react like she did.  And the way the attorney talked to us, it seemed to me that she was delivering the news to us for the first time.  Just how well did I know Marietta?  Just because JP knew her and married her, didn’t necessarily make her incapable of doing such a barbaric act.  After all, she didn’t know about his terminal illness until the letter was read a short while ago.  Or, at least I thought she seemed to be surprised, when she heard that part.  Maybe she wanted more than he was providing?  But, could she be capable of plotting and mechanically implementing such an accidental looking death?  Did she have an accomplice?  Well, hadn’t I interrupted a little session between her and Stu not long ago in the potting shed?  I had viewed that as an unwanted advance by Stu, but what if it was an agreed-to rendezvous that she made look that way for my benefit, after I interrupted them.  They could have just as easily have been accomplices?  Certainly Stu had much to gain and he was certainly more than capable of doing the necessary mechanics and have access to JP’s automobiles.  My head was spinning at all the theoretical possibilities, but I also told myself that maybe I was just getting too carried away with my “what if” speculations.  It could easily be none of the above.
Once again, I came back to the passing notion I had had the other day of someone framing me.  Everyone knew I tinkered exclusively on JP’s cars every afternoon.  Could it have been Stu who tampered with the brakes in an attempt to frame me?  It was common knowledge that I had recently worked on JP’s brakes, so this was an easy stretch of for imagination to go down this road – bad pun not intended.   Though it had crossed my mind earlier, I hadn’t really let the concept sink in.  Now, my mind raced at the devious nature of how this scheme was playing out in my head.  All of a sudden, this seemed highly feasible to me.  The fly in the ointment in all of this, was that neither one knew about the letter and JP’s admission of suicide.  Or did they?
That was enough heavy thinking for the moment.  I left JP’s office and headed for the kitchen and a light lunch if I was lucky enough to find Maria there.  To my delight, she was in the middle of baking a chocolate, double-layer cake.  One of Marietta’s favorite deserts she told me.  I settled for a sandwich and a small bowl of soup.

While munching the cucumber sandwich, I decided to ask Maria a few questions.  “Maria, was Stu here, working on the ranch before you arrived?”

“No Senior.  I came here about two weeks before him.  Stu and his wife came together later and moved into the little house below.  They didn’t have anymore things, except what he bring in his pickup truck.  The little house was already having furniture and everything.”

“So, how well do you feel you know Stu Maria?  That is, what kind of man would you say he is?”

“Oh, Senior Raymond.  You ask me too many questions.”  After a minute of soul-searching, she said to me, “Maria knows more than people think I know.  I no like Senior Stu.”
“Why is that, Maria?”

“I know he beat his wife.  She come here two times before, all beat up and crying, looking for comfort.  The Bains not even know this.  I think he a very bad man to do that.  And…I think he like Mrs. Bain too much.  He look at her like a hungry lobos - wolf.  I see him look at her that way many times.  It is not good.  She is married and he is married.  I hear he beat other men up in town and drinks much too.  Mr. Bain like him cause he is good with the cattle.  Mr. Bain I don’t think know all the bad things he done.”
“Do you think Marietta encourages Stu or is interested in him that way, Maria?”

“No I do not think so.  Mrs. Bain sometimes likes to flirt with men.  That is not a good thing to do, but I no think she like Senior Stu.  He not her kind of hombre.  Comprende?  You more like her kind.”  She smiled mischievously after offering the last sentence.

“Well, we won’t be going into that subject again, Maria.  Thanks for your opinions about Stu.  Let’s just keep our little chat between us for the time being okay?”  
“Si.” She said.  As she turned her head toward the chocolate cake I swore I caught a smirk on her lips.  Now why would she do that?  I asked myself.  “Does matchmaking me with Marietta amuse her?” I returned my attention to the sandwich and soup, silently thinking on Maria’s comments.
After lunch I went to the library and took a yellow pad of paper.  It was time I got organized.  Like us architects often do, we create charts or sometimes, more complex matrixes to do comparison evaluations.  In this case, I put all the known players in a column and simply add my pros and cons to the right of the names.

I began with the most obvious names; Marietta, Stu, Erika and Maria - excluding my name since it was my list.  Then I added all the people or groups I thought might have an axe to grind with JP and those I knew to have been on the property since I arrived.  That list included Indian Tom, Maher, Frank from the garage, all of the project protestors, and the suspicious high school teenage boys.  It was still possible that it was they who vandalized my plane.  Lastly, business associates past and present of JP’s.  I would have to ask Marietta later, if she knew of anyone that fit that short list as a potential enemy.  “What about the Venezuelan hit men?” I asked myself.  “Sure.  Why not?  Put every conceivable enemy you can think of on the list.”
I recalled my recent mental interest with using the seven deadly sins, and decided that might be as good as any screening program to compare my list of potential subjects against.  I jotted those down in a horizontal row along the top of the paper; Greed, Gluttony, Envy, Sloth, Pride, Lust and Wrath.  I chuckled to myself, realizing how a few of those terms easily stuck to some of the names, like lust to Stu, or perhaps envy to Erika.  It also occurred to me that my matrix would be totally personal and purely subjective, but I had to begin my evaluation and sleuthing somewhere.  I added one category to the existing rows; Motive Y or N?
Before too long, I found, I had my matrix of squares checked off in all of the places, I had determined to be appropriate and those that seemed to fit.  Even if I my theories sounded preposterous, as long as there was even the remotest chance the person could be identified with one of the eight categories, I placed a check in the box.  
As an example; Marietta had checks against Greed, Envy, Lust, Wrath and a “yes” check on Motive.  I couldn’t see how there were any connection to Gluttony, Sloth or Pride – so no “X” marks in those respective boxes.  Envy and Wrath were highly questionable, but until I knew more, I couldn’t eliminate the two just yet.  Stu rated all seven except Sloth.  Erika only managed to receive five out of the eight, leaving out Gluttony, Sloth and Pride.  Under “Motive” in her row, I had a hard time finally deciding which to check - the “yes” or the “no” box.  I finally checked the “yes” box, for no other reason than it may be possible for her to have some hidden motive no one could know or yet imagine.  Maria even managed to get five out of the eight boxes affirmatively checked; Greed, Envy, Pride, Wrath and Motive.  Under Maria’s column for Motive, I thought long and hard on the disclosure she made to me that morning, about how Presidente Chavez could possibly send hit men for her one day if they ever found her.  Was the sabotaged car their doing?  I had already made the connection that Maria drove JP’s car on occasion.  Maybe the brake tampering was intended for her if she did?   I seriously doubted my far-fetched idea, but it was another possibility I needed to pursue, none the less.  
The column of Sloth had no checks under it for anyone of the people I knew, so I drew a vertical line through it.  It also seemed to me, that of all the people I thought I knew, anyone could be capable of murder, given a strong enough reason or motive.  However, I couldn’t see either Erika or Maria as being a cold-blooded killer.  I didn’t see Marietta as one either and I found myself wishing or hoping it was someone like Stu, or Indian Tom.

There was obviously more to this detective thing than I imagined.  It could just as easily be someone from outside this group who was the responsible party.  Indeed, one of the protestors, Indian Tom, an old acquaintance or business associate could just as easily be the guilty party.  The high school kids and Heir Maher didn’t warrant being on my “Murder Suspect” list at all, but I left their names there none the less.
Late in the afternoon, the sheriff came to the house and asked to speak to both Marietta and I.  He informed us that he knew about the Mr. Bain’s letter and will, referring to the inheritance we both received, the insurance Marietta benefited from and the new revelations of cancer and suicide.  Marietta must have mentioned the attorney’s name in a previous discussion for him to have known the results so soon.  He wanted us both to know, the news had changed nothing as far as he and his associates were concerned.  Marietta and I were still considered primary suspects, with Marietta moving to the top of the list, he told her in his best non-sugar-coated manner.  It was highly unlikely, in his estimation, that she would ever receive one penny of the insurance money, considering the contents of the letter, unless it was proved otherwise.

This is definitely not what I would consider my idea of a fun “working man’s holiday”.  I would trade it all in an instant, for a nice quiet day, hold-up in my Pacific Grove house with a nice fire, a good book and my collection of jazz CD’s.  And to think I was once a hermit, who sat around all day feeling sorry for himself?
. DEWPOINT

CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT – IMPRESSIONIST
That evening, Marietta was actually civil to me.  We found ourselves both headed to the bar, and in need of liquid sustenance and fortification.  That was my reason anyway.  In a cheerful voice, she actually asked me what I wanted and said it was her turn to do the honors.  I took one of the empty lounge chairs and waited for my usual single-malt Scotch.  It wasn’t long before the two dogs found us and settled at our feet to snooze some more.  The picture belied any hint of the animosity between us of the previous days and weeks.  Marietta sat sipping her martini, mostly staring out the large windows to the gray beyond.  Occasionally, I noticed she stole glances in my direction.  To this point, we hadn’t talked about JP’s death or any of the many other things I felt we needed to discuss, and I considered that to be fairly dumb, considering all there was for us that needed discussing.  Maybe this was her way of trying to normalize things, and I intentionally let myself be open and amicable to anything she would have to say.
After a lengthy period of silence, Marietta rose to retrieve the melted remainder of her martini from the shaker.  The dogs stirred long enough to know she wasn’t leaving and fell back into their prone positions in front of the hearth.  On the way to the bar, she glanced back in my direction and asked hesitantly, “Do you think this might be a good time to discuss a few things, Ray?  I can’t stand the stress of all that’s happened and I sure could use a friend.”
“Sure.”  I said.  Then repeated my most recent thought, “Given all that we need to discuss Marietta, I think that’s an excellent idea.  Where would you like to begin?”

As she returned to her lounge chair, she tossed her head to one side, flicking the shiny black, shortish hair off her face, while affecting a soft and sincere half-smile in my direction.  She pulled her legs up under her on the deep cushion and took the first sip of her watered-down martini.  
“Suppose we begin with Jean Paul’s accident?  I have more than a hunch; you may be thinking I had a hand in it somehow?”  Before I had a chance to respond to the extremely direct question, she continued, “For the record, Ray, I want you to know that I loved Jean Paul more than I can ever describe, and I could never even begin to think in those dreadful terms.  I swear with all my heart, Ray, it wasn’t me.  With all the circumstantial evidence that seems to be mounting, I’m sure that most would think I had a lot to gain from his death, but I hope you can find a way to believe me, that it wasn’t me?  We never had any pre-nuptial agreements and we loved each other very much until the very end.  There was only his half of his estate to gain.  Given the insane amount the first half represents, why would anyone want to kill for more?”
I sat there petulantly considering what she had said.  My friend Jean Paul was dead and I had to find someone to direct my anger toward, and Marietta was more than a likely candidate to have done it as anyone I could think of, given the evidence she mentioned – except maybe for Stu.  For the time being, I decided I would accept her plea in good faith and begrudgingly grumbled, “Okay.”  But I wanted to push her just a little bit more.  “So maybe that wasn’t good enough for your boyfriend Stu.  Maybe he wanted you to get as much as you could?”
Responding quickly, feet now planted flat on the floor and leaning in my direction, she bellowed “Not if Stu were the last man on Earth Ray.  There’s nothing that animal could have that would appeal to me.    Once again, I didn’t know about JP’s insurance or his net worth, much less his illness or that he had ever considered suicide.  He kept all that from me for whatever ill-guided reason or reasons Jean Paul may have had for doing so.  Of course I knew he was wealthy from his parent’s inheritance and from all his business ventures, but learning about terminal cancer from his letter, really hit me hard, Ray.  I suspected something was bothering him, but he always just brushed it off as an old injury to his rib cage.  I’m afraid I bought that excuse just as you seemed to do.  I’m angry that, as his wife, he couldn’t confide in me and in fact, kept it and everything else a secret.  Why would someone do those things to a spouse, Ray?”  As she spoke, the volume rose and she was just short of screaming levels, as she answered my last question.  
If she were acting, then now was the time for an award and give her the Oscar for being so believable.  For some silly, inexplicable reason, I imagined myself playing the old TV detective Columbo.  Acting clueless and forgetful in moments like this had its advantages I reckoned.  I really didn’t have a clue why JP kept that important information from his wife, so in my best Columbo impression, shrugged my shoulders, scrunched my face and said, “I dunno.”  The answer bought me time to consider a few follow-up questions.  Being a trusted friend also had its advantages, though I felt a tiny bit guilty in betraying that closeness, in this time of vulnerability.  Pretending to care, while looking for inconsistencies in her story to help seal her fate, was not something that I ever did or now relished doing.  I was basically a gullible and naïve person, who normally believed whatever anyone told me, and always took most things at their face value.  But I was now Columbo, and even if I acted or outwardly looked dumb and naïve, I reasoned, there better be some substance inside, like he always seemed to exhibit toward the end of the show.  I suddenly had the urge to put on an old gray raincoat and a mismatched hat.  I wasn’t in the mood at the moment for his usual cigar prop though – lit or not.
I hated to ask the following questions, but they were essential for me in finding some of the pieces to this complex puzzle.  “Putting aside for the moment all the other circumstantial evidence, can you at least explain to me, why it is you flirt with men as much as you seem to do?”

She gave my question some serious thought, I could see, before she finally answered.  “I’m afraid that will take a little work in explaining, Ray.  The answer just isn’t that simple, so please bear with me.”  I sensed some animosity for asking such a direct question, as her frown spoke volumes.  
“For starters, I have always had a playful and teasing nature, and perhaps that playful nature sometimes just seems flirtatious.  That’s easy to see.  At other times, I actually do flirt.  Don’t most men and women?  Having admitting that, Ray, I will only confess to subtle flirtations.  Many people do it on a daily basis and most know they’re doing it, while some don’t.  We all sell ourselves to others every time we communicate, and sometimes, I think that can sometimes be misconstrued as flirting – especially if you’re a female talking to the opposite sex.  Men do it all the time with all their, not-so-tactful innuendos – and manage to get away with it - double standards and all that.  But I do admit, I tend to be more obvious than most.”  
She paused there and looked in my direction to make intentional eye contact.  I took her new facial expression to have mixed meanings, as she both frowned and looked to be daring me to keep my place and mouth shut.  “In your case Ray, I did both - teased you in jest and then also somewhat seriously.  Yes, I was or am attracted to you, but don’t get all carried away by that admission okay?  With all the time we spent together on the house and with Jean Paul gone all the time, it was easy to get close to you and become good friends rather quickly.  We are very compatible people that were no doubt picked as Jean Paul’s friends, long ago, for the same reasons.  In another time and another set of circumstances, there is the possibility we could have become more than friends.  Would you agree?”  I gave her half a nod to show my agreement with her assessment, even though I was taken aback by the bluntness of her observations. 
She continued, “There was also part of me that was very angry with Jean Paul for being gone all the time, for his secrecy about everything and for the lack of companionship, romance, intimacy and sex in the last six months.  And yes.  That is a lot to be angry at someone for.  I suppose I subconsciously wanted to strike out at him by being openly flirtatious with you and trying to convince myself, at the same time, that I was still desirable to someone else.  All the while, Ray, I want you to know I was still deeply in love with Jean Paul.  Do you understand?”
She abruptly finished and I had to admit that her answer was very open and revealing, if not convincing.  “Yes.”  Is all I wanted to say for now.  There was that “wrath” thing that began to nag at me.  Did I believe her?  Of course I did, but with my newly imposed Columbo-type reservations, I decided to keep that thought to myself.  We sat and sipped our drinks.  After a period of silence, I asked a related question; “Did you practice that same femme-fatale come-on with our cowboy friend Stu for the same reasons you did on me?

“I certainly did not.  Almost from the time Jean Paul hired him, he was slobbering over me.  All I ever did was try and be nice to the hired help.  That’s all.  Please believe me, Ray.  At first, whenever we found ourselves alone, he just made stupid suggestions and innuendos that I ignored.  I told Jean Paul about it, but he just told me I was a big girl and knew how to handle those situations on my own.  He just laughed at the time and said, “Stu had more testosterone than brains”.  I suppose he thought Stu was harmless.  Later, Stu became more suggestive and in the last month, even physical, patting my ass, putting his arm around me, etc.  In all cases I rebuffed him and never, ever encouraged him further.  The one time you found us together in the potting shed, I think he was really getting highly suggestive and unusually aggressive.  I tried to leave, but he had me cornered.  He had gone as far as unbuttoning me and tried unsuccessfully to put his hand down my pants.  I’m grateful you came along when you did, Ray, as I suspect he would have tried to go all the way if you hadn’t interrupted him.  I didn’t tell Jean Paul about the incident, because there was never a good time and I wasn’t sure how he would react.  Then, of course, he died a few days after that.”

There was a long pause between us, and then she said, “Now that I think on Stu, I should fire him without delay since I now have the absolute authority to do that.  To continue answering your question, Ray, I think Jean Paul’s frequent absence only emboldened Stu.  In his mind, I suspect he thought Jean Paul wasn’t interested in me anymore or had abandoned me.   He even told me once that he was going to show me how a real man took care of his women.  Good God, what an ape.”  
It was then I remembered Stu’s comments to me in the courtyard that day.  I just shook my head showing my understanding.  Time to change the subject I thought.  “Do you want me to handle the cremation thing and would you like to have a memorial service?”

“Yes please and no.  Jean Paul has no friends out here in California and as you already know, he was very specific in his letter about no funerals.  I have already talked to a cousin of his in Lyon and he has volunteered to write an obituary for the local newspaper, to notify friends and relatives there.  I also notified his company about his death.  His boss, the CEO of the company, seemed genuinely disturbed by the news and said he would have Jean Paul’s pension processed immediately.  As for the cremation, I couldn’t bring myself to handling that, so your offer is gratefully accepted.”

“Do you want to continue with the approval process on the three projects?  You haven’t said anything about them, and I just assumed, until I heard otherwise, we were still going forward with them.”

“Yes.  I have given that a lot of thought in the past day.  I love it out here and I am very excited about building the house we have created.  We can always change our minds afterwards if we want, can’t we?  I definitely want to sell the house in France though.  Too many memories, I’m afraid, and I just couldn’t imagine going back there.  Besides, I love it here.  I am 50-50 on continuing the two businesses right now, and a large part of that depends on the many unresolved issues still hanging over our heads right now, Ray.  Wouldn’t you agree?”
“Considering we are both prime murder suspects, don’t you think that last sentence was a bad choice of words?”  I said, trying to lighten the moment. “ But yes, I agree.  You have plenty of time to deal with all that stuff later.  By the way Marietta, that reminds me of one last question; “How do you feel about JP bequeathing his entire car collection to me?  Honestly now.”

After a few moments to consider or resolve her mind on the matter, she smiled at me and answered, “I have to say that I was really surprised Jean Paul did that.  Honestly, I had never thought about Jean Paul’s will or what he would do someday with any of his estate.  But given his personality, I guess I wouldn’t have been any more surprised, had he given the entire estate to some charity and left me with a small trust fund to live on.  Truthfully, Ray, I am very glad he did it the way he did, and $13 million is more than enough to keep me comfortable for the rest of my life.  There’s absolutely no reason why I should begrudge you that, all things considered. After reading the accountant’s Summary Ledger, I found Jean Paul even set aside enough money for construction of all three projects before the disbursement if the estate.   
Maria called us to dinner.  
DEWPOINT

CHAPTER TWENTY NINE – PROTESTATIONS
The day before the big public hearing on the new house and our master plan had arrived.  Erika was anxious to spend some quality time with me that day getting organized and making our plans for our presentation.  Over breakfast I told her it would have to wait, since I wanted to make a trip into town first thing.  She didn’t seem too happy and protested that she felt we needed to spend the entire day together.  When I told her I needed to see the sheriff alone and make some other stops, she asked to go with me.  I said no and would get back as soon as possible and spend whatever time was necessary together later.

Another gray and drizzly day caused the canvas top and side windows to all be set in the “up” position, while the car’s little heater box cranked out most of its heat near my feet, and the tiny wipers screeched across the windscreen.  I had my jacket zipped up all the way and the collar flipped upward, over the bottom of my ears to ward of the car’s interior chill.  When the big 427 engine got to normal operating temperatures, the skimpy firewall would radiate more than enough heat to make the worthless heater – a vestige of its former English engineering, unnecessary.  

Easing the Cobra down the main gravel driveway, I could see the familiar protest placards dancing, once again, above the last mound of earth separating me from the highway.  “So the protestors were back” I told myself.  As I rounded the last tight bend, I took extra precaution not to hit anyone, while the fat tires slowed and crunched their way onto the gravel egress pad.  Since we hadn’t cancelled or postponed the hearing, the town people must have assumed we were still moving ahead with our application, despite recent events.  They assumed correctly.  Placards were shoved into my view and raised fists once again reminded me of their ill-placed anger.  An over-ripe tomato splattered against the windscreen and the wipers protested in return, trying to budge the remaining glob of red pulp.  I heard both laughter and angry comments cast in my direction, as I eased carefully between the many bodies, hoping to make the safety of the open road.  Finally through I told myself to wash the acidic tomato off as soon as I got to town and before it had a chance to dry or etch the expensive paint job.  “What gets into people?” I asked myself, shaking my head and heading south on route one - to Bodega Bay.
Once in town, I pointed the Cobra in the direction of Frank’s Garage and Towing.  I could kill two birds with one stone I figured by seeing Frank.  I drove the first half of the small car into the fully opened, main roll-up door of the building and exited the car.  Frank was already headed in my direction asking that I not park there.  He finally recognized me and seemed to be confused as to how he should deal with me.  This was not part of his daily routine and he shortly asked, “Mr. McIntyre isn’t it?”  I nodded and thrust out my right hand, while putting on my friendliest, sales smile.  
“Yes. I was here the other day looking at the wreckage and you correctly shooed me off.  I wonder if I could get some water and a soft rag.”  I pointed to the remaining glob of tomato at the base of the front windshield.  Frank knowingly laughed.  I said, “I guess I’m not too popular with the locals.  I also wondered if I could ask you a few professional questions, while I was here.”

Frank quickly removed the offending fruit as delicately as he would wipe a new born, baby’s bottom, showing me in the process, his love for fine automobiles.  When he finished, Frank said, “Nice car you got here.  That side emblem correct?  Has it really got a 427?”  I told him to go ahead and take a look.  The real Shelby Cobra cars were getting scarce and small towns rarely got to see the real McCoy in person, especially one of this quality driven on the street.  Frank expertly pulled the hood retaining clips and lifted the small aluminum tongue of a hood to peer inside.  He whistled his approval and said, “Hot damn.  Two four-barrel carbs and a medium-riser manifold.  I’ll bet this baby moves out pretty fast huh?”
I tossed him the keys, saying, “You wanted me to move the car didn’t you?  Why don’t you move it?  I’ll make you a deal Frank, a nice little drive in exchange for answers to a few questions?”  

Frank massaged the back of his neck thinking it over, then grinned broadly and hollered toward the back of the spacious garage, “Goin’ for a drive, be back when I get back.  Mind the shop guys.”  Checking to see he had no offending grease on his newly laundered coveralls, he contorted his body and expertly placed himself behind the wheel.  Revving the engine just enough to test its muscle, Frank found reverse and eased up on the clutch, engaging the 3,200 lb. pressure plate and chirping the rear wheels, killing the engine.  The guys in the shop watched admiringly, while their boss took the wheel, and then hooted their disdain at him for killing the engine.  He laughed and asked, “How far you gonna let me drive this sweet thang” he asked.  I just shrugged my shoulders.

The winding two-lane road above the town heading into the coastal mountains was the perfect place to test this sports car’s true abilities.  After a five mile drive, Frank found a good turn-around spot and headed back into town, ultimately parking in front of Sally’s Café, killing the engine, while inching close to the curb.  “Thanks.  That’s some car.  Don’t make em like that anymore.  Give me one of these over a Viper any day.  Come on, you get to buy me some coffee and I’ll see if I can answer your questions now, Mr. McIntyre.”
Seated in a “deuce” in Sally’s front window I said, “By the way, that’s Ray.  Please call me Ray.  Yeah, she’s some car.  I never get tired of driving her.”  It occurred to me I had called the car a “she” and tried to remember why we men always did that.  I couldn’t at the moment and I was also careful not to mention it was now mine.  Yikes.  Now there’s a new thought.  “You gotta come up to the ranch someday and see the rest of the collection Frank.”
“What I wanted to ask you Frank, now that a few days have passed, are some detailed questions about what evidence you found on my friend’s car.”  I could see he braced himself into a defensive posture as Sally brought two steaming mugs of her famous Kona coffee.  “Before you consider answering that Frank, let me tell you, the sheriff has already told me what you found.  I just want to hear the fine details directly from the mouth of a fellow gear head.”  That eased his mind I could see, as his shoulders relaxed and he took a good swig out of a mug with his name boldly painted in red on the side.

Slowly delivered, he said, “Okay Ray.  What’ya wanna know?”

“The sheriff told me someone had expertly tampered with the brake proportioning valve.  Tell me please, how you could tell it was meddled with and what, if any other clues you found.   While you’re at it, were there any other thoughts you might have had on the matter?  I think that’s all I need to have answered for today anyway.”

Before answering, I could see Ray was thinking the whole thing over some and possibly even if he should be answering those particular questions.  “Well.  That car was pretty badly smashed after it hit them big boulders down below.  I don’t suspect your friend was alive for more than a split second when it happened.”  Sensing my discomfort on that subject, Frank continued, “Sorry, I thought maybe you’d want to hear that.”  Shifting to the meat of my question, “It was hard to find places left on the car that I could inspect easily, when the sheriff asked that I look it over.  Mr. Bain brought that car here a few times.  You know Ray, that car was a beauty.  Shoulda been in a museum.  Anyway, that big ole hood was twisted off and so I could see inside the engine compartment.  I noticed right away, the old brake system had been replaced by a modern one with a proportioning valve instead of the old, simple hydraulic single piston type.  Everything was still clean and shiny painted, but hydraulic fluid was all over that side of the inner wheel well.  That’s not unusual to find in most front-end collisions, but it caught my attention anyway.  So, I looked closely and noticed two of the brass nuts separated from the main cast manifold.  Normally, the copper lines would have cracked or ripped loose before those fittings ever loosened themselves from a heavy impact.  Judging from all the fluid I saw smeared every where in the once clean engine compartment, I reckoned your friend must have pumped almost all of the reservoir’s fluid out in a fairly short order before going off the road.  I told the sheriff, someone had to have loosened those two nuts just enough so that road vibration would finish the job before too long.  Dang if it didn’t happen in the worst place you could find on the coast highway.  I didn’t see any scratches on the soft brass nuts, so I also figured someone used the right tool.  Let me tell you, whoever did this, sure as Hell knew what they were doin’.”
Frank ended his dissertation and took another long hit on his coffee, while I sat there looking over his head at the cutesy “Country” trinkets Sal had placed on the shelf behind him and elsewhere around the room.  Finally, I came around and took a drink from my mug and shook my head, saying, “Damn Frank.  From what you’re telling me, it’s hard to come to any other conclusions.  It’s hard to imagine anyone else, but an expert mechanic with access and time doing it either.  I can see why the sheriff is looking to me as the guy who did it, since everyone knows I worked on the cars some.  However, I can assure everyone, that Jean Paul was a life-long best friend.”  My mind protested against the reality and finality of Frank’s information.  I asked one last question, “Aside from you and your mechanics, do you know anyone in town who you can think of would have this kind of expertise and who might also have the motive?”
“Shoot.  There’s gotta be lots of guys in town are good mechanics.  Most of the high school kids work on their own cars and trucks.  The fishermen do most of their own mechanics too.  That sort of thing.  People here aren’t too well off and take care of most of the small things, leaving the tough problems for me to solve.  As for someone being good at mechanics and wanting to kill your friend, well shoot, I cain’t think of no one who fits that category, Ray.  Mr. Bain came into town many times since they moved up there, but to my knowledge, he only made a few friends and no enemies.  I know some folks here getting’ all worked-up about that new house thing and him having more money than God and all.  But sure ain’t enuf to kill someone over - to my mind anyway.”

“Ready to head back to your shop?”  I asked as we finished our warming cups of coffee.  

“I’m hoping that you have no objections to me driving the snake one more time?”  I shoved the keys that lay on the table in his direction with a smile.  Frank eagerly grabbed them and then said, “I just love fine cars like this but my real passion is to someday have a little plane like your Cessna.  I couldn’t help but admire how nice you’ve kept the old plane when I was remounting the tires a while back.  Now that’s my idea of heaven.  What is that, an ’89?”

“Thanks for the compliment.  I’ve always pampered the thing since I bought it about two years old.  And close, it’s an ’88 Cessna 182 Frank.”  Instantly, it hit me; I had a highly motivated buyer, I had enough wealth now to buy a new plane if I wanted and I just remembered my aversion to having to fly the think off that little strip.  “Are you serious Frank?”  He shook his head to confirm his long-held dream.  “Tell you what Frank, I got a deal that you can’t refuse.  I’ll sell you the Cessna for just one dollar if you can come haul it away.  How’s that sound?”
He sat there a moment not believe what I had just offered.  “Serious?”

“Never been more serious.  I’m never going to fly it again and I’m tired of worrying about it just sitting there as a tempting nuisance for the next vandal to come along.  Who knows, maybe the next time will be the last time.  So it’s yours for the taking.  I just want it gone as soon as possible.  Okay?”

“Deal mister.  I’ll be there tomorrow to start removing the wings and promise to have it out of there in two days tops.”

We shook hands and I paid the coffee tab, leaving a generous tip for ole Sal.  A person in my situation couldn’t have enough friends in town either, I reasoned.  Besides, I was newly made a wealthy man.  I let Frank deliver us back to his garage.  He thanked me profusely for the gift and we each grinned like we had just fleeced the other immensely.  I started to head back to the ranch and the not-so-friendly protestors and my rehearsal with Erika.  Starting the lengthy drive north, I turned my mind from plane back to JP’s murder and all the new information Frank had revealed over coffee.  I tried to make a mental list of: A. Who might be capable of the brake modification, B. Who could have had a seriously good motive, and finally, C. Who was strong enough mentally to commit murder.  I could only think of a few - Stu and Indian Tom.  Maybe the Venezuelans if Maria’s story was true?  That was it.  I would narrow my private investigations down to those two for now.  Since I was still not too far out of town, I decided I would go back and find this Indian Tom and ask him a few questions.  I made a u-turn on the deserted two lane and headed back to town with a resolve to confront this Indian Tom.
It took only a few well-placed questions to learn where Tom lived and I pointed the car down Eastshore Road in the direction of the marina at Bodega Harbor.  It didn’t take long to spot the rusty pile of junk that represented years of fishermen discards, with the trailer sitting prominently in the back.  I parked on the sandy shoulder and wound my way through the collection of junk towards the trailer.  It looked and sounded deserted, but I knocked heavily on the narrow door just in case.  I heard some rustling inside but got no response.  I knocked again, only harder.
“Yeah.  Who are you and what do you want?” a deep voice growled from inside. I gave the man my name and said I had some questions that I needed to ask.  The door slowly opened and a large man stepped sideways, ducking his head considerably and came halfway out, through the narrow opening.  I stepped back some at his advance.  Now I could see the man had recently had a serious encounter with a train or semi, but was on the mend - judging from the yellowing of the many bruises on his face and exposed stitches.  “Did Stu do this?” I asked.  He almost answered my question, but for some reason, chose not to, instead asking, “So mister, what you want to ask Tom.?”

Choosing my words carefully, I asked, “First off, I want to know if you were responsible for vandalizing my plane up at the Bain Ranch.  I understand you’ve had long-running disagreements with anyone who owns the property.”

Tom glared down from his elevated perch and I could see he was thinking about how he would answer my question, and possibly, trying to decide what importance I was in the overall scheme of things.  As he looked down, I did the same, remembering the footprint outside the ranch house windows.  If Stu’s feet were a size 13, then Tom’s were a 15.  “So the painted message came from neither man.”  I told myself.  Finally Mr. Tom groused, “I don’t need to do property damage.  That’s not my thing mister.  Sure I got a beef with them owners, cause that property is sacred Indian burial ground and should belong to us Indians.  But I only protest within the law.  People think I’m stupid or something.  I’m may be uneducated, but I’m not stupid.  Now go away and leave me alone.”  He looked apprehensively over my head, scanning the immediate area, seemingly looking for something or someone.  “You didn’t bring that cowboy man with you did ya?  You know, he ain’t suppose to be anywhere near me?  I got an injunction on him being anywhere closer than 100 yards.”

“No.  I’m by myself, and I didn’t know that.  I just have one more question before I go.”  He didn’t protest, so I asked, “Did you kill my friend Jean Paul Bain?”  

He looked at me incredulously and, after a long silence, said, “I just told you mister.  Tom don’t do anything that’s illegal.  I would never do such a thing.  I wouldn’t harm anyone.  Tom didn’t kill anyone.  Now go away.”  He slid back inside the tiny trailer, pulling the metal door with him and slamming it loudly in protest to my intrusion.  The tiny window rattled its protest and dropped down into the open position.  I could hear muffled curses and a dog’s whining coming from inside the tiny trailer.
I figured I had overextended my welcome here and so, returned to my car and headed back out onto highway one north.  As I drove, I re-played my short conversation with Indian Tom.  Whatever it was he had said; I was somehow convinced by his answers and his easy mannerism.  At the moment, I honestly didn’t think that man had killed JP or was responsible for the spate of vandalism.  He might have been remotely capable of vandalism despite what I thought, but definitely not murder.  I told myself that I needed to keep the vandalism and murder separate for the time being.  It was possible the two things were unrelated.  But that only seemed to leave Stu as my pick for death row.  Still, it could be someone outside the ranch who had a score to settle with JP – or Maria, as I reminded myself.  I thought heavily on all this while I drove back to the ranch.

Just before I got to the main drive, something caused me to think of my plane.  If the protestors were back, maybe the plane had been violated once again.  I took the dirt road up to the little landing strip and saw from a distance, the plane leaning at an odd angle.  Closer inspection showed a broken wheel strut and a whole new paint job of single-colored, black, spray-painted graffiti.  This was different from the first paint job.  This design concept featured skull and crossbones, and other novel symbols of hate, like swastikas, etc.  Besides being a suspect in my friend’s murder, this protesting thing was getting out of hand and real ugly, with people vandalizing my personal property and all.  I was mad as Hell and couldn’t wait to file a complaint with the sheriff as soon as I got past the God-damned rabble at the entrance and up to the house.  At least there were no tomatoes this time round.  Lucky for them, they didn’t throw one this time round.  I was just mad enough about my plane’s present condition that I might have done something really ugly, if they had.   “Too bad I hadn’t sold Frank the damn thing a day or two sooner.  He’s not gonna be real happy seeing this new damage.   What the Hell.  He only paid a dollar.  I guess he can afford a little elbow grease and a new strut.”
DEWPOINT

CHAPTER THIRTY – AGAIN, NO SUNSHINE 
After garaging the priceless Cobra, mindfully locking the barn door and setting the alarm, I stomped to the house.   In my anger, I slammed the back door behind me, entering the mud room.  Maria was peacefully working in the kitchen and I startled her badly.  “Madre Dios” she yelped.   I apologized, grabbed a soda from the fridge and sat at the counter to try and blow off some steam about my plane being damaged once again.  After I told her my reason for being so angry, she informed me that Stu had earlier reported some other vandalism to the property.  

Marietta had followed Stu down to the knoll, earlier, to see, first hand, what he had discovered that morning.  Marietta told Maria after returning from the knoll that someone had terribly desecrated the proposed building site with very bad graffiti.  Because of the plane damage, I decided I needed to go down the hill and check on the vandalism first hand.  The sheriff was there, taking digital pictures of the graffiti and good ole Stu was off to the side with his sheep dog, waiting with a portable gasoline pressure washer, to begin clean-up.  The paint and the images were done in the exact same style, symbolism and black enamel spray paint as was my plane.  When finished with his note taking, I told the sheriff about the recent plane incident and about all the others that occurred since I arrived.  He hadn’t heard about the plane yet and became very angry over my news.  I told him I wanted to finally file a complaint on all of it.  I was careful to tell him that there seemed to be two different styles between the former and latter incidents.  I also told him the plane was now owned by Frank at the Garage and that within a few days would be gone from the property.
“That’s good to hear, but God damn it.  What the Hell’s going on around here?  If murder isn’t enough for me to have to deal with, now I got this shit.  When I catch whoever is doing this crap, I’m gonna boil them alive in oil.  I guaran-damn-tee it.”  The sheriff finished taking pictures and headed off to the landing strip in his squad car, leaving me with Tex Ritter and his six-shooter pressure washer.  

“So your plane got it again huh?  I nodded.  “Just like this?” Stu asked as he rolled the machine up to the rocks.   I studied the familiar new graffiti sprayed on the granite boulder faces.  “Looks to me…” he started, “…like some damn Indian sign language if you ask me.”  I hadn’t.  “Bet it’s that fuckin’ Indian Tom who dunnit.  I’ll bet a month’s pay it was that sumbitch.”  I somehow knew in my heart that it wasn’t.  I believed what Indian Tom had told me, and I didn’t think it would be his style to do this sort of thing.
I looked for a long time in his direction, biting my tongue all the while; wanting to say that I figured it was probably his doing - Stu trying his best to frame the Indian, who he racially hated so much he would do anything to implicate him.  What a simple “dude” I told myself.  I finally shook my head in disgust.  He thought I was shaking my head in agreement with his statement about who did the graffiti on the rocks or that I was just disgusted.  He was too dense to realize I was shaking my head from both the rock damage and his seemingly obvious attempt at misdirection.  “I gotta get back to work” I told Stu, and headed back up the hill with his dog nipping at my heels for a short distance.
Hanging my jacket on the brass coat rack just inside the main entry foyer, Erika saw me as she crossed the room with a bottle of apple juice, heading for the library.  “Sorry to hear about your plan.  You going to give me some of your time today boss?”  

Being a little less dense than the average cowboy, I was quick to recognize some testiness in her question, and her use of the term “boss” whenever she was pissed about something.  For the third time that morning I kept myself from saying something I would regret.  “Well, as a matter of fact, that’s just what I was planning to do Erika.”  I added for effect, “So you heard about my plane, did you?  No problem, cause I sold it today.  You see, I was foolishly spending the entire morning dealing with questions I needed to ask to help redeem myself from a murder indictment against me, and dealing with some serious vandalism to my plane.  Just your typical morning.  Nothing serious”   Okay, that was a bit too sarcastic, but I wanted her to understand what I was going through and to cut me a little slack - for crying out loud.
“Sorry, Ray.  I’m glad you have some time for me, considering everything else you have been going through lately.  I’m just eager to put this CCC meeting behind us after all the work we’ve done on this project the last few months.  I don’t know about you, but I think we’ve done a great job dealing with all the negatives and I just can’t wait to make our killer presentation to the public and CCC.  That’s likely to be the toughest review panel we’ll being dealing with and I think you and I can blow them away if we present our materials just the right way.”  
I agreed, and took the chair opposite her to spend the next three hours listening to her proposed format for our individual presentations.  Marietta paid us a visit near the end and seemed content that our “act” and materials were so well rehearsed and thorough.  Pardon my ego showing a bit, but I couldn’t agree more.  We were awesome.  She also announced she wouldn’t be making the trip with us the next day.  She told us she couldn’t bring herself to face all the ugly and hateful people that were going to be there, and with all the other things to consider.  She wished us luck.
Erika chose the method of making her presentation from letter-sized “prompt” sheets using large fonts and being fully written out - reading from the pages as if it were original thought.  I had tried that when I first started making public presentations and always found someone or something would disrupt me.  Then I would have to spend a few awkward moments trying to find where I had left off.   I eventually found 3 x 5” outline cards with large, hand-written notes, pointing out only the main ideas, always worked best for me.  If I knew my project well enough and believed in what I was presenting, then the words would effortlessly flow, and I could become the world’s best salesman, without much effort.  It always seemed to bite me in the butt, when I was presenting an unfamiliar associates project or was unprepared.  I’ve learned that you have to “own” what you are selling to be convincing.  Otherwise, it just sounded like just so much bullshit and the very people you were trying to sell, became “unconvinced”, and then you lost.  I made a suggestion that she try explaining our design like she did to our clients a few weeks before.  It was obvious that she really cared for the design and knew it better than anyone, except me.  She said she would try. 
Erika and I were fully prepared and ready to take on the opposition.  She was right though; this would be our toughest audience.  Not that the other meetings to follow would be a cakewalk, but it was just that the Coastal Commission and their liberal-minded staffs had a well-earned reputation for being such big assholes.  The problem was they bent over backwards to pander to the audience and public, no matter how meaningless their arguments were.  It was always human nature to go with the majority, even if you were suppose to remain neutral as a professional public servant.  They thought of themselves as the great protectors of the environment.  Unlike some city planning staffs, who actually tried to help an applicant with their projects that met all the written criteria, CCC staffers consistently took the adversarial position and looked for as many ways as possible to terminate a project.  The only rationale I could ever come to for their behavior, was that they were “moles”, placed by a coalition of environmental, conservation and preservation groups to use the law in their favor and against the applicant.  One couldn’t help be negative after all the years of property rights violations and unconstructive actions.  I make no apologies.
As we wrapped things up, I made an effort to compliment Erika on all that she had done in the past few months and especially her trial presentation of the last few hours, for tomorrow’s big meeting.  As we were stacking all our materials in proper order on the trestle table, I said to her, “I just want to tell you Erika, I am glad I selected you from the other office associates, to come up here and help me.  You have turned out to have been the perfect choice and I am extremely happy at the results of your work.  You have worked your butt off these past few months, and that hasn’t gone unnoticed by me.  Thanks.”
Jokingly, Erika stuck out her butt and asked, “My butt hasn’t gone unnoticed?  Are you trying to tell me it’s that big, Ray?”  She laughed and I showed minor annoyance at her comment.  “I think I need to go unwind with a little walk, so how bout going with me, Ray?  I think it could do us both some good to decompress with an easy hike before dinner.  Okay?”

Before my days in the Army National Guard and Basic Training, I had loved walking and running, but they had ruined it for me.  I replied, “Ugh!  You remember Mt. Helena and what I told you then?   How I hate that shit?  But if we keep it short, I suppose I can do it.  Yeah, let’s go.”  We grabbed our jackets and headed out the mud room door and up a dirt service road leading east into the dense forest behind the house.

Everything dripped from the continuous overcast and the dense fern undergrowth glistened with the moisture the redwoods delivered ceaselessly from above.  We proceeded comfortably up the winding dirt road, deeper into the forest.  I hadn’t found the time to explore this part of the ranch and enjoyed the hushed silence the thick canopy of trees and undergrowth provided.  The musty earthen smells were also beneficial to my senses in some mercurial way. 
After a mile or so of easy walking, Erika decided she wanted to talk.  She began by talking about herself – at first, about innocuous subjects, then steadily progressing to more serious topics.  Frankly, I think I was learning a little bit more than I cared to about my employee, and it was beginning to make me uncomfortable.  So I asked nicely, that maybe we should change the subject.  She stopped walking and put her hands on her hips in an expression of feigned surprise, then asked, “All right then, let’s talk about you, Ray.  Now that you’ve inherited a vast fortune in exotic automobiles from your recently departed friend and seemed to be, be…”  She paused grasping for words, then said, “…locked at the hip with Marietta and her businesses, I suppose you’re as happy as a pig in shit these days?
“Woah.  Where did that come from?  I asked.   Since I wasn’t answering, apparently, she chose to ignore any follow-up questions.  I turned and started heading back down the road.  Erika scrambled to keep up.  As I turned to watch Erika reverse her direction, something caught the corner of my eye.  The sudden movement of whatever it was in the thick of the forest, caused me to freeze and to train my vision in that direction.  Erika now at my side and with of look of concern on her face, mimicked my body language and looked in the same direction I was looking, “What’s the matter, Ray?  Did you see a deer or something?”  

“Sssh.  Listen.  Do your hear that?  Something’s moving out there.  I could have sworn I saw another person looking in our direction, and then quickly disappearing behind the trees.”  We both stood perfectly still, listening to the soft rustling from a short distance beyond.  “It could be a deer or other small mammal I suppose, but I could have sworn I saw another person for a split second.”  

“You’re creeping me out, Ray.  Until now, I liked coming up here, but I vote to get out of this darkening place.  It’s almost time for the sun to set anyway and I can’t think of any worse place to be after dark right now.  Come on Ray.” she insisted.  I was still looking and trying to find something meaningful in the gathering darkness.  Erika tugged at the sleeve of my jacket.  With nothing more to be seen or heard I gave in and followed, glancing over my shoulder frequently, to keep the “bogie man” from sneaking up on us during our retreat.

A short time later and some distance back down the hill, my mind returned to our conversation. I chose to answer her last question, feeling I couldn’t let it go unanswered.  “That last question of yours was kind of low blow Erika.  Is there something specific that you want to ask?  It seems to me, there is more than the one answer you’re looking for by asking such a question.”

While walking, close at my side and glancing behind from time to time, Erika locked on my eyes and began answering my counter question, “Sorry, Ray.  I admit, the last question was much too blunt.  I suppose my real concern for asking you that is whether or not you’ll continue on with the practice back in PG, when this is all done?”  Before I could answer, she added, “I guess I’m a little concerned that you won’t come back afterwards.  I can’t imagine the office without your presence.  It just wouldn’t be the same place without you.”

I asked, “Is that a question from a purely professional point of view, or does your question come from somewhere else – maybe a more personal place?”

“Jesus, Ray.  You sure cut to the chase, don’t you?”  Raising her palm, “And you sure as Hell don’t mince any words either.’  Erika took a deep breath, then continued her response, “In all honesty, Ray, I suppose the correct answer is yes to both questions.  I can’t see the office running the same way I would like to see it, if you weren’t there, and I cannot imagine you disappearing from my life.”  Erika stopped there, I suppose to let those last few words hang there and see what effect they had on me.  Then ended with, “Especially after all the time we have spent together up here in the wilds of Northern California.  Yes.  I have become very fond of you, Ray.”
“I hope you don’t mean “fond” as in romantically interested?”

She laughed.  “What a truly self-centered jerk you can be at times, Ray.  Truthfully, I feel I’ve become very fond of you for two main reasons that I can think of.  First reason is, as an excellent architect, generous employer and a great mentor.  Yes, I have found myself becoming very fond of you as a person.  Despite our obvious age differences, Ray, I find myself being attracted to you that way.  You do have many of the qualities I desire in a man - maturity is one.  I can’t seem to find that in the guys my age that I date.  Hell. In a totally weak moment, squirreled away in this deadbeat place, I could even imagine myself doing something I would totally regret later on.  Given the right set of circumstances and a little less age separation or your infatuation with Marietta, I would probably be all over you Ray - like a cheap suit.  You wouldn’t have a chance pal.  Is that what you wanted to hear?  Does that help your ego some?”

I was going to respond but she stopped me.  “However, I am sorry to tell you, though I am tempted at times, I am not attracted to you romantically enough or in those ways, to chase after you or to simply drop my panties for you.  I am very content to have you as my mentor and friend.  Period.  
Apparently she had more on the subject to say, “And, I do have my opinions about your secret interest in Marietta that you try so hard to suppress and hide.  I have tried as much from time to time to tell you that, but I’m sorry that you have only chosen to interpret my opinions as jealousy.  They aren’t, Ray.  I’m worried about you and I think it would be healthy for you to talk to me or someone about these things that seem to be occupying your mind so much lately.  Hell, if that weren’t enough of a load, you’re even a prime suspect for murder.  That alone, must weigh heavily on you”
I stopped walking and put my arms around Erika in a big bear hug.  I thanked her for her honesty and joked that I was disappointed that I was too old for her to have any interest in an “old fart” like me.  As for any discussion about Marietta, or the other issue, I told her, “Those are subjects I don’t care to discuss with anyone right now Erika.  So please, let’s not go there for now.  I will tell you that I am seriously considering continuing my practicing of architecture, and acquitting myself of murder.  As to where and with whom I continue that practice in the future, is still undecided.”
Before heading into the courtyard and house, I stole another quick look back toward the forest.  I saw nothing, but I had one of those strong feelings that we all get from time to time that someone or something was watching us.  The hair on the back of my neck stood on end and I got a chill looking into the inky blackness, knowing we were being closely watched.  Isn’t that why they put curtains on windows?
DEWPOINT

CHAPTER THIRTY ONE – FIRST APPROVAL
That was all the contact either one of us had with each other that evening.  We busied ourselves packing, eating and retiring at different paces.  I spent a while with Marietta, while grabbing a light meal Maria had prepared, discussing a few light subjects that gratefully had nothing to do with the upcoming meeting, JP’s death or the recent vandalisms.  Knowing we were leaving very early the next morning, she again wished us the best of luck on our presentation.  She said she felt we had done the best job we could and that she was thoroughly satisfied with my expertise and, because of that, confident of our success.  I thanked her and headed to bed early for once.
Even though we weren’t scheduled on the CCC agenda until Item No.1, after the noon lunch break, we wanted to get an early start and be there well before the time, refreshed and ready to state our case.  Before leaving I suddenly remembered to place a very necessary call to the sheriff telling him Erika and I would traveling outside his area of authority.  When I told him why we were going and when we would be back, he quickly okayed the business trip.  The tone of his voice and a few things he said, gave me the impression he wasn’t all that serious about his travel restriction order. 
We ate breakfast, loaded Marietta’s Continental with our large stack of drawings, photographs and models and hit the road to Santa Rosa about eight o’clock that morning.  I would have preferred driving the Cobra over this big monster, but there was no way our presentation package would have fit without a trailer – an option never published for the little sports car in the late sixties.  And it certainly didn’t escape my attention that we would likely have taken JP’s Ford Wagon, under entirely different circumstances.
The distance was approximately seventy-five miles and I figured, with the windy coast roads, would take us all of two hours to make the distance.  I wasn’t wrong.  The big, marshmallow riding Continental made me feel like I was a harbor pilot aboard the Queen Mary.  After getting used to the firm ride and the nimbleness of the Cobra, I couldn’t stand the new sensation.  Erika even came close to car sickness more than once as we wove our way up the ocean side of the narrow roadway and with the car swaying back and forth as it did.

Over the ridge and headed to the inland valley and Santa Rosa, bright sunshine and warmth greeted us.  We rolled down the windows and enjoyed inhaling the various smells of Eucalyptus, Oak trees and other vegetation this side of the ridge.
During most lengthy trips, while cooped-up in a car, people often get into lengthy conversations and many subjects they normally don’t take the time or the inclination for elsewhere.  Erika and I were no exception.  We talked continuously since leaving the protestors behind in our rear view mirror, and heading south on highway one.  Having cleared the air the previous afternoon of some personal issues; it helped free us of the tension that had come between us and allowed us to resume being normal people again.  
We mostly talked on politically sensitive issues like abortion, immigration, affirmative action and special interest groups and the urgent need for political reform and major overhauls to our way of governing.  Except for the first and last subjects, we found ourselves at opposite ends of the political spectrum.  Like most young people, Erika was still liberal-minded as compared to my way of thinking and we soon found ourselves starting to argue.  She did seem to agree on my reasoning for having a third, Independent Party to represent the great majority of middle-class America.  We became talked-out by the time we reached the ridge and fell into a peaceful silence, enjoying the intoxicating aromas of the trees and the comforting warmth of the long-forgotten sunshine.  We drove that way until we got to the outskirts of Santa Rosa and the inland highway of State Route 101.  Once there, we began a carefully worded conversation on JP’s murder.  Erika brought the subject up by asking me a question that was caused by a news story on the radio she heard, about a recent murder.  That gave her the opening she wanted.   She had been apparently trying to think of some cleaver way to broach the subject since the ridge.  . 
I explained to her in the strictest of confidence that what I was about to tell her could not be repeated to anyone.  She was naturally impatient and wanted my opinion on who I thought might have done the murder.  Before I explained my little matrix and rationale, I told her my number one choices were Stu, Indian Tom and Marietta in that order, though I felt Stu had a commanding lead over the other two.  I even told her that she was still on my list as a possible suspect, equal in weight, perhaps, to me.  That is, if I could I have done the mechanical alterations, as they suspect, without my knowing it somehow.  Of course I told her, the sheriff and his two detectives didn’t have the same point of view that I had and concerning my guilt.
I suppose in retaliation for my keeping her on my list of candidates, Erika said jokingly that I was still on her list as well.  I could see this conversation deteriorating rapidly, but regardless my reservations, asked anyway, why she felt that way, “You won’t like my answer.”  She said.  
“Oh?  Why is that?  Have you divined some overriding motive that could somehow make me capable of doing something like that to my best friend?”

“Sure.” She said.  “Guys do dumb things like that all the time; letting their little brain tell them what to do, where women are concerned.  As I have said several times before Ray, you have this serious thing for Marietta, whether you care to admit it, or not.  And there’s a little matter of his estate.  If it were only for greed and not lust, any person could easily kill for a couple of million dollars in antique cars and maybe, the rest of the estate - friend or no friend.  Nice guy or not, that’s real incentive.  Don’t you think?  However, Ray, just for the record, I do believe you, when you tell me that you didn’t do it.  Okay?”

“Okay smart-ass.  Also for the record; I didn’t know back then that I was named in JP’s will and furthermore, thanks to my successful practice, am financially secure for the rest of my life – thank you very much.  And I sure as Hell aren’t letting any so-called feelings for Marietta guide my judgment about anything.  Yes, I admit that I may have some feelings for her, but in no way enough to kill anyone for, much less my lifelong friend.   So, that’s the end of this subject.  Finitto.  We gotta find our hotel and check in, so be a good little navigator and find the red star on that Map Quest printout, and get us to the Hyatt – Vineyard Creek Hotel and Spa please.”

We easily found the hotel and checked in – putting all of our materials safely behind locked doors in Erika’s room.   We managed to have a leisurely lunch together, finishing well before the afternoon session began at 1:00.  We figured some CCC staff would arrive before the meeting started, so we took our presentation materials down to the large conference room and were allowed to arrange them logically along the side walls and to set up our slide projector.  We placed the large house model, protected under clear Plexiglas, on a pedestal at the head of the center aisle for all to see.  It was replete with scaled rocks, shrubs, cars and people to give the model the proper proportions.  Before the meeting, both the commissioners and the public came to view the model.  They twisted, turned and squatted to view the model from every conceivable angle, and there were many “oohs” and “ahhs” as I had expected.  Models were often worth their weight in gold for showing every aspect of a project in miniature reality.  Given a choice, I always preferred this method of conveying a project over having lay-people trying to piece together two-dimensional drawings in their heads.  It very often won over the naysayer’s, who could never imagine the overall scope of a project otherwise.  As I watched, it was obvious many frowns swung to smiles at our ingenuity in hiding or camouflaging the proposed structure in such a clever way.

The chair eventually called the meeting to order promptly at one o’clock and the commission spent the first half hour dealing with housekeeping items before the chairwoman read the agenda announcing the public hearing dealing with our project.  I got a few anxious butterflies but nothing more.  All the while, I could see commissioner’s eyes drawn to the model, where I had purposely placed the highway side, in their line of sight.
The regional director gave a good twenty minute presentation, which struck me as a fair and totally un-biased presentation, until he started answering commissioner questions afterwards that dealt with the numerous staff recommendations, mitigating certain issues.  I took notes to respond, during my presentation and turn.  When the director and the commissioners finished, the chair opened the public hearing to “All those who wish to speak in favor of the project”.  We were told, the applicant was granted an open-ended, but reasonable amount of time to make their presentation.  Erika would go first describing in great detail, using our presentation materials, the design of our projects – specifically the house.  I would follow, addressing the various zoning issues, general plan and coastal plan conformities.  When I finished that, I would address all of the staff recommendations previously listed and those newly brought up by staff.
Silence fell on the room as Erika took the rostrum - set off to one side near the front of the audience.  As she organized her notes, I snuck my first look at the group of people behind me.  There were other items on the agenda after ours, so it was hard to separate the following applicants from those who might be there to protest our project.  I did however, see several familiar faces from the daily protest mob, and including, none other than Indian Tom and the guy I was sure threw the tomato the other day.  Interestingly, a TV news camera crew was there from Santa Rosa.  Wineries made great news stories I supposed.
Halfway through Erika’s presentation, several of the audience began making catcalls, disparaging remarks and just plain hissing sounds.  The chairwoman rapped her gavel and called for order, but Erika was already rattled and lost her place in her paperwork.  It took her a second or two to find her place and regain her composure.  Intentionally devoid of any facial expression, I looked over my shoulder to the protagonists and tried to give them my very best stare down.  It worked and Erika finished in relative short order, looking to me to begin our well rehearsed, Act Deux.
During my brief trip to the lectern, I addressed everything I had planned to, and answered a few additional questions the commissioners had considered bringing up a while earlier.  After all my years in front of crowds, I am definitely not shy about these functions, even those that have been more hostile than this.  I also asked that I be given time after the public hearing was closed, so that I might answer any questions or rebut any comments that were made by the general public.  I was pleasantly granted my wish by the chairwoman and I took my seat.  In this well rehearsed manner I frequently won $5 bets from my old friend and Pacific Grove Planning Director, over whether or not my variances would be approved.  He was an easy touch given how easy it was for a competent architectural firm to please an approval board using the well-established rules. 
After giving my short period at the podium, I was fully prepared for the typical parade of clowns and comedians that bashfully stepped up to take my place during the “Those against” phase of the public hearing.  Usually, there were only one or two people who had rational or logical questions and comments.  That left the rest of the speakers to bore the commissioners with an endless diatribe of purely emotional reasons why the project shouldn’t be approved.  None of which dealt with rights and issues under the statutes, and by doing so, actually flipped some of the commissioners to our side. Some members of the public actually misconstrued one or two positive comments made earlier by a commissioner to be an indicator of how they were ultimately going to vote, which was always a large mistake  By venting their wrath against the commissioner(s) as they did, the net effect was to sway one or two commissioners to the applicant’s side. The protestors did themselves more harm than good, by stating the commissioners were “in my pocket” and that it was already a “foregone conclusion”.  
Finally, the public hearing was closed and I was asked if I had anything further to say.  Pleased that I didn’t have anything more to add to the lengthy session, the Coastal Commissioners then took turns explaining their coming vote.  Most were favorable and some were even complimentary of our efforts to meet or exceed staff recommendations and the intent of the Coastal Protection Act.  There are usually twelve appointed regular members on the state commission, and each has an equal vote.  This afternoon, there were only nine members present, meaning we needed a five member majority to be approved.  We received seven out of the nine, with one abstention and one no vote, who I felt likely voted that way on every project that came before her.  The “boos’ during the roll call vote didn’t help the cause either for our coastal friends, seated behind us, as I strongly suspect one fence-sitter changed their vote from no to yes as a result of one or more misplaced comments.
Erika and I stood, politely thanked the commission and retrieved our materials as unemotionally as we could, and made our way quickly to the nearby hotel lobby, where we could begin our celebrating.  The dozen or so people who had just spoke were gathered in the center of the room, noticeably angry at the outcome.  One woman, who chose to represent the group, stormed our way and loudly lectured; that “it wasn’t over yet. Not by a long shot it isn’t Mr. Professional Architect.  We’re gonna hire us a good attorney and fight this, when it comes before our county review board next week.  We’ll see who wins then.  You may have won a battle, but we’re gonna win the war mister.”
I really hate it when I get run into the ground like that, for doing nothing more sinister than just simply doing my job well.  I guess that’s because there’s no other person here to be the scapegoat.  Oh well, I have broad shoulders.  The group left and we called Marietta with the good news and to tell her we were spending the night to eat, relax and unwind.  We told her we would be back the following morning.  After locking our materials back in Erika’s hotel room, we headed to the Hyatt’s Sport’s Bar to properly celebrate.

By the time we returned to our adjoining rooms several hours later, we found Erika’s room to be ransacked and all our materials destroyed, with the exception of the model that we had left in the hotel lobby under the watchful eyes of the afternoon staff.  The police were called and the place dusted for fingerprints, and not so surprisingly, nothing of any help or value was discovered as we expected.  Fortunately, our office practice was always to make multiple copies of everything, for such rare cases as this.  Erika and I had our own suspects in mind after the public hearing process, but could only guess who did this dirty work.
DEWPOINT

CHAPTER THIRTY TWO – A LITTLE SUNSINE

The next morning, the old, black Continental’s nose was pointed west, and strained enthusiastically to return home, much like an old pack horse returns to its stable.  Erika and I were well rested, fed and in a festive mood from our recent victory.  Erika drove on the return trip, ostensibly to help her avoid the dreaded car-sickness, leaving me as the more talkative one this time.  Like the trip over, we talked about everything under the sun and assiduously avoided any discussion on the taboo subjects of Marietta, my future business plans and the newly added subject of murder.  Despite our celebratory feelings, we argued about who drank and ate more from the night before.  We finally come to a silly understanding that we both have equal-sized hangovers and headaches – there’s no sense fighting about anything so trivial – we were equal casualties.  The Continental is full of gas and oil and purrs along, protesting nothing except its own two plus tons of weight.
Back over the coast ridge, we transition from warm sunlight to cold overcast and our moods go from cheerful to gloomy in an instant.  Noticing this, I comment that we have been sun-deprived for far too long, and that’s its not natural or healthy for people to endure the amount of darkness we have experienced.  She tells me that she has heard a local meteorologist the other day saying, there has been a record number of foggy days recently.  She refrains from laughing over my comment about “just another thing to blame on El Nino and Global Warming.”  She slaps my leg telling me that isn’t funny and that Global Warming is very real.  I tell her that it’s just a crock of shit invented by the liberals to further other, more sinister agendas and that it is no more than the old story of Chicken Little running around the barnyard crying, “The sky is falling”.
She feigns being upset over my little diatribe.  So not so surprisingly, it doesn’t take us long to stray into the agreed upon “taboo” subjects, bickering over minor issues like two school children.  Once again, Erika is pressing me on my feelings for Marietta.  I suspect this is natural for the female of the species - to dwell upon such subjects until they’re resolved one way or the other.  Because of that I give her some latitude with her incessant prodding, until I can no longer take it.  I snap angrily at her.  Erika, with feelings hurt, clams up for miles of the silent treatment until we approach the outskirts of Bodega Bay.  By the time we’ve hit the little town of Jenner, between Bodega Bay and the ranch, Erika asks if she could go back to the Monterey Peninsula for a few days leave.  She makes a good case for leaving, by suggesting she could begin coordinating the office in the early production of the Construction Documents - the next step of our house plans.  I suspect something much deeper is bothering her.  However, I can’t disagree with her logic that a break from the ranch and starting “working” drawings are both good reasons to leave.  “Thanks, Ray.  Unless you have some objection, I think I’ll pack and leave right away?”  I shake my head showing her I didn’t, but said, “Hurry back will’ya.  I need to take a break from this place myself.”
Marietta greets the returning warriors from the comfort of her favorite lounge chair and offers us a chilled bottle of her finest champagne to toast our victory.  Erika declines and excuses herself to go upstairs and pack, while I ask for coffee in lieu of any more alcohol.  I spend the next hour reveling in the details of the meeting, the angry threats and room break-in afterwards.  We also discuss the meetings still remaining and processes still to come.  I have never had a client who didn’t feel beleaguered at this point and near ready to toss in the towel.  Before we ever start the process, I always try and warn clients that they can expect six to twelve months before we can ever turn a shovel of dirt.  Reminded of what I told her at the onset, Marietta is satisfied for the moment, though she is upset by the break-in, and it seems, something else.
After some coaxing, she informs me that while we were gone, she has received, by special courier, Jean Paul’s cremated remains.  I had made the arrangements for this at her request, and had figured I would be here when the time came to take possession. The urn was now in her bedroom and she asked that I please move it elsewhere until we could spread the ashes in the vineyard – a small detail that was hidden in his will.  She also asked me if I would help her to perform a little memorial, when the time came.  I agreed and said that we would try and do it tomorrow or the next day.

 I was told, Maria had asked if she could borrow JP’s old pickup the day before, to go into town and visit a girlfriend, see a movie and spend two or three nights as a sort of a mini-vacation.  Maria had left lots of food in the fridge - so we were well set for a few days on our own.  Our change of plans to spend the night in Santa Rosa had taken Marietta by surprise, and she admitted to never being alone in such a big house.  She said she had a restless sleep that night and was grateful for our return.
I jokingly asked, “So, what was it like spending the night alone in this big old house?”  She didn’t answer at first and hesitantly looked, away.  I regretted the question seeing the look on her face.  Something was obviously bothering.  She finally admitted that it wasn’t just the normal restlessness that had kept her up, but strange sounds outside the house that kept waking her – some nearby sounds and some distant.  She did offer that it could have been just her imagination, not having been alone in this big house before and all.  There was some comfort in having the dogs for protection, she admitted, though they had never been tested in those regards before.  The dogs also heard the noises but, as she had expected, tended to stay near her at the foot of her bed.  Knowing the dogs also heard the noises, she felt certain that it wasn’t just her imagination.  She again said that she was glad I was back and that it was really good to have a man was just down the hallway if the noises should happen again.
From the fridge, Erika, Marietta and I grabbed some sandwiches prepared the day before by Maria and quietly ate our lunch together.  Shortly afterwards, around one, Erika said her goodbyes and left to return to Pacific Grove.  With the exception of the two dogs, Marietta and I were now, quite alone on this part of the ranch.  
We decided a good way to wile-away a decent part of the afternoon, was to take a long walk and get some much needed exercise.  I was concerned, as always lately, about my plane and asked if we could begin our little hike in that direction.  Instead of hiking in the woods like Erika and I had done a few days before, we decided our path would be plane first, building site to the north second and then venture further north on cow paths meandering over the neighbor’s property until we tired.  Neither one of us had ever walked up that way, before, and agreed, it could prove both worthwhile and interesting to visit.  We bundled up, grabbed my digital camera, binoculars and a canvas tote bag with a bottle of wine and plastic cups in case we got thirsty later.  That seemed like the civilized thing to do.  The dogs eagerly scampered out the front door to lead our way.
I was pleased to find Frank had already moved the plane.  It was nowhere to be seen and I suspected he had it sitting wingless in secure parking lot.

Changing the subject, I asked Marietta if she had got around to giving Stu his walking papers yet.
“Yesterday afternoon, Stu came round the house and seemed to have no purpose that I could see, for being there.  Naturally, I couldn’t forget the episode in the barn and that I was now all by myself after Maria left, and so I felt very vulnerable.  Thinking that it wasn’t the best of times to tell him the bad news, I chickened out.  I was fortunate as it was that he didn’t start anything when he found me alone later in the kitchen.  I can only suppose he assumed Maria was still at the house and within earshot, although it is possible that he knew about Maria leaving.  Anyway, I remembered, he couldn’t leave the area until this murder investigation was over, so I decided it was best left unsaid for the time being.”

“I definitely agree.  You did the right thing.”

We started walking north with the two dogs leading the way on the cow path toward the building site.

“Speaking of which…” I said, referring to the house arrest. “…I wonder how long it’s going to take those two detectives to complete their investigation and actually charge someone?  I’m sure getting tired of these charges hanging over my head.  I know one thing is for certain; I didn’t kill Jean Paul.”
“Oh?  And by omitting me from that statement, am I to assume, Mr. McIntyre, you still think I might be a suspect?”  

“No. No.  That’s not what I meant.  I was just griping about my own miserable case is all.  Since you asked, I’ll add that I’m reasonably sure, you didn’t do it either.”

“Just “reasonably” sure?  That doesn’t sound too convincing to me, Ray.” 
“Jesus Marietta.  What do you want me to say?  As long as JP’s murder goes unresolved, neither one of us will feel comfortable or be able to go about our daily lives without looking over our shoulders.  Furthermore, if you know in your own mind and heart you didn’t do it, then I suppose it follows, you must also harbor some suspicions that I might possibly be the guilty party.  Yes?”

“Well, I suppose, in all honesty, there is a little part of me that thinks that way, Ray.  But just a little tiny part.”

“How?  I mean why?  What possible motive could I have Marietta?  I was starting to get angry and it showed.

Marietta waited a few long moments before answering, “Well?  It is possible, is it not, that your life long friendship with JP could have some hidden skeletons in the closet.  Could it not Ray?  There could be some old motives hiding there, couldn’t there?”  Since I didn’t answer and just glared my disapproval of her theory, she added, “But for the record, Ray; no, I don’t think you did it.  If my evaluation of you is correct, I can’t imagine anything in your nature that would make you harm a little animal, or much less, murder a friend.  So, if I take you off my list, am I off yours now?”  

I didn’t say anything and kept my head down, following the dirt path in front of me.  I shook my head from side to side to show her I still didn’t know and hadn’t figured things out yet.  Finally, I asked, “Can we change the subject please?”  We walked on in silence until we got to the granite outcropping and sat a few moments enjoying the view before continuing north.  Stu had done a remarkable job washing the spray paint from the rocks I noticed.  I wished he had done the same with my plane, but he hadn’t.
An hour later, we found ourselves at the northern end of the rolling hills and the grassland we called “The Meadow”.  Here, the forest had angled in a northwest direction, eventually meeting and crossing over the coast highway, to meet the ocean.  We stopped at the edge of the dark forest, and stretched ourselves out with our backs against a large, fallen redwood trunk and opened the bottle of wine.   The two dogs, unwilling to lie still, romped off into the dense rain forest, yelping and barking their delight with each new olfactory discovery their sensitive noses made.  Eventually, their sounds diminished into the distance.  We were left with the sounds of the ocean wind, blowing smartly against the mantle of the leading edge of evergreens above our heads.  A short half hour later, the wine bottle dripped its last drop, leaving us with two half drained cups.  The wine left me with a cozy, sleepy feeling, making me want to doze off where I lay.
Marietta, either through wine-diminished inhibitions or by some pre-meditated design, decided an opportunity existed, and she rolled over, near to my side.  She kissed my cheek.  In my wine-diminished capacity, I became quickly confused by her action and said, “Hey.  Why did you do that?”

“I’m sorry, Ray.  I can see from your reaction that that was inappropriate.  I was just feeling very thankful you were here to help me through all of this.  I should have just told you instead.”

Then it hit me.  I had feelings for this woman.  More than I cared to admit to myself.  Various thoughts whirled in my head, and thanks to the half bottle of wine, went skittering away, unresolved.  Suddenly I barked out a loud and involuntary, “No.”  It was really meant for me in silence, and it surprised me as much as her when I openly spoke the solo negative so loudly.  

Marietta’s body jumped back slightly and she asked, “What was that all about?” 
I had no answer for her that would sound reasonable under the circumstances, as my brain at the moment was incapable of any logic in deciphering the mixed emotions I was experiencing. “We, I mean, I can’t do this.  I rose to a standing position, while she remained on her back looking up at me.  I could see confusion clearly etched across her face from my sudden actions.  I felt stupid.  As I offered my outstretched hand, Marietta smiled in a knowing manner and allowed me to pull her up upright.  Standing and facing each other closely as we were, there was a noticeable awkwardness that prevailed.  In another unexplainable flight of emotion, I embraced her tightly and whispered I was sorry. “Damn.” I admonished myself.  “What goes on in that head of yours, Ray?”
Now completely embarrassed, I turned toward the ocean, and said, “It will be dark in an hour or so, so I suggest we get back or we’ll be stumbling along in the dark.”  Again I offered my apologies and whistled loudly for the dogs to return.  The two of us swiftly returned to the house with the dogs, silent within our own thoughts. 
DEWPOINT

CHAPTER THIRTY THREE – HOW BRIGHT THE NIGHT

Choosing to avoid any discussion of what had happened earlier, we played gin rummy and I fixed dinner, using more of Maria’s leftovers.  We also avoided the use of any alcohol that evening and opted for cookies, milk and a pay-per-view satellite movie.  By ten, we were in our respective rooms trying to sleep.  I couldn’t.  
I kept replaying that afternoon’s episode, over and over in my head.  Why, I kept asking myself, has this little event had such impact on me?  It certainly wasn’t like she kissed you on the lips.  She kissed your cheek as only a friend would.  Maybe I wanted her to kiss my lips.  Was that why I had sub-consciously brought a bottle of Cabernet wine instead of bottled water?  Maybe I was actually developing serious, emotional feelings for my friend’s wife.  It certainly wouldn’t be the first time in history such a thing as ever happened – living or not.  But why, I asked myself, after all this time of suppressing my feelings for any women that came into my life, would I get feelings for this particular one and at this time?  A big part of me kept telling me I had done the right thing by controlling my deeper, baser instincts and desires this afternoon and stopped myself, before I regretted my actions.  Maybe there just wasn’t a sufficient amount time to have elapsed since JP’s demise.  Wasn’t there set periods of time for respectful morning – especially by a widowed wife?
I now realized I had gone too far as it was, by bringing a bottle of wine in the first place.  “What was I thinking?”  My best friend is only days away from being murdered and we haven’t even had a proper service, and here you are, having thoughts about his wife.  What kind of sicko could think that way, I scolded myself?  There was a small part of my brain however that whispered, it was okay.  Marietta was a widow now, wasn’t she?  

Eventually, peace found me and I drifted into a sound sleep.  However, this night, it seemed, I wasn’t meant to sleep at all.  I first awoke to a terribly bad dream around 2:00 that had something to do, vaguely recalling, with evil monsters lurking in the dark forest and many red beady eyes looking in my direction.  Once I was sufficiently awake, I realized my subconscious was only channeling the incident in the forest the night before, while hiking with Erika.  I dismissed the whole thing as a stupid dream and tried to fall back to sleep.  Funny thing about dreams – they say it is our mind’s way of trying to come to terms with unresolved issues in our lives.  Sure.  Whatever I saw was unresolved in my conscious mind.  How could it not be?  I managed to get my mind onto other things and eventually fell back to sleep.
Something woke me again sometime later and this time, it wasn’t a dream, I told myself.  I looked at the large fluorescent blue numbers on the nightstand clock that told me it was only 3:20 AM.  “Shit.  What now?”  All seemed quiet and dark, so I closed my eyes and tried to will myself back to sleep again.  I was near to my original comatose state, but I now heard the distant sounds of barking - incessant and enthusiastic.  I sat up and cleared my head, slowly trying to comprehend what was happening that disturbed my sleep a second time in as many hours.  
The surreal and distant sounds of barking gave the moment a sense of urgency, causing me to jump out of the comfort of my bed and into my robe and slippers.   I opened my bedroom door and dashed out into the hallway.  It was then that I saw the light of flames flickering off the far wall, coming through the open doorway that was Erika’s rear-facing bedroom.  I looked in that direction as I approached the open doorway and saw large flames beyond the windows, coming from the direction of the potting shed.  Marietta opened her door at the far end of the hallway and stood there uncomprehending.  I ran the short distance and met her at the head of the stairs.
“Oh my God.  What’s happening, Ray?  How come the dogs are downstairs barking?”  It was then she first noticed the flicker of flames on the hallway walls beyond.  She screamed in recognition of what the dancing lights meant.  Imagining my newly acquired cars ablaze I got a queasy feeling in my stomach and felt I felt I didn’t have a second to respond.  Instead, Marietta followed me down the stairs and to the distant mud room, where the dogs sat barking at the rear door. 

Leaving the dogs safely inside, we grabbed our coats, and ran out into the yard.  Both of us in a sort of controlled panic, headed toward the burning building.  Stopping short of the burning potting shed, we each tried to assess the situation before doing anything further.  Instinctively, Marietta grabbed the large 2” hose that lay coiled nearby at the corner of the car barn and handed it to me, while she turned the valve to full open.  As I began to direct the nozzle at the growing blaze, something moved nearby that caught my attention.  I froze in my tracks and scanned the darkness of the forest just beyond.  At a relatively short distance, hiding in the thick growth of the forest I could clearly see the bright firelight reflecting off a face of a person or animal.  I wasn’t sure. The two eyes stood out against the surrounding darkness and returned the fire’s light in a petrifying, demonic likeness.  The hairs on the back of my head and neck stood on edge, recalling my earlier dream about monsters with red eyes in the forest, watching and all wanting to eat me.  

No.  This was not an animal I quickly reasoned, as the eyes didn’t glow or reflect the light back, like the normal animal eyes would do.  No, these were clearly human eyes, and whoever it was, was quite intent on just standing there watching the fire, ignoring our struggles to begin dealing with it.  

At this distance I couldn’t make out enough details to tell who it was, but it was obvious there was a large grin plastered across the bottom of the shiny orb.  The distant image of a head slowly turned in my direction and instantly became aware I was watching them.  The person instantly disappeared.  A chill ran up and down my spine.  “What the fuck?” I mumbled to myself.  The roar of the nearby flames got my attention and I tried to re-focus most of my thoughts on fighting the fire.  Every few seconds I would steal a glance into the forest, hoping to see the person again, but knowing they knew I knew, and were likely long gone.  The total blackness that remained in the deep forest only gave me chills.  What kind of sick person was hiding out there, just out of sight, who liked starting fires?  What evil thing would they dream of next? 
I directed the hose and my attentions back to the blaze, occasionally glancing outward at some imagined movement in the corner of my eye.  Between the two of us, we knocked the fire down before it had a chance to spread to the forest or other, nearby buildings.  When we were positive every last ember was well out, about an hour later, we laid the hose down.   Sitting on the back porch facing the former potting shed, or what was left of it, we just sat silently, exhausted from our efforts.  All that was left was a small pile of black rubble, steam hissing and rising to be illuminated by the large mercury-vapor light in the courtyard.  
Marietta opined, “I’m wondering if the fire was an accident or intentional.”  She added, “It was probably accidental, with all the combustible materials inside.”  For me, there were no doubts about how this started.  However, I chose not to tell Marietta about what I had seen.  This night had already been bad enough.  She agreed with me, that regardless how it started the sheriff needed to be called later in the morning and told.  

It was slightly after 5:00 in the morning when we went back into the house and still pitch black outside.  With bodies that were black with soot and heavy with creosote smells, we both admitted to badly needing showers.  I insisted Marietta go first while I made a large pot of coffee.  Later, sitting in the kitchen around 6:00 and the room beginning to lighten from the sunrise outside, we both sipped on our coffee mugs, each trying to come to grips with our own versions of reality.  The dogs were quiet.  That was probably a good sign.  Before long, Marietta said, “The more I think about what’s been happening around here lately, Ray, the more I think that fire might not have been accidental.”  
Sarcastically I said, “Duh.  You think so?”

I suggested we let the sheriff decide later.  She sighed and laid her head on my shoulder.  Call it selfish, but I began wondering about whether or not my nearby car collection was insured.  I would put that on my list of many things to do.
I desperately wanted nothing more than to return to the warm covers of my bed and get some, much needed sleep.  Marietta, I could tell, was exhausted as well.  Despite our wishes to return to our beds, we placed a call to the sheriff at seven that morning, and told him about the suspicious fire.   He arrived around eight with Stu in the front seat of his cruiser.  This seemed particularly odd to me, since I suspected him of everything from the fire, to vandalism, and ultimately, to JP’s murder.  Never the less, I was glad the sheriff had the foresight to gather him up while on his way out.
After the perfunctory greeting, the sheriff walked over to the remaining pile of smoldering ash that was only hours before, a tidy little potting shed.  It didn’t take him long to discover something worthwhile at the back corner.  “Arson.” He said, holding the remains of a small torch aloft between two pinched fingers.  He took a plastic “evidence” bag from his coat pocket and carefully slipped the burnt stick inside, sealing it tight.  Marietta was noticeably shaken by the revelation.  He then placed the evidence bag in the trunk of his squad car and retrieved a digital camera with flash, taking numerous shots of the torch, lying in the trunk bed.  When he finished that, he directed his attention to the site in general, finding many footprints that he photographically recorded for evidence.  Walking back to his squad car he said, “Lots of footprints there in the mud but I suspect most belong to you, while you fought the fire.  I did find more than two sets of footprints and I’m anxious to see if I can match them with those I found the other day at the rocks and in your front flower bed.  They look the same.”
With the sheriff present for protection, I tell myself; this is as good a time as any, to openly accuse Stu of everything, and I blame this newfound boldness or false bravado on my lack of sleep.  Stu can only listen, red-faced while I openly pronounce his guilt.  To my chagrin however, the sheriff tells me Stu was in the slammer since about ten the night before, having spent the night for being too drunk and causing trouble in one of the local watering holes.  

“Ain’t that just too fuckin’ bad. Mr. Architect?  I guess it had to be someone else then ain’t it?  Sorry to tell ya, the sheriff had me an excuse.” Stu tells me all this with a shit-eating grin smeared across his ugly puss.  Totally angry now from my accusations, he is seeing nothing but red and I can tell, is working himself up to something.  In front of the sheriff, he threatens me bodily harm, by saying, “You better watch yourself mister, making accusations like that.  Sumpin might happen to you.  Hell, the way I see it, it’s all your doin’ anyhow.  I know full well it is.”  He is pointing his finger over the shoulder of the sheriff in my direction.  “The bad things didn’t start happening around here until after you arrived.  Anyone should be worried about guilt, I say it should be you buddy.  Hell.  You’re no less a prime suspect than I am – especially since you obviously had more to gain that me.  Wanna know what I think?  I think you and Ms. Bain got something serious going on tween the sheets and you both did away with Mr. Bain.  Yeah, I can admit to having a “thing” for Marietta and I’m quite sure she feels the same way about wanting some of this.”  Stu grabs his crotch for effect, then continues, “But I sure didn’t need to kill her husband to get her in the sack.  A guy like me don’t need to.”  The sheriff stopped him from saying any more.
“Oh please.”  Marietta said disgustedly.  “There could never be anything between a big slob like you and someone like me.  Nor is there anything between Ray and me or anyone else.  So I suggest you quit dreaming the impossible Mr. Champion.  And for the record, you’re fired.”
Her rebuke and subsequent dismissal struck him as hard as if she had slapped his face.  Her comments truly seemed to stun Stu, and he just stood there looking at Marietta in disbelief.  Scrabbling for some kind of response he shouted, “No problem lady.  Me and my wife will clear out before the sun sets tonight.  That’s a promise.  You just have my full pay ready by then and get the sheriff to let me travel and I’m long gone from this looney bin.  By the way, any one asked that fucking crazy Indian Tom where he was last night?” 
The sheriff tells us he looked for him after he got our call and couldn’t find him in any of his usual places.  “However, if you are sure about the time of the fire being somewhere around 3:30 AM, that would mean he would have to be still walking back on the highway, toward town.  We would have seen him while driving us out here.  We didn’t.”

“That may not be necessarily so sheriff.” I say.  “Whoever it was I saw both times, could be hiding out in the forest and may be watching us, as we speak.”  Three pairs of eyes immediately looked toward the shadowy forest in unison.  If it weren’t such a pathetic look, I would have laughed myself silly from the sight of the perfectly executed, comedic reaction.
It’s then, I tell sheriff about seeing someone in the forest watching the fire as we began to put it out.  I add, “I also think I saw someone the other day while hiking with Erika back in the forest.”  If Marietta were disturbed before by the recent revelation of arson, she is now noticeably shaken by my news and the possibility of that person still hiding in the forest and watching us.

The sheriff says he will have a deputy posted on the property round the clock now that arson has been added to the list of murder and the other acts of vandalism.   “There’s nothing I can do right now.  Whoever it was, got away, and I don’t have any fancy search team or dogs I can get right away.  Sorry.”
Stu can’t help himself and blurts out, “See.  I told y’all it was that damn Indian.  Dirty son-of-a-bitch.”

The sheriff told Stu the only place he was allowed to go was a motel in town.  “Until all of this crap is settled, you aren’t going anywhere.  Understand?”

Stu just glowered in our direction, then said, “How the Hell am I goin’ to afford that?  And long is it gonna take til this thing is done?”

Marietta told him she would give him two weeks extra parting pay that should help for a while.  He still didn’t look too happy.

DEWPOINT

CHAPTER THIRTY FOUR – THE GETAWAY

With the Stu gone and the newly stationed sheriff’s deputy safely guarding the property, there was a heightened sense of security imparted to the ranch and thusly, our mindset.  The County Review Board’s meeting was nearly a week away, the house safely guarded, Maria and Erika both were gone, and suddenly, there was little for us to do.   So I suggested to Marietta that we get away from this place for a few days, as a change of pace and drive down to the Monterey Peninsula to stay at my house.  Marietta readily takes to the idea of getting away and visiting my small piece if the world, which she has never been to.  Besides the escape from the oppressive situation at the ranch, she is also anxious to see my modern house in person, having only viewed it slightly in an old issue of Architectural Digest.  She calls Maria to tell her to take another three days off and where we are headed.  Maria can’t be reached on her cell phone, so besides leaving a voice message, Marietta leaves Maria a written note with both of our cell phone numbers taped to the face of the refrigerator in case of any emergencies.
I have been looking forward to the opportunity to clear my head of the months of work, murder and complicated inter-relationships.  Strained relationships exacerbated by the close proximity of working and living together for far too long, and under constantly foggy and depressing skies.  I also have ulterior motives.  Getting both of us away from the familiar daily places and routines, I figure, might give Marietta and I the chance to normalize our relationship.  The constant intrusion of outside influences has taken its toll on our friendship and I feel this trip might just give us the alone time together, I think we need, to rekindle that solid friendship we had.
On our way to our rooms to pack, Marietta suddenly asks, “What about our orders by the sheriff to stay within fifty miles?  I didn’t think of that until just this minute.  We can’t disobey his orders and simply vanish, Ray.”

“The sheriff certainly didn’t have any trouble with Erika and I driving over to Santa Rosa, so I don’t think he’ll care too much about us taking a short little trip.  Do you?  And after what has happened this morning, surely, we can’t still be considered suspects.  Listen.  We’ll be down and back before he ever knows we’re missing.  If there are any consequences, I’ll take the blame.  I really don’t think there’s anything to worry about.  Come on, let’s pack and hit the road.  I think we owe ourselves this little break.  If he doesn’t spot us driving through town, he’ll never know we’re gone.  The deputy he placed already told me he would rather have us gone than here and would simply tell his boss, if asked that he didn’t see us leave.” 
Marietta packed a few small suitcases and we were quickly on the road.   I didn’t bother to pack, knowing I had everything I would need once we got to my place.  For me, it promised to be a fun drive in the Cobra and couldn’t wait to see my abandoned house after so many months of absence.   I thought for a moment of flying us down there, and then remembered, I no longer owned a plane.  
We put the top down on the little sports car somewhere alongside the road just east of the coast ridge and kept it down all the way to my house in Pacific Grove.  We got lucky in the weather department too, with the entire Central Coast bathed in sunshine and highs around the mid-70’s during the afternoon hours of our drive.

As we approached the Monterey Peninsula driving south on State Highway One around four that afternoon, Marietta got her first view of the emerald-hued tourist Mecca after passing the old Fort Ord Army Fort.  I pointed out for her benefit, the various cities, by moving my arm from left to right; “Seaside, Monterey and out there somewhere, is where my house sits in Pacific Grove along the shore.”

“Oh my.  How truly beautiful, Ray.  Everything is so green and sparkly.  I can’t wait to see it all.”

The moment we took the Monterey / Pacific Grove exit she began to experience the abundance of large Monterey Pines and Cypress Trees as well as the unique architecture of the area.  Some buildings were actual leftovers from the mid-eighteen hundreds and the Spanish influence the Mexican occupation had on the area.  We drove past the old Del Monte Hotel, now the Naval Post Graduate School and Lake El Estero just beyond.  Monterey Bay and Fisherman’s Wharf rolled into our view on the right and historic Monterey adobes were to our left in historic Downtown Monterey.  

Wanting to give her the “cooks” tour before arriving at my house, I chose to drive along the Monterey and Pacific Grove shorelines.  I pointed out the place called Cannery Row made immortal by the late John Steinbeck, the famous local author who wrote the books Cannery Row and its sequel Sweet Thursday – which I suggested she read someday.  At the western end of the row sat the world class Monterey Bay Aquarium that straddles the boundary between Pacific Grove and Monterey.  I could tell she was enjoying the sights, as she said little and had a wide grin on her face.  I had figured correctly that this would be good therapy for her, and figuratively patted myself on the back.
Rounding the corner from the Aquarium, began some of the most beautiful and uninterrupted natural shoreline that any coastal city could hope to have.  There are nearly nine miles of shoreline I tell her.  Otters and kelp are floating serenely on the swells of the dark blue waters of the Monterey Bay, while on our left are a mixture of old stately Victorian mansions - some made into breathtaking B&B inns.  There is a healthy mixture of building styles that seem to nicely relate to each other, which also showcase the public’s wide variety of tastes down through the years.  Random and lush public parks generously dot the landscape and all compete for my viewer’s attention.  
As we passed my house, still heading west, she instantly recognized it and grinned.  It definitely stands out amongst the rest, being so stark and unadorned as it is.  For me, I have always liked the juxtaposition of the old next to the new.  I feel they compliment one another much like an ornate diamond in a simple setting or a complex etching in a modern mat and frame does.  I told Marietta that, “It wasn’t easy in this highly conservative town to get it approved I told her.  Once it was built and landscaped, many people privately told me how much they liked the place.  They said it added a touch of class to the old neighborhood and admitted a fresh approach was good even if they hadn’t been able to visualize it.”
I continued driving us west and then angled south on Ocean Avenue, passing the city’s municipal golf links that I have played more times than I can remember.  She said it looked like a great golf course, to which I replied, “Best kept secret on the Peninsula next to our downtown area.  It’s almost as spectacular as Pebble Beach but almost never considered, and costs about the same as a green fee in Kansas.  But wait til you see our downtown area.  That’s our little jewel that most people never see while driving around the shoreline on the Scenic Trail.”
Marietta laughed and said, “You’re starting to sound like a member of the Chamber of Commerce.

As we passed the world famous Asilomar Conference Grounds, I smugly replied, “Yep. Two time president and long-time supporter and board member.”  At that point, we turned inland and I took her on a circuitous path through residential neighborhoods to show off our collection of beautifully restored Victorians, California Craftsman, Adobe Style and other contemporary architecture.  She was overwhelmed with the cleanliness and organization of the place, the fresh smell of ocean breezes and all of the delightful restaurants and antique shops downtown.

We shortly arrived at my house, taking the back street and parking in the driveway.  Without my remote, I had to get out of the car and enter the security code on the side-mounted pad, waiting for the door to roll up.  Marietta is instantly excited about my red highboy hotrod as I pulled the Cobra into garage.  She becomes even more excited about the house as we enter from the rear, and makes herself quickly at home in my living room facing my beloved Monterey Bay.  “Will my house look and feel like this one?” she eagerly asks while stretching on my red lounge chair.

“Yes it will, only bigger, better designed and the views will be a bit more spectacular than this.”  I have prepared her already to finding many of Cheryl’s things still being around the house.  “I didn’t have the desire or the will to remove some of these things, I’m sorry to say.”  No sooner had I said that, than she notices a large photo portrait of Cheryl and comments what a beautiful auburn haired woman she was. “Yeah she was.” I say, taking the picture and putting it gently and discretely away in a drawer near the entertainment center.  I was intrigued with myself for doing that.  I knew I couldn’t have done that just a few short months ago.
After showing her the guest bedroom and then refreshing ourselves from the lengthy drive, we relax with a few of my own liquid concoctions.  Later that evening, I take her to my favorite restaurant on the peninsula – Fandangos.  There, I introduce her to another Marietta and her husband Pierre – the longtime owners.  She has the house specialty Rack of Lamb and I have my favorite dish – Spanish Paella with Pheasant Sausage and seafood potpourri.  My Marietta and Co-owner Pierre discover they are fellow Frenchmen and begin conversing heavily in their native tongue.  Pierre and his wife dote on us like we were visiting royalty, but I tell her this is nothing special, as I know they normally perform like this for all their regular customers.  My guest is even less convinced, when Pierre brings us complimentary after-dinner Frangelicas.  
Afterwards, we walk around town trying to walk off the ten thousand calories we just consumed.  She loves the brightly lit and bustling downtown area.   I tell her it wasn’t like this when I first arrived in the fall of ’71.  “This town was totally different back then.  Not like the exciting little Victorian gem it is today.  It was totally dead back then.  After eight PM, you could shoot a canon down the middle of the Lighthouse Avenue, the main street and not hit anyone or anything.  “Well maybe a grazing deer or nocturnal raccoon.” I quipped.  I remember it back then, as a damp, rusty, run-down and very dead place to anyone who wanted to be out and about past eight o’clock – even on a Friday or Saturday night.  I think maybe the old Scotch Bakery and Grove Theatre were the only two businesses open past eight.  
She says, “If that’s true, the transition has been just beautiful. What a great little town it’s become.”  
I tell her that not everyone in town thinks that way.  There are still those who would rather have seen it stay a sleepy little coastal town and those who fought, tooth and nail against every major project ever proposed regardless how beneficial it was to the overall quality of life.  A good example I told her was the new multiplex cinema we were presently walking towards.  There was a large contingent that felt it would be the beginning of the end for the town and seriously fought its arrival.  Once in, it became the catalyst for numerous restaurants, art galleries and antique shops - all without harm to the local residents and existing businesses.  “Amazing how that often works.” I said.
She offered, “So people here once fought development like they are fighting our proposals near Bodega Bay?”

“Yep. PG was even the last town to go “wet” as late as 1968 after Prohibition was repealed.  Sometimes people don’t realize change can be a good thing.  Especially if all the mechanisms are in place to insure quality growth like had been here.  Newcomers from the Bay Area, L.A. and elsewhere, never stopped to realize that their predecessors had to have put in place, all the necessary groundwork to sculpt the town into what whatever it was that ultimately appealed to the newcomers, and made them want to move here.  It sure as Hell didn’t happen by accident.  Instead, they fought many a battle down through the years – neighbor against neighbor, business against business.  Some changes came very hard and prompted political wars and later, zoning changes.   I have to admit though, without challenges, the high standards a community sets can slowly erode through apathy, into something less desirable.  It’s a good thing to keep your guard up to a certain extent I think.  Boy you should have been here, when the first fast food restaurant was proposed.  Even though no one I knew wanted it, we ended with one of the best Mickey-D’s ever built and saved over eighty large Monterey Pines in the process.  Despite what side you were on, you’d have to say that was truly a win-win result.  The franchise was the big winner, because immediately after, the “no-growthers”got a ballot measure passed that forever prohibited any fast-food, franchise restaurants.  Imagine that?” I asked. “Being the only fast food in town?”
A short while later and back at my house, I fixed a nice fire and put on some of my soft jazz collection.  We spread out with some pillows on a soft throw rug in front of the fireplace and just talked, while sipping a nice Merlot I had uncorked.  Marietta, out of her familiar surrounds and finally at ease, began to talk at length about Jean Paul, which evolved into racking sobs from recalling his memory.  Convinced she hadn’t allowed herself to do the emotional cleansing thing yet, I encouraged the release.  She retired to room early the first night, while I stayed up a while longer to visit my house and all its nice memories safely stored inside its walls.
The next morning after I had fixed my famous version of Eggs Benedict served on a tray in bed, she apologized for being so emotional and ruining a perfect evening.  Later that morning, I took her to my office, while I conducted a little business.  Erika acted surprised we were both in Pacific Grove and together – no less.  I left Marietta to visit with my partner and Erika, while I made a quick trip down the street to the post office and collected a huge bag of mail that was waiting for me.

On my return, my partner and I had a private meeting to catch up on many subjects.  One of the many subjects, was my recent thoughts on retiring or starting a new, one-man practice in Bodega Bay.  My partner, not so surprisingly, seemed rather ambivalent about either scenario and we ended the discussion by agreeing to table the matter for the time being.   I suspect he thinks I’m just throwing ideas to the wind to see how they will fly, and is not taking me very seriously.  We also discuss giving Erika a promotion along with a new salary, due to her meritorious services on the Bain projects.  She will be immediately advanced to Junior Associate until such time as she passes her final two board exams during the coming fall and spring.  Afterwards, if she does pass as we expect her to easily do, she will have the new title of Senior Associate Architect and a significant pay raise.  We agreed to call her in and tell her the news together.  She is overjoyed at our mutual decision. 
Marietta and I spend most of our days driving around the entire peninsula, while I show her my favorite haunts and reminisce about this place and that.  Places like Carmel, Carmel Valley, Point Lobos, etc.  We even manage to find time to accept an invitation to “Happy Hour” at my longtime friend’s, Bob and Janie’.  Marietta is immediately accepted by them and loves spending time with the older couple.  My friends never miss an opportunity to tell anyone I bring there, all those embarrassing stories from my past.   There’s the one, where I mistook a small bowl of dog kibble on the counter for a bowl of beer nuts.  Bob said I hadn’t been able to pass a fire hydrant since then without at least raising a leg.  And then the one about playing poker at their house, where I was so excited about having a royal flush, I wasn’t aware that Janie was still in and showed her my cards.  She said “Oh Hell.” and immediately folded – causing the four other players, who all had great hands to fold as well.  “I haven’t been remotely close to a Royal Flush since then and that’s been fifteen years now.”  I said.  Bob always liked to refer to my single-malt Scotches as “horse-piss” and I referred to his choice of blended Scotch as radiator water.  We laughed till the four of us had tears in our eyes.  Yes, my good friends I will miss very much.
That was how our three days quickly passed.  But now, it was finally time to head north and prepare for the upcoming County Review Board Meeting.  I told Erika to stay, and enjoy her new boyfriend.  I could handle this meeting by myself and that she should continue on with construction plans and specifications for the house.

During the trip back, Marietta and I eventually got around to discussing the future of her ranch and how I might fit in with any future plans.  During one of our frequent lulls in the conversation, Marietta offered, “I wouldn’t blame you at all Ray, for wanting to return to your city and house, when everything is finished.  I can easily see with my own eyes that not only do you have great memories there, but you seem to have a great many close friends and truly love the house you so carefully designed and built.”

Before responding I gave her comment a lot of thought.  Truthfully, I had been doing a lot of thinking on those very subjects the moment I took the highway exit onto the Peninsula days before.  After a moment to carefully compose an accurate reply, I said, “You’re right about my memories, house and especially my good friends.  Friends are really what most people like about living in a town – not necessarily the material things we tend to accumulate.  Although, I must say, Pacific Grove and the Peninsula are about as close to Eden as anyone can put themselves, within an urban setting.  However, the last several months up north, has shown me I’m ready for some serious changes in my life.  For starters, I am tired of my business practice and feel that it is time to resolve that.  I’m confident my partner feels likewise, though he would never be the first to say so.  I love my house, but it stores all the memories of my past that hurt so much to visit.  Maybe I can find it within myself to sell it or rent it out until I ultimately decide if I want to keep it as a second home.  Money is something I really don’t think I need to worry myself about anymore though.”  We both laughed.  

Continuing, “Friends, I suppose will always be there to E-Mail and visit when I return on occasions.  I will miss them more than any of the other things I have considered.  However, to properly respond to your statement, I think that being away so long has changed me drastically and allowed me to evolve into a bigger person.  It has been the exact medicine I have needed for the past few years and I think I’m long overdue for some serious changes to my lifestyle.”
 Ultimately, I got around to saying that I would at least stick around for a while and help with whatever she needed me for.  She decided to eliminate the winery idea for the time being, and just sell the grapes to another winery, who had expressed interest.  Her recent thought was to maybe try and sell the acreage and plans to an interested party someday soon.   Marietta speculated, “Maybe the same person who lost the place in foreclosure earlier last year might have the funds and be interested to buy some of the place back if I put it up for sale?” 
Finally, the little Cobra returned us safely to the ranch and all seemed well as we climbed out of the tight fitting cockpit.  We met are familiar young deputy, who was walking around the courtyard as we drove up and he greeted us, expecting our arrival, it seemed.  He reported all was well and the place remained safe and quiet during our absence.  A fleeting thought occurred to me that it was possible someone knew that we were gone and perhaps saved any new shenanigans for when we returned.  I sure hoped it was all over, but deep down, suspected it wasn’t.  Whatever was driving this nutcase; they probably hadn’t found closure yet and were likely to do something new at any time.  Things seemed to be escalating and I shuddered at what might be next.
Once inside, we discovered Maria was also back.    She seemed very happy to see us and gave each of us a big hug.  The dogs appeared happy as well – at least for two long minutes, until they were bored and left us.
DEWPOINT

CHAPTER THIRTY FIVE – TOWN MEETING

The County Review Board Meeting was scheduled that night in the city council chamber, and I spent most of my day preparing for it.  This meeting should be much easier than the previous CCC presentation to win an approval, I told myself.  However, unlike the CCC meeting it will probably be a less structured affair and have more of an emotional leaning - one of the least desirable parts of this job for me.
Marietta decided that she should go with me to see what these things were like.  I tried to prepare her, but she laughed, saying, “Oh come on now.  How bad can these things be?”  We arrived early and sat in the front row, and found on the mimeographed agenda that we were the first item on the agenda.  Hell.  We were the only item.  There are two other agenda items, but seem to be only minor design review items.  After the meeting is gaveled to order, the chair asks for a motion to deal with the minor items first, getting those approved and out of the way, so those applicants didn’t have to sit through, what promised to be our lengthy and controversial item.  Not so surprisingly, the applicants decide to stay anyway despite their early release.  I overheard one of the applicants not far behind me say, “Sure I’m gonna stay George.  Not only is it the best entertainment in these parts in quite a while, it sure as Hell beats whatever crap’s on tonight’s prime time.  Hell buddy, you can’t write a show any better than this is gonna be.”
This is just a review board that makes recommendations to the County Board of Supervisors for minor issues and design concerns only.  Like most politically appointed boards and commissions, the members come from a wide variety of the community.  This minor review board is comprised of seven people I’ve have learned, which consists of one bank manager, three teachers, a general contractor, one housewife and the owner of a woman’s clothing boutique.  It is always hoped that these boards represent a good cross-section from the public at large, but, like all politically constituted bodies, are as subjective and full of personal prejudices and emotions as you could imagine.  Its outcome generally becomes a demonstration of plain old, human nature and reactions.  
These are people who love their country, state and their little towns immensely and volunteer to do “something” civic-minded, and hopefully, some good deed for their communities by “giving back”.  Some have higher political aspirations and are paying their dues by starting at the bottom rung on small boards like this and working their way up the political ladder.  It is therefore impossible for these people to truly separate their coffee house indoctrinated emotions from the written goals and objectives that should define a fair and level approval process.  Despite the advice given by the county’s legal counsel at the onset as to the objectives, it never fails to be forgotten in the heat of battle.   I know all this from hundreds of previous meetings I’ve been to over the years and it looks exactly like this dog and pony show is shaping up to be.  Therefore, I intentionally make my presentation short, knowing the CCC has already made the really important approval, which leaves the County Board of Supervisors to eventually make the harder, final decision – using this board’s comments as nothing more than a recommendation at best.  
True to form, there is an endless stream of speakers from the audience.  Very few have anything substantive to say and most are just expressions of personal sentiment, like, “It just doesn’t seem right.” or, “Just because they have all that damn money, don’t make it right to build there, even if the zoning ordinances or damn laws say it’s okay.”  Some are extremely shy and nervous having never spoke in front of a large audience before, and you can truly feel their angst as they labor through their prepared speeches.  Some speakers are so emotionally involved they cry with great conviction and passion.  
I see that Indian Tom finally has mustered the nerve to approach the podium from the back of the room.  Thankfully, he appears to be the last person in the line of endless speakers.  The previous speaker ends her repetitive little diatribe and Tom shuffles forward, to take his turn.  He fiddles with the adjustable microphone stem, adjusting it upward to suit his taller height, obviously to onlookers - stalling and looking for some inner courage to speak.  
The boredom of the endless speeches is replaced by the silence of the audience’s curiosity of what Tom; the locally anointed “town character” might have to say.  It doesn’t take long for the noise level to slowly rise, while Tom prepares himself. The chairman becomes annoyed and gavels the crowd to silence.  Tom’s voice cracks with genuine emotion as he begins detailing in length, the hundreds of years of the Native American’s misery, having their rightful lands stolen out from under them, enduring forced servitude and ultimately, his tribe’s right to this particular piece of land and that he truly believes his ancestors are buried there - in his tribe’s sacred burial ground.  He finally finishes with a plea to the board, to do the right thing and deny the application.  “Nothing new there that anyone hasn’t heard here before.”  I hear someone behind us tell his neighbor.  Tom shuffles together his collection of dirty and dog-eared papers and slowly retreats from the podium, remembering while halfway back to his seat to thank the board for their time.

Once the public hearing is closed, the board members themselves feel compelled to express their individual feelings in an equally grueling line of succession.  Though trying to sound more sophisticated, they only end up expressing the same human emotions and sentiment as the general public just did.   It is usually nothing more than a vain reason to explain and justify to the audience, their rationale for their pending votes.  No member wants their position to be misunderstood or wrongly interpreted by their neighbors.  County Counsel tries desperately, as usual, in these rare, controversial items, to try and have the board members distill their emotions into more succinct and meaningful comments for the written record.  After a three hour process, a vote is finally taken and our project is approved, 4-3 in our favor, with a few minor, albeit silly, recommendations to the Board of Supervisors.  The chairman quickly gavels a fifteen minute recess before they take up “other” business and there quickly becomes a ruckus of angry voices behind us.  The audience feels betrayed by the very townspeople they expected would side with their emotional reasoning regardless of the rules and laws, binding them to the contrary.
By the time we gather our materials and work our way to the back of the building, the sheriff is at the back door, wanting to lead our way through the gathering crowd outside.  “Stay close, just in case someone decides to exercise their Constitutional rights to express their emotions.”  There are angry people all around us and I see Indian Tom approaching.  He steps in front of us and puts a placard in our face.  As the sheriff is plowing a path around him and the gathered crowd, Tom makes a stupid threat, lunges past the sheriff and spits on the ground in front of Marietta, mumbling some ancient Indian curse.  The crowd goes silent.  The sheriff grabs Tom by his jacket lapels and is close to arresting him, but stops short in a split second of newfound diplomacy.  
Releasing Tom, he turns to the crowd and says, “I am really ashamed of you all.  These good people are no different from anyone of you, and they are only trying to get a project approved within the rules.  Rules you have enacted in the past.  Rules that you have deemed fair and just for all of us to follow and abide by.  Good God folks, these are not bad or evil people.  They’re our neighbors and rightful citizens just trying to do something you or I might do someday if we ever got the chance.  So please, I beg of you, go home now.  This part of the meeting is over.  If you still have objections, you have two more opportunities to voice them.  One is the upcoming Board of Supervisors meeting in Santa Rosa…”  There is loud grumbling and a few indiscernible words.  The Sheriff raises his hands, “…and the other opportunity is to sue for a remedy in the courts afterwards.  That’s it.  Good night everyone.”    One older woman approaches and gives Marietta her condolences on the loss of her husband.  Humanity, it seems, is not entirely lost on the masses.
The angry crowd is embarrassed into silence and most of the people mill around for a few seconds before finally disbursing.  The sheriff walks us to the Continental at the curb.  Before we leave, the sheriff tells us the DA and the special investigators have lost interest in us as suspects for JP’s death.  Before he closes Marietta’s curbside, car door he says, “And don’t think I didn’t know about your little trip to Pacific Grove.  I had me an idea to throw you both in my little jail for 24 hours as a punishment for disobeying my specific orders when you returned, but changed my mind for some reason or other.”  The fearsome frown left his face and was replaced by a huge grin, as he said, “If I did then you wouldn’t have been able to make tonight’s meeting and we wouldn’t have had all this great fun. Would we?”  He then closed Marietta’s door and we drove away laughing over his comment and our most recent success.  
In spite of the moment of humor, the overall angriness of the people this evening has clearly upset Marietta as she sat silently on the drive home.  She has never experienced anything like this before, and I try to console her and make light of what has happened.  “At least now, we have two reviews and approvals behind us, with only one to go.”  I say.  She tells me, she won’t be attending anymore.  She doesn’t have the stomach for it.  ‘The good news” I tell her, “Is, we’re that much closer to starting construction of the house.  And don’t worry too much about your fellow citizens.  Once the house is built, they will quickly forget everything that’s happened.  They most always do.”
DEWPOINT

CHAPTER THIRTY SIX – THE STORM

The next two weeks go by without any incidents that we know of and the County Board of Supervisors meeting is now only a day away.  Marietta and I had settled into an easy routine, each doing our “own things” during the days and enjoying each other’s company during the evenings.
I am most always spending any free time trying to perfect my Columbo role, trying to divine who it was that killed JP months before.  My two main suspects still remain Stu and Tom, though there could also be someone in JP’s past that had a motive.  Someone that I don’t know about and that JP knew while he worked in France.  I have already asked Marietta and she can think of no one that she knew of, who could have hated JP enough to do this.  She does give me a few names and numbers from her address book to call.  With no other clues, I am stumped and feel my meager attempt at sleuthing coming to a standstill.  Stu and his wife are now living at the small hotel in town and I have no direct access to talk to him anymore.  I’m not sure if having him gone from the property is a good or bad thing.  Considering all that I suspect him of, I begin to wonder if having him close at hand to watch daily isn’t better than hidden somewhere in town, doing God knows what.   I recall an old adage; Keep your friends close and your enemies even closer.  Tom hasn’t been seen since that ugly night after the board meeting, and I begin to wonder if the real Columbo had these kinds of problems to contend with.

I get around to calling France from the numbers Marietta gave me and talk to the CEO of his longtime company, who puts me onto someone else, inside the company.  This man worked closely with JP and was also a close friend for many years.   I connect with the man and find that he can think of no one or any good reason why anyone would kill Jean Paul.  “To the contrary”, he says in broken English, “Jean Paul loved his job and treated everyone he worked with like they were personal friends.   Naturally Jean Paul had made a few people angry during his post there, but those were always minor, job-related things over the years.  Mostly everyone loved him.” he told me.  I didn’t discount the possibility that it could have been his friend that I was talking to, who might have done it for some mysterious reasoning.  But the fact that he’s in France, causes me to dismiss that possibility entirely.   
So I was left with nothing new to add to my matrix and was forced to come back to my primary suspects – Stu, Tom or the Venezuelans.  Stu did have an airtight alibi the night the potting shed burned, thereby leaving Indian Tom or the Venezuelans as the remaining rightful candidates.  I still reasoned however, that it was possible, there were more than one person, doing different acts for entirely different reasons.  I also reasoned; maybe Tom burnt the building protesting the new house and location for reasons of misguided heritage, while Stu could have killed JP for reasons of lust or jealousy.  But that still left the shoe prints we found several times on the property.  I reminded myself of my “Seven Deadly Sins Matrix” and pulled out the dog-eared piece of yellow, lined paper.  From the perspective of two months and other major events occurring over that time span, my matrix seemed almost comical now to look at.  I had gone as far as I could with my limited skills.  I was no Columbo.  That was for sure.  The famous bumbling TV detective would have had this case solved long before now.  I can see him wheeling around in his old trench coat, pointing an unlit cigar at his quarry saying, “Oh. If you don’t mind, I have just one more question.”  I didn’t have any more questions to ask or a cigar to point with.  I was done in as a detective.
I sat at my chair in the library and desperately tried to add some new wrinkle to the dilemma I faced.  This night, a huge storm was beginning to roll through, delivering lots of warm rain.  It continued through the night and into the next morning.  

It rained all the next day and soaked everything thoroughly.  That second night we heard a large redwood tree fall somewhere nearby, due to the heavy winds that accompanied the new storm front.  It is time to travel, once again to Santa Rosa and the Board of Supervisors Meeting.  Marietta changes her mind about going with me this trip, because I have convinced her, this meeting should be a lot more civilized, and that I could use the company.  She also doesn’t want to spend a night alone in the big house despite the presence of Maria and the posted deputy always roaming somewhere outside.  We left late in the morning for Santa Rosa, using the Continental once again, because of all our materials.  The County Zoning Administrator told us that he expected our item to come up somewhere in the late afternoon or early evening.  That gave us plenty of time for a slow and easy drive over and a late lunch in Santa Rosa.  The storm followed us east and continued the entire day.  
Once the meeting started, I was surprised there was only one other person in the audience – a newly hired attorney representing the Bodega Bay people – as they had promised.  It was also possible the large storm kept everyone from making the trip, but I really suspected they had mostly given up - resigning themselves to the inevitable and hoping against hope, their hired gun could pull off a miracle.  There was no one else in the audience to speak against our projects.  He sat in the front row and took copious notes during my turn in front of the Supervisors. When I ended my presentation there was lots of positive feedback and smiles given me by the board.  It was now his turn to speak during the “Those Against” portion of the hearing.  I could tell he didn’t have his heart in his work, and was just doing his job, trying to use his knowledge in Real Estate Law to punch holes in the process and current law.  He did a fairly good job, but we got a unanimous 8-0 approval none the less, with one supervisor absent.  He told us afterwards, that he was providing his legal work pro bono, since his clients either ran out of money, or didn’t have the conviction to pay anymore.  He was doing the representation solely on the basis of good PR in his small community.  “So much for good causes.”  I thought.  He wished us good luck with our projects and hoped there were no hard feelings.  There weren’t.
Before returning home that night, we called Maria and told her we would be there inside of three hours, since we had planned to stop and have dinner along the way.  It was now 7:30, and Maria seemed surprised to hear that we would be coming back that night.  She had told Marietta that she had expected us to stay over, fretting over the notion that the drive was crazy considering the lateness of the day and the intensity of the storm at her end.  She tells us the storm is really bad there and the lights have been going on and off all evening.  She tells Marietta that she is really scared but thankful the young deputy is present to give her comfort.
We hit the driveway about 10:30 and the sheriff’s young deputy welcomes us back as we pull the big car slowly into the rear parking area.  Maria greets us in the open mud room door and is genuinely grateful for our return.  She doesn’t like this night, she tells us.  Despite our return, Maria retains her anxious disposition, telling us she has a bad feeling about the storm and this awful night.  She says she has a bad premonition.  We aren’t surprised by her mood though, given the fact that this is the first good storm here since she was employed.  With the incessant lightning, gale force winds and all of the previous incidents, give each of us a good reason to be spooked.  With everything that has happened, she says, it was hard to be alone in the big house the previous night, even with the two dogs for company and the deputy outside.  “We’re here now Maria, so you can rest in peace tonight.”
. DEWPOINT

CHAPTER THIRTY SEVEN – OLD REDWOODS FALL

The storm intensifies all through the evening.  The winds are almost a steady gale force and I hear limbs and trees cracking and falling not far away - hopefully crashing harmlessly in the forest.  I pray that none of the giants near the house or barn do the same.  This reminds me I forgot to check on insurance for the cars.  “Damn.”
I am only halfway asleep, and desperately trying to find a way to nod off, but I have too many things on my mind and find it near impossible.  Every time I look at the nightstand clock, it seems to move by tiny half hour increments.  I am frustrated that much needed sleep doesn’t come.  My determination to get some sleep finally allows me to slide into a half sleep somewhere around 2:30.  In this semi-comatose state something startles me.  My heart races and I come full awake, opening my eyes and am just lying there, staring at the shadows on the ceiling.  I debate with myself, if what I just heard was the cracking of a nearby tree or something worse.  At this un-Godly hour, my tired body wrestles with my mind by refusing to function, assuring me that “it wasn’t a gunshot, relax and go back to sleep, Raymond.”  Ignoring that smarter half of my brain, I force myself to sit up on the edge of the bed.  I really want to ignore whatever it was, pretending I didn’t hear anything and slide back under the warm covers.  I can’t.  It sounded too convincing, the rational part of my brain argues.  I shake my head to clear the cobwebs and force myself to stand.   I throw on my bathrobe, tying the sash as I hit the hallway.  Marietta’s shrill, panicked voice startles me into a fully alert state.  She is standing in her bedroom doorway at the other end of the hall, asking, “What was that, Ray?  Something sounding like a gunshot woke me.”  A moment of déjà vu hits my, reminding me of the fire weeks before and the “watcher” I saw in the forest.
“Me too.”  I answer. “Whatever it is, I’ll go downstairs and check it out.” I tell her.  Marietta, against my advice, decides to go with me.  The two dogs exit her bedroom behind her and follow us down the stairs.  I make a mental note that they are whining.  Something these two well-trained dogs don’t usually do often.  Either for typical forest noises nor for any other reason.  From somewhere deep inside, a little voice is telling me this isn’t good.
Fully dressed in our nightwear, we dawn jackets hanging on the mudroom wall rack, and open the back door to the rear courtyard.  The mercury vapor lamp at the other side of the courtyard bathes the area in a circle of concentrated and intense yellowish light as usual.  Rain is falling in great torrents and the light is reflecting off a growing pool of runoff water in the center.  In the middle of the pond, not moving, we can see the silhouette of the deputy lying prone.  Maria is now up and sharing the small space of the mud room with us.  She seems very agitated and implores us to call the sheriff.  “Please no go out there tonight Senior Raymond.”

Without a second’s hesitation, I foolishly rush out to see what has happened to the deputy.  I ask Marietta to stay put, but she follows closely behind, and stubbornly ignores my wishes, which concerns me greatly at this crucial moment.  She can often be a headstrong woman, and I yell back to her that this isn’t a good time to show her assertiveness.   She seems to be ignoring me and I am struggling with my inner feelings that tell me, we should both return to the safety of the house.   I cautiously cross the short distance from the back door to the fallen deputy, looking toward the dark forest in hopes of spotting our mystery friend from the barn fire episode.  We find the deputy has been shot in the upper right chest and seems in serious condition, unable to get a breath and barely able to speak.   The hair on the top of my head stands on end as the news registers in my brain.  It was a gun shot and there is someone nearby that means to do great harm. The deputy gathers enough breath to whisper that he saw someone by the car barn and went to investigate when he got shot.  I turn around 180 degrees from the forest, facing the car barn per the deputy’s observation. “Call the sheriff”, he implores me before collapsing into the muddy water.  He now seems unconscious.  

“This is insane”, I tell myself.  “I am fully exposed in the middle of a well-lit space, rain pouring down, gale-force winds whipping at us mercilessly, Marietta at my side, a seriously wounded deputy on the ground and two dogs now milling around us in the pool of water, whining.  I’m now wishing that I hadn’t let the dogs, Marietta or myself out here - but it’s too late and we need to get this kid some serious help as fast as possible.  
We agree that the deputy shouldn’t be moved.  Fortunately, he is doesn’t seem to be bleeding much, which tells us no major arteries or veins were hit.  My head begins to clear as the first shot of adrenalin subsides and I decide to stay with the fallen deputy.  I ask Marietta to go back to the house and ask Maria, to call the sheriff and bring back a blanket and some kind of waterproof covering.  Thankfully, she does as I ask.  As she turns toward the house, I can see Maria in the open mudroom doorway.  Marietta returns shortly with the two items and tells me that Maria has told her that she has already called the sheriff, but it will take him about 30-40 minutes to get here with an ambulance.   She said he told her that we were on our own until he gets there and not to do anything dumb. “Dumb?” I question out loud.  “Being a sitting duck in a pond in the center of a large, brightly lit courtyard with a gunman nearby doesn’t seem to get any dumber than that, does it?”
Now that we’ve done all that we can for the deputy, I plead with her to go back inside with Maria and lock the door.  “Take the dogs with you too.”  I shout.  She doesn’t move and I look from the deputy’s face to hers.  Marietta’s eyes are squinted against the wind and rain and she is shaking her head objecting to my request.  “Okay then.  But stay here and for Christ’s sake, and try and keep those dogs with you.”
Directing my attentions away from the deputy to the far building and scanning the large area surrounding us, it doesn’t take me long to notice the car barn door is slightly ajar. Assessing the overall situation to some degree in my mind, I foolishly decide I need to become the aggressor - going on the offensive, rather than standing around helplessly with my finger up my butt.  Marietta won’t budge and the deputy can’t be moved from the center of the open area, so I need to create a diversion or distraction by moving elsewhere.  “Distraction?  More like a moving target in a shooting gallery.”  I tell myself.  “My God.  What if this is a professional hit man?  Being the aggressor will only get me killed that much sooner.”
I take the unused service revolver from the deputy’s outstretched hand before sprinting towards the open car barn door.  Marietta grabs my sleeve and pleads with me not to go.  Like a newsreel quickly replaying in my head, I recall everything that has happened in the past few months and my senses smash the overload button, causing me to see only red.  I have a found a higher purpose, becoming very angry over whoever is out there.   Everything to this moment has piled up in one big emotional heap, and without conscious thought, I now find myself reacting like a man, gone berserk.  She doesn’t know it yet, but I can be a Hell of a lot more stubborn person than she can ever imagine being.  
I am halfway to the open door, before the red vision dissipates just enough to allow conscious thought processes to resume.  It is then that I realize Marietta is following just behind me.  She has left the deputy and is following me.  “Christ.  This is nuts.” I holler out loud in her direction.  My best psycho impersonation fails to impress her and she shakes her head, refusing to go back.  Maria is watching from the dry safety of the mud room door, but now decides to take Marietta’s place by throwing a jacket over her head and running to the abandoned deputy.  It occurs to me, this situation is going from bad to worse by the second.  Thunder rumbles loudly from somewhere nearby over our heads.
As I approach the open barn door, a blinding bolt of lightning strikes somewhere nearby.  I turn to see the lightning’s target is a giant redwood tree, not a hundred feet away from us, at the northern edge of the courtyard.  Another booming thunder clap follows and the ensuing cacophony of sounds smash over our heads, competing to split ears and Earth alike.  I can see the two dogs close to Maria, cower near the ground.  The large Redwood tree that was struck just seconds before begins emitting a loud cracking sound, and vies for my attention.  I watch it begin to cleave down the middle, with a large half, splintering away and falling in the general direction of the open driveway area.  As the 200 foot tall section of the tree begins its decent, it is hard for me to tell in the storm and darkness, exactly where it will fall.  I am powerless to do anything to stop the massive object and can only hold my breath, hoping for the best that it somehow misses everyone and everything.  Fortunately, the large section of the tree appears to fall harmlessly between Maria and us.  I quickly thank God we’ve all been spared.  The sweet smell of burnt wood, ozone and evergreen fill the air.
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CHAPTER THIRTY EIGHT - INTO THE BREACH

Precious seconds later, I come to the realization that I have been distracted from the dangerous condition nearby, which is not a particularly smart thing for me to be doing under the circumstances.  Marietta and I are just outside the open door, with our backs safely against the wall of the car barn.  The door has been slid back only a foot or so and as I sneak a peek inside the opening, can see only pitch blackness, serving as a warning against me going any further.  The screaming voice in my head warns me that there can be nothing but trouble inside this dark place.  I try to get Marietta to go back to the house, but again, she insists on staying with me.  As stubborn as me, she says, “If you go, I go.”  Damn women.
I sneak a second quick peek through the opening.  My eyes are having trouble adjusting from the lightning flash moments before and the slightly dimmer yard light to the relative darkness of the large interior of the car barn. Thanks to a few dim fluorescent lights illuminating both ends of the spacious room, I can slowly begin to make out details.  I see movement halfway down the building’s length.  I tell myself that if I don’t chase after whoever this is, they will make it to the rear exit door, and disappear into the darkness of the forest beyond.  If I let that happen, then this cycle of terrorism will never end.   I like it or not, I must act.

Presumably, there is only one person inside, which I reason, should make it somewhat safer for me to enter and pursue my quarry.  However, it doesn’t escape my mind that the person inside is armed, just shot a deputy and may be a trained professional assassin.   I’m counting on my quarry not knowing that I have the deputy’s gun - and I do know how to use it.  I take the necessary precautions to keep low and protect myself as I squeeze silently inside the narrow opening.  I have adrenalin coursing through my veins now, produced in large quantities by both anger and fear, which pushes me onward.  I try to recall those basic training combat techniques, learned during my Army Guard days that I hope are enough to give me a slight edge in this situation.  “But not nearly enough you simpleton, if you’re dealing with a professional.”  I remind myself. 
At that precise moment, the forgotten dogs slip past Marietta and me and into the spacious interior.  Buddy cautiously sniffs the floor, the other, Katie the air.  Before long, both begin growling as they continue to work their way inside and well beyond our grasp or ability to recall them.  Covering her mouth with both hands, Marietta gasps, “oh no.” 

Another lightning flash explodes somewhere outside the building and the few lights inside begin to flickering on and off, and I tell myself, that what little light there is, may leave at any moment.  Like I said, things seem to be going from bad to worse by the second.  If that happens, I’ll be totally vulnerable.  It occurs to me that the emergency lights will continue to work due to rechargeable batteries, should the power fail completely.  For now, they are working on the normally supplied electricity.  I also know that it will take a few seconds for the units to switch over to battery-backup and that little piece of knowledge could be to my advantage - “if” the power fails.  I keep that little tidbit at the forefront of my mind as I plan my next move.  I see new movement halfway down the length of the space.  The person was obviously stirred to movement by the sounds of the two advancing dogs.  I slip further inside the building and head in the general direction of the movements.  
With emergency lights winking on and off more rapidly now, objects in my vision become strobe-like.  I continue to step forward, ever so cautiously, and at the same pace as the two dogs that are also advancing, not far ahead of me.  Buddy stops in the middle of the room and with fangs exposed, growls menacingly to his left and into the space between two cars.  In the strobe-like lighting the large dog looks very Cujo-like and menacing.  His sister however, becomes frightened and retreats past me to Marietta’s side.  I’m praying that Buddy is more than enough of a distraction so that I can affect my plan. 
At that precise moment, the emergency lights finally wink out and I use the anticipated few seconds of pitch blackness, to my advantage.  I know that I have only 2 or 3 seconds, 4 at best; before the batteries and switching circuitry inside the wall-mounted emergency lighting units begin to function again and the lights come back on.  In the planned blackout, I quietly rush to my newly chosen location on the left side of the room, crouching low, between the row of cars and the long, wall-mounted workbench.  The emergency lighting fixtures, as expected begin to flicker and, a short second later, come to full on.  From my new vantage point though, I have lost sight of Buddy and my adversary.  However, I can hear the faint clatter of Buddy’s nails on the concrete floor nearby as they begin to gather speed.  I’m guessing that he has seen his target in the renewed light and is now charging his prey.  I am also figuring my adversary has seen my movements only moments before and is anticipating my continued action by coming straight down the middle aisle.
There is a loud bang and flash and I hear Buddy drop to the floor with a simultaneous yelp.   Marietta screams somewhere behind me and off to my right, which adds to the confusion in the dimly lit room.  The direction of her voice now tells me she is no longer at the main entrance door.  I’m hoping that wherever she is, she remains very cautious and that her dog Katie is still at her side and can protect her.
I remind myself that I have a gun in my hand and am fully prepared to use it.  I am also somewhat sure of myself that I have the advantage of surprise, with the person thinking I am somewhere else.  Thanks to the recent gun shot, I know vaguely where my target is.   So my plan is to quietly creep up the left aisle and surprise whoever it is from behind.  I’m betting heavily on the fact that whoever this gun man is, they think I am still following the dog down the main aisle, and are focusing their attention in that direction.  That’s all I have going for me and it comforts me little.  My heart his pounding in my ears.
Coming into my view is the head and shoulders of dark-clad figure as I begin to round the back of the old Alpha Romeo.  The person is crouching and facing away from me, as I had hoped, with their gun pointed toward the center of the room.  So far, so good.  Buddy lies at the person’s feet, motionless, with a small pool of dark blood underneath him.  
I tell myself, this is it.  The moment of truth has arrived.  I am no super hero and I realize my gun hand is shaking.  I try to control it and steel myself for what must be done.  It is now that I need to take action, but I momentarily hesitate, thinking about Buddy lying there.  This thought causes anger and a new surge of adrenalin, which courses instantly through my body.  My heart beat increases and I can hear it pounding even louder in my ears.  Reacting as though I was viewing an out-of-body experience, I watch my body take flight.   I am now lunging toward my prey from behind the Alpha and it feels as if some stranger has taken over of my body actions.  It is as if I was operating on “auto-pilot” or as if someone else occupied my body, and I felt powerless to alter the course of my body’s actions, despite my brain’s instructions for self-preservation – all in slow motion.
As luck would often happen, my first footstep before launching myself, landed on top of a forgotten wrench that was lying, hidden on the floor near the left rear tire of the Alpha.  Like a banana peel, the steel wrench slips out from under my foot, sending the wayward tool off in one direction, while the revolver in my hands flies in the opposite direction.  In a second or two of continued slow motion, I can here the wrench clattering across the open space between the two parked cars - past my adversary and under the next car, while I fall ineptly to my backside.  

Whoever the black clad figure is directly in front of me – be it amateur or professional, instinctively reacts to the steel on concrete noise and begins to wheel around.   But instead of toward me, as I had at first expected of them, their interest and pointed pistol instead follows the skittering sound of the metal wrench.  When the person realizes a nanosecond too late, what it was that made the sound, they quickly re-direct their search in the direction of its origin.   I can see a hooded figure and their surprised-looking eyes beginning to zero in on my prostrate body.  There is a vague hint of recognition as I watch these eyes move towards me, but I can’t recall where it was I had seen them before.  More important to my survival at the moment, was regaining any slight advantage.  Had the hooded person been a second or so quicker to react, they would have seen me gather myself and scramble the remaining few feet that lay between us, toward them. 
Again in slow motion, the gun begins to swing in my direction.  It’s too late.  That split second advantage is mine and I come crashing down on them, taking round one of this fight.  Having the benefit of surprise in a hand to hand battle is a good thing I reminded myself, provided you kept the advantage until submission.  The momentum could just as easily shift to the opponent if I wasn’t conscientious and continued to press my attack - or if, God help me, I am outmatched.   Could this be a professional hit man come for Maria?  No time for anything but good reactions now, I quickly tell myself – expert assassin or not.
With the wind slightly knocked out of me in my Hollywood-style aerial assault, I am just now realizing I am not as quick to react to my adversary’s movements as I should be.   I can see the adversary’s gun, slowly swinging around, once again in my direction.  I wrestle with all my might against the squirming body beneath me, with the ache still burning in my lungs.  I desperately suck in huge breaths to regain my strength.  I realize that there can only be one winner in this contest - either them or me.  While just barely holding the advantage, I conclude that it sure as Hell wasn’t going to be me.

In our tussle, I saw a pair of glasses not far away, lying on the floor.  Maybe this person really needed them?  Would a professional killer wear glasses?  I took courage from that and doubled my efforts.  Both of us huffed and puffed but I was keeping the advantage and had the person almost pinned on their stomach with arms spread.  It occurred to me from guttural sounds below me that I was wrestling with a man – and a man that was slightly smaller than me.
During my struggles, I had forgotten about Marietta until I caught a glimpse of her coming around the front of the Alpha Romeo.  Seeing her, and not having fully suppressed my opponent, I screamed a warning to “get back”.  It was too late.  The man I was wrestling with still possessed his gun and was waving it around maniacally at the end of his extended left arm.  To my horror, in that split second, the gun discharged and I watched Marietta collapse on the concrete floor.

In a fit of blinding red rage at seeing Marietta shot, I released my right hand from his outstretched right arm and immediately slammed his head into the painted concrete floor with every fiber of strength I could muster.   The man under me went instantly limp and stayed that way.  I was now exhausted.  I stood on wobbly legs over the inert body of my adversary and kicked the gun from his hand.  It went skittering into the center of the room.  I went to Marietta, deeply afraid she was mortally wounded.
She was on her side in the curled, fetal position, groaning loudly.  I uncurled her enough to see a bullet wound in her lower abdomen and a rosette of crimson blood blossoming around the wound. Though in considerable pain, she somehow managed to give me orders, “Go.  Go finish this up, Ray.” Then, she passed out.
 I ran to the nearby work bench and searched for some rope or wire.  I found a supply bin containing plastic zip ties, which I grabbed and used to tie the man’s arms and legs snuggly together, while he still remained face down and unconscious.  I stood hovering over the unconscious bulk of a man, dressed all in black, while trying to catch my breath and surveying the scene.  Marietta looked in serious trouble, lying next to her dog Buddy that was also somehow, miraculously still breathing.  Amazingly, the dog took a shot at point blank range and appeared to be still alive.  I think I owed that dog my life for creating the diversion I needed.  Thankfully, the sheriff and the ambulance had been called and were probably only minutes away.  It was clear that two people and a dog needed serious medical attention very soon, if they were going to survive.  

Bile rose in my throat, as I stood there, anger quickly overtaking my worries and I kicked the son-of-a-bitch in the gut.   There was a muffled groan.  My brain now asked the obvious, “Well?  Who is this person?”  I rolled the still unconscious body over and ripped off the black wool hood.  I stood there in amazement.  It was Gustav Maher, sans glasses lying motionless on the gray painted floor of the car barn.  I couldn’t believe what I was seeing.  “That man lived with us for nearly four days” I reminded myself.  Then out loud I said, “Why would a quiet little wine expert do all this?  What possible reason could he have that would cause him to do all this?”
“Maybe when he regains consciousness he can tell you.”  The rather loud, assertive voice came from the center of the room, causing me to turn in that direction.  Maria stood in the center of the room, holding Gustav’s gun, pointing it in my general direction.  Her long dark hair was totally soaked and clung to the side of her wet face creating the illusion of madman or perhaps Medusa herself reincarnated.   Any previous expressions of panic and fear I remembered seeing earlier were now gone and replaced by a deep scowl and a look of deadpan seriousness.   I was confused.  “Was she in some kind of shock?”
Gently I said, “Maria.  Thank God you’re here.  You can help me tend to Marietta.  You can leave that gun where you found it and come help me please.”  To my surprise she didn’t respond as I asked, but continued to stand there.  Her scowl was now turning to a nervous sort of smirk.  Things weren’t adding up.
“I don’t think you understand what is happening here Mr. McIntyre.” She said without her usual and contrived accent.  I blinked several times to clear my mind.  “You see Mr. McIntyre, I am not the little servant woman from Venezuela you thought I was.  Nor am I Spanish.  I am a full-blooded Italian and the man you’re standing over is my loving husband Ricardo Oberti.  He and I were former owners of this ranch.  However, one thing remains true, my name is still Maria.”  She was now grinning and gesturing loosely with the gun as she spoke.  “Now I suggest you find something to remove those bindings from my husband before I do some shooting of my own.”

I was dumbfounded and could do nothing but stare in disbelief.  It came to me that if I stalled her long enough, the sheriff would soon be coming to our aid.  She must have read my thoughts somehow, and said, “If you’re waiting on the sheriff and ambulance, I’m afraid you’ll be rather disappointed.  I lied earlier to your little girlfriend Marietta, about calling them.  I’m sorry to tell you, no one is coming to your rescue.”

My mind snapped on the realization of her treason, which left me with a feeling of both disappointment and anger.  Feelings so strong they overcame my fear and I began to move toward her.  She pulled the hammer back on the revolver.  The distinctive sound got the intended reaction she wanted and I froze in mid-step.  “I don’t get it Maria.  What could you or your husband have possibly done that could return your property to you legally?  You surely couldn’t expect to keep the property this way?  What you’re doing now makes this all totally insane.  Can you see that?”

“Yes I realize that Mr. McIntyre.  Ricardo hadn’t planned it to work this way, and I certainly didn’t condone what he had planned either.  Not at first at least.  He believed that given enough time, things would begin to work in our favor.  I tried to make him see the folly of his idea, but he would have none of it.  And I, like a loyal and trusted wife of many years, reluctantly agreed to help.   I never expected things to turn out this way either.  Now that they have…”
Maria’s words trailed off and she had stopped talking, seemingly replaying the past in her head.  I watched, wondering what she was thinking and what her next move would be.  The few words she had spoken were easily translated and I suddenly realized, held dire consequences for us.  It wasn’t long before she returned from her memories and gestured for me to get some snips from the workbench.  As I turned to find some wire snips, I asked Maria, “So tell me Maria.  What crazy plan could your husband have contrived that made him feel so cock sure that he could get your ranch back someday?  

As I returned with a pair of wire snippers and kneeled to cut the bindings, Maria told me, “It was when we saw the ad in the weekly Bodega newspaper looking for a housekeeper and cook that Ricardo first came up with his plan.”  I delayed cutting the ties a little while longer, pretending to care about her story.  She seemed dazed and wanting to talk about her lengthy ordeal.  I let her continue though I was becoming concerned about time running out on Marietta and the deputy.

“You see Mr. McIntyre, my husband was becoming increasingly angrier about loosing his family’s inheritance because of a few bad years, and he was always telling me that some day he would get the place back.  He felt extremely guilty about losing three generations of his family’s estate and needed to find someway of reversing things.  Without the farm for income, we were constantly looking for ways to make ends meet and I needed employment anyway.  So when we saw the ad, it was a natural fit, knowing the house as I did.  So I applied.  He reasoned that if I could get paid by the new owners, while I was on the inside, I could spy on their lifestyle and finances; I might find some hidden weakness that eventually would allow him to plot their downfall.  He hadn’t counted on Mr. Bain’s resources though and soon realized he would have to think of something different, like vandalism and other things to discourage them from staying.  I soon found out by rummaging around Mr. Bain’s desk that he was in need of a wine expert.  Something my husband knew a great deal about.  Since they had never met, Ricardo applied.  After those four days he stayed at the house, Mr. Bain hired him, telling him that he was eager to give him a home to live in, a large salary and full charge of his vineyard and new winery, when Ricardo returned.  The irony of it all was that it would be at the ultimate expense and sacrifice of the people who bought our home out from under us in the first place.  Poetic justice don’t you think Senior Raymond?”  The sarcasm of her phony dialect didn’t go unnoticed by me and I found myself squeezing my fists into a ball to help control my building temper.
Patronizing her further, I asked, “So what went wrong Maria?  He obviously didn’t let the plan develop over the years like he had planned.”  Oberti was starting to regain consciousness and I had still to cut his bindings, stalling as long as I could.  All the while, I was sliding closer and closer to Marietta to try and comfort and examine her. She was in obvious pain, but fortunately, I could not see much blood.  I felt that was somehow a good sign.  Apparently, the bullet had passed harmlessly through muscle tissues and missed major arteries.  I noticed her eyes flickering open and then fix on mine.  I raised a finger to my lips indicating she be quiet. Thankfully, she obeyed, and I wiped the perspiration from her brow with my thumb eliciting a slight smile.  Her face then contorted into a wrinkled mask of pain.  I was reminded of the seriousness of getting immediate medical help, but knew now that the sheriff’s posse’ wouldn’t be charging to our rescue.
Maria focused her attentions on me once again and told me, in no certain terms to cut the “damn” bindings “now”.  I did as I was told.  Oberti was just starting to come around.  He had a large goose egg growing on his forehead and seemed to be having difficulty focusing on his surroundings without his glasses.  Slowing, I reached out the short distance, and gathered up his thick glasses and hid them under Marietta’s prone body.  Time was starting to run out on both of us.  Once this crazy man regained full consciousness, who knew what he might be capable of alongside his foolish wife.  He had already murdered one person and attempted murder on at least two other people.  Once he came round, I was as good as dead meat.
“Things were going according to plans until Ricardo came to stay for those four days.”  Maria continued to recall.  “It was too much for him to endure and that’s when he began getting ideas about finding ways to kill off Mr. Bain instead of waiting for him to go broke and lose interest in the farm.  He couldn’t wait around all those years.  He figured Mr. Bain was the goose that was laying the golden eggs, so to speak, and that without him, Marietta would get discouraged being on her own and leave the ranch, going back to her native France.  And once he knew you liked to play mechanic on Mr. Bain’s cars, he figured out a way to frame you by tampering with the brake system.  Something, you bragged to me about doing one afternoon.  Remember?  Like killing two birds with one stone sort of speaking.  However, I felt that killing Mr. Bain was too drastic and I begged and pleaded for him not to do it.  But Ricardo was so crazy angry after living in his own house as a hired hand that he couldn’t see straight.  He just couldn’t stand it any longer and snapped.  At that point, I could only watch helplessly from the sidelines.  Once he left the house and rented a small room in Jenner, I had no control over his actions, and everything went out of control.  Until the time he had orchestrated Mr. Bain’s death, I always figured I could stop him.”

Maria stopped talking and started to turn, distracted by something off to her left.  I couldn’t imagine what she was looking at until I saw the profile of Katie, the second dog, flying through the air in attack mode.  The poor dog had somehow managed to regain her courage and was arriving at our rescue at just the right time.   Maria threw crossed arms across her face in self defense just as Katie was about to collide with her.  The gun fell from her hand upon impact and landed on the opposite side of Ricardo from where I was sitting with Marietta.  As I began to recover the loose weapon, Oberti started sliding in that direction as well, with his freed hands stretching and reaching out for the gun.  He was inches away when I pounced and landed on him, letting my body go limp to deliver as much dead weight as I could.  Unfortunately, he managed to reach the gun and I suddenly became fearful of another round of stray bullets.  I could hear Katie and Maria still struggling somewhere behind me.  Despite my actions, Oberti managed to slide out from under me and he now sat pointing the gun at me.  We were doomed.

Still gathering his senses, he rubbed the large bump on his head and squinted angrily in my direction, in apparent recognition of the person who gave him the new facial appendage.  “Okay Mr. Architect.  The time for fun and games is over.  It’s time for me to show you who the new boss is around here.”

“Yes it is.” came a voice from off to Oberti’s right.  From where I am lying, I can’t see who it is, but damned if it doesn’t sound like the sheriff’s voice.  “Drop the gun Mr. Oberti.  You’re right; the time for fun and games is over.”  
Oberti having nothing to lose at this point must have figured he could surprise the sheriff and get off a lucky shot in his direction.  Bu it didn’t work as he had planned.  The sheriff was the quicker draw and placed one well aimed slug through Oberti’s forehead.  The sound of both shots was deafening in the reflective interior of the spacious car barn.  Maria stopped fighting with the dog and turned to see what was left of her husband, slump to the floor, with blood and gray matter splattering on the white walls behind him.  Maria stared in disbelief, then began a loud, desolate wail as additional deputies came rushing up, released Katie’s death grip and handcuffed the defeated woman. 
The sheriff approached the man lying on the floor and proclaimed, “Mr. Oberti?  What in the world?  I thought we were rid of you months ago?  I can’t believe this.”  
“How did you know to come out here sheriff?  I can’t believe your good timing.  If you had been a few minutes longer, I suspect Marietta and I would have been history.  That guy and his wife made one big crazy tag team.”

“Our deputy had hourly radio check-ins with our dispatcher, who sits at her desk throughout the night.  When he failed to check in at the prescribed time, she figured that their might be foul play afoot and called me as instructed.  I immediately called a few of my deputies along with an ambulance, just in case, and we all came running with our sirens off.”

As he finished, two EMT’s wheeled a gurney in next to Marietta and began examining her.  They didn’t waste time in getting an IV hooked up and took her away.  One of them came over to check on Oberti, but the sheriff waved him away, saying, “Nothing you can do for that one.  I’ll send the coroner out for him later.”  A paramedic put a sheet over him and left.  Two deputies took Maria away in handcuffs to a waiting squad car.  The fight was gone in Maria and she sagged in despair, leaving the deputies to half drag her from the barn, while continuing her pitiful wailing the entire way.  Another deputy gathered up Buddy and headed for his car and the nearest veterinarian.  Katie followed the pair closely behind.

The two of us now alone in the silence of the car barn, spent a long while saying nothing at first.  I went to the barn’s refrigerator and pulled out two long necks.  Offering one to the sheriff I told him the crazy story I had just heard from Maria Oberti.  “Damdest thing I ever heard.”  he said.  “I have to admit…Oberti was never on our radar scope.  Now that I think back on it, he was pretty upset as at the time over the foreclosure sale, and in 20/20 retrospect we should have given him some serious interest.  Listen.  I suspect both the deputy and Mrs. Bain will be transferred to the hospital in Santa Rosa by helicopter from our little clinic, given the serious nature of their wounds.  I need to get a statement from both of them eventually, so you’re welcome to ride over with me if you’d like.  That’s also my little way of saying I’m sorry I once suspected you of murder.
“Apologies accepted sheriff.”  

“Jim.  Please call me Jim.  Let’s lock this place up.  Not much more we can do here for the time being.  My team can come back and investigate the crime scene later and deal with Mr. Oberti.”

DEWPOINT

CHAPTER THIRTY NINE – SUNSHINE FOLLOWS A STORM

Both Marietta and the wounded deputy were taken to the clinic in the ambulance and then, as expected, promptly flown by Medivac helicopter over the hill to Santa Rosa.  Sheriff Jim and I had left well before liftoff at my insistence, so I could be in Santa Rosa as soon as possible.  They beat us by a good forty-five minutes regardless, and had already been whisked away to surgery.
I was told that Marietta was still unconscious when she arrived, and she and the wounded deputy spent little time in their examining rooms.  There was nothing for the sheriff and me to do, but keep each other company.  Our tiny waiting room was just outside the double doors leading to the surgery suite, so no one could come or go without our knowing it.  
The sun was starting to rise, but there was little light that morning with the storm still raging outside.  One hour in surgery turned to two hours and we still hadn’t been told a thing about Marietta’s or the deputy’s conditions.  An orderly came around with a cart about seven that morning and replaced the empty coffee urn with a full one and plugged it in.  Sheriff Jim and I listened as the large coffee-maker perked and the view gauge on the side rose with dark liquid.  

Oddly I thought, this was harder for me to bear than watching her being shot by Oberti, a few hours earlier.  Though I was making no conscious recognition of the fact at the moment, I found I wasn’t just worrying about a good friend in distress, but someone I had come to care very deeply for.  

After nearly three hours, a surgical nurse mercifully came out to explain what was happening in the surgery suites.  She turned first to the sheriff and told him the deputy would survive his wounds and was being taken to post-op any minute. He had undergone a delicate and lengthy surgery to repair internal bleeding and a punctured lung.  The bullet had nicked a major blood vessel with a lot of internal bleeding that required a lengthy surgery to repair.  The nurse also told us, we did the right thing not moving him, as the bullet had lodged dangerously close to his spinal cord.  It would be a long time until he was out of the woods, but she told us, that he should be recovering fairly soon from all his injuries.  “He was a very lucky young man.” She added.

The nurse’s choice to talk about the deputy first, suggested to me that Marietta’s injuries could be worse and were intentionally saved for me until the last.  Consequently, a large knot began to grow in my stomach while I listened.  Finally turning to me she said, “Mrs. Bain was determined to have a severe abdominal injury low in her abdomen that required a lengthier surgery, I’m afraid.  The path of the bullet had entered her bowel among other things, which put her in critical condition.  As you can imagine, there are special considerations for such injuries.  The doctors are still working on her…” she continued to offer “…and it will be at least another hour or so until they are done. Unless something else comes up, we think she should come through this just fine though.  We will keep you both posted on their progress, whenever we can.”  Jim patted me on the back.  I thankfully smiled in his direction for his concern.
Suddenly, I felt restless and involuntarily stood to stretch my legs, deciding a walk to the cafeteria and some much needed food would do me some good.  Better than just sitting around.  I was having a very hard time with this.  The memories rushed back and reminded me all too much, of the days and hours spent in the Monterey Hospital waiting on news about Cheryl.  The sheriff declined my offer to join me, but asked that I bring him back something.  Walking down the brightly lit, antiseptic smelling hallways, I finally allowed myself a sigh of relief, thanks to the nurse’s encouraging news.  Seconds later, tears slowly ran down my cheeks.  I was confused by my reaction, not knowing if it were due to memories of my lost wife, for Marietta, or both.  
The cafeteria was nearly empty at this early hour and I sat at a small table with my selection of coffee and an apricot Danish for breakfast.   Though I was ravenous, I couldn’t bring myself to touch the pastry.  Instead, I sat there replaying the entire evening’s events over and over in my head.  One thought kept coming to the forefront, nagging at me to deal with; “What if you had done things differently, Ray?  Could you have avoided the outcome of Marietta being shot?  Maybe Oberti wouldn’t be dead either had you played your cards differently.”  That last thought brought an immediate response to mind, “Fuck Oberti.  He murdered my friend in a calculated and cold-blooded fashion.  Fuck him.  He deserved what he got.  You saved the taxpayers a shit load of money.  But what if I had done things differently?  Could I have avoided putting Marietta in harm’s way?  What if I had simply stayed in the house and called the police first?  No.”  I told myself. “Someone had to check on the deputy.  And that someone had to be.  Could I have stopped Marietta and the dogs?  Not likely.”

These and other thoughts processed themselves over and over in my head until the truth was distilled from the mash.  “There really wasn’t anything I could have done differently.  Sometimes things just happen a certain way, no matter how you react or plan it.”  My tiredness and emotions suddenly overwhelmed me and I put my face in my hands and let it all go.  The tears came in a great rush and it seemed I was unable to control my emotions.  I didn’t fight it.  It felt deeply cleansing and therapeutic.  After a few minutes, I was spent and new thoughts bubbled to the surface.  

“Maybe Erika was right all along.  Maybe I had somehow fallen in love with my best friend’s wife like she suspected I had.  Maybe that was consistent in some odd way.  If he liked her for certain reasons, maybe, as his closest friend, our thought processes were identical and I liked her also, for identical reasons?”  This was more than I cared to deal with at the moment.  I struggled to resolve these thoughts, but it was just too much.  However, one thing I was becoming certain of; I was in love with Marietta to some degree.  Probably more than I cared to admit to myself at the moment, but never the less, more than just a friend.  I decided to leave it at that for the time being and deal with it on a day to day basis.  I needed to get back in the waiting room so I could hear how her surgery was going.  “Yes I cared for her a great deal.”  On my way out, I grabbed my Danish for Jim.

“Hey Ray.  I’m glad you’re back.”  Taking the Danish from my hands, he continued, “You just missed the surgical nurse.  She came to tell us that Marietta’s surgery was over and she has been transferred to post-op.  They say she is going to be just fine, downgrading her condition from critical to satisfactory.”   The news hit me harder than I expected and I collapsed in a chair and breathed a huge sigh of relief.  Tears again came to my eyes and again Jim put his hand knowingly on my back.  “I’m on my way to post-op to see my deputy.  They say he’s coming round and I’d like to be there with him, after I gulp down this pastry.  Care to go with me?”

“No.  I think I’ll sit here a little while longer and gather up my emotions a bit before facing anything more this morning.”  

DEWPOINT

CHAPTER FOURTY – THE STORM’S AFTERMATH

Before Marietta returned home from the hospital, I had to bury Buddy behind the car barn.  He wasn’t as fortunate that night, and had died on the veterinarian’s operating table the same morning and hour as Marietta was in surgery.  He gave his life twice for us, as Marietta would insist in telling me later.  The first time was protecting me and the second, she was certain, was giving his last breath for her while she was on the operating table.  I wanted to challenge her on that, but good sense always goes hand in hand with intelligence, and I wisely chose to keep my mouth shut on the topic of miracles.  
While Marietta was stuck in the hospital for two weeks recuperating, I took advantage of my free time for a short trip back to the Monterey Peninsula to deal with a few matters.   While home, I concluded that I was ready to retire from my business as a full-time, practicing architect and partner.  I would consider a part-time, sole-practitioner practice later on if I found I missed it.   Dabbling so-to-speak for now, in whatever I felt like, instead of an everyday “have to” job, seemed like the right thing for me to do.  My return to the ranch, I decided, would only be for an undetermined period of time - just long enough for me to help Marietta with a few things.  Her doctors told her that it would likely take her at least a few weeks before she had any appreciable strength and perhaps several months after that, before she was up to full speed.   There was much to deal with on the ranch and I reckoned she could use me.   
Running the ranch for Marietta that first month, especially the cattle business consumed a great deal of my time and energy.   Stu was long gone and we had yet to decide upon a replacement, so for the time being, I consulted the veterinarian who worked on Buddy as much as he would allow me to pick his brain.  Likewise, no housekeeper had been found to replace Maria, so Marietta and I shared the responsibilities of cleaning the house and cooking the meals.  We often laughed over two millionaires not being capable of hiring help and doing all the work ourselves.  She took on as much of the light stuff, while I handled the heavier chores – mostly things outside the house.  In this way, we settled into an easy and comfortable routine as the months flew by.  

When she was finally physically and mentally ready, we scattered Jean Paul’s ashes, as per his written instructions, in his little vineyard.  Each of us said a few words.  It was a tearful moment for both, with neither one saying much afterwards.  In some peculiar way, it seemed to be an exclamation mark to our oddly developing relationship.  Not that there were any problems.  There weren’t.  We were always friendly and cordial to each other and there was never any additional stress due to money or outside influences like most people experience.  Nope.  More than anything else I think, we just kept a respectful distance out of an unspoken sense to allow the other person time to mourn and grow.  I really wanted Marietta to have ample time to grieve and heal completely.  She has told me often how much my help has meant to her and that it would be impossible to do everything that was needed, without my being there.
Each of us had our daily routine of chores and personal pleasures, and life was settling into a very comfortable arrangement the way we were addressing things.  There were my moments, where I felt I had better make plans to move back to Pacific Grove and my own home, to finally sort out my own life.  However, I could never get my head into it.  That old life between Cheryl dying and flying up here seemed like an eternity to me now.  Surprisingly, this new life style felt good to me.  

Like Marietta, we each needed outside diversions, and each of us had our own reasons for taking frequent trips into Bodega Bay.  Hers were generally for her charitable functions and shopping, while mine were more for entertainment and making new friends.  I found I needed some male companionship from time to time and the morning coffee-klatch at Sal’s fit the bill just fine.  I was eagerly welcomed into the threesome of Frank the garage owner, Jim the sheriff and Florie the mayor.  I suspected Frank wanted me there for my newly acquired auto collection and knowledge about flying.  The mayor wanted me there to try and talk me into becoming the next dual-titled Planning Director and Chief Building Inspector, as the current man was about to retire.  Jim and I had already bonded at the hospital, but later found, we were closer kin by being old, die-hard San Francisco Forty-Niner fans.  Frank and Florie were Raider fans and that suited us just fine, making it two against two in the Monday morning quarterbacking discussions.  It doesn’t get any cozier than that and I fit right into the regular group.  Sal even had a little table reservation sign made for us that simply said “ROMEO”.  She told us that it stood for Real Old Men Eating Out.  Other patrons always got a good laugh when the heard our clarification.  I told the mayor I would consider the position later, after the new house was built, but it likely wouldn’t be yes.  I was still considering establishing my own little “hole-in-the-wall” practice and thinking about asking a young associate to come join me.

The new house was officially deemed approved, and the plans were completed in Pacific Grove, thanks to Erika and her drafting team.  It took several weeks after that for the county to review the construction documents and send them back to the city to issue an official building permit.  The town ultimately lost interest in the fight and some people actually began wishing us well.  More than anything, Marietta wanted the house built.  She was also insistent that I stay on until its completion as the construction manager.  I readily accepted. “Why not?” I thought. “This will be your signature house when it’s done, and supervising the construction will only insure it’s done the way I wanted it to be.”  Erika asked if she could come and visit from time to time to watch and help if needed.  I readily accepted that offer as well.  She said she really missed the countryside.
Construction began on the new house on the knoll and I enjoyed my daily walk down to the site to interact with the supervisor – a licensed general contractor named Bryan Boos.  Bryan and I decided together, on being politically correct by hiring Indian Tom to oversee the digging of the foundations in case any of his ancestor’s bones were truly there.  This took some doing, as Tom felt the job was somehow a charity offering and at first, he was too proud to accept anything like that.  We finally convinced him it wasn’t and that he was really needed and would definitely earn his pay.  From the start, he put his back into the job and earned every penny we paid him, and then some.  As for ancestral bones - there were none, to his great surprise and chagrin, and our relief. 
Bryan and I decided we liked his work ethic and kept him on as a general laborer and foreman after the foundation was dug and gave him a decent salary.  He showed he knew a lot about construction from previous jobs held elsewhere, which helped the contractor immensely.  Bryan even allowed him to take up residence in the construction trailer he rented for the project’s duration.  George found his niche in life, it seemed, and blossomed with self-respect and real, hard-earned cash in his pockets.  Marietta would hire him later on as a full-time ranch hand.   She built a caretaker’s unit as a replacement for the potting shed and later, let him live there rent free as a supplement to his salary.  
Marietta eventually sold the 200 acres of grapes and detailed plans for a new winery to a genuinely interested young couple we liked from Los Angeles, who bought the place in hopes of starting a new, more relaxed lifestyle.  Talk about your winos.  Those two were absolutely obsessed with the subject and were eager to get their fingers stained.  We became good friends and accompanied them often to Napa Valley and many Vintners’ Association functions.  In return for their good fortune, they kept us well-supplied in premium wines and we kept their freezer full of choice cuts of our premium beef.
After Stu was released from his obligation to stay close, we were told he immediately went back to Texas with his wife.  Last we heard, they were in the middle of a divorce due to his abuse and infidelity.  Marietta eventually hired another couple to replace Stu to run the cattle end of things.  What did I really know about cattle anyway?  I did my best those first few months, but was falling hopelessly behind in the little, technically important things only a veterinarian or cattle expert could do.
Maria Oberti stood trial for one count of complicity in a murder and two counts of attempted murder, with the more serious of the two charges; being the attempt on the life of a law enforcement officer.  During the trial, she explained that her husband couldn’t stand being the responsible person, after nearly one hundred years of family ownership, who had lost his grandfather and father’s dream for a winery and the family estate.  She admitted that he lost the ranch and everything else he owned due to his gambling habits at a nearby Indian gaming casino over the span of a few years.   After losing the place in foreclosure, he became obsessed to do the right thing for his family name and to set about to make things straight - no matter what the costs. Maria felt compelled as his wife, to help him achieve his goals.  Though she hadn’t expected him to go off the deep end and murder Jean Paul, she felt, staying by his side, supporting him, no matter the consequences, was her mandate in life.  The whole ordeal, including watching her husband’s brains blown out the back of his head had taken its toll on Maria.  She was far from the sane acting person we had come to know, and at the request of her free defense counsel, pleaded her insanity.  She received a sentence of 20-30 years for abetting Jean Paul’s murder and an additional 8-10 years for the two other murder attempts.  If she were a model inmate, she could be paroled in about 30 years at the earliest.  We heard through the sheriff that she was working daily in the kitchen as a cook and a model inmate.  Marietta and I were naturally shaken by the realization that you never knew most people like you really thought you did.
That little realization grew in me as well with my feelings for Marietta.  Getting to know her, as I did these past few months, and in the way we coexisted in the same house, helped me solidify my true feelings.  Since our short visit to Pacific Grove and all the things we have both endured from the night she was shot, she had changed considerably in my mind and heart.  She had gone from my impression of her as a self-centered, callous, and flirtatious woman, into a softer, more introspective and complete person.  I found that my original reservations about her had completely vanished, having more to do I think, with my own reservations about new relationships and commitments in my life. I was becoming extremely comfortable being around her as the days and months passed.  I also enjoyed sharing the responsibilities of running the house and ranch with her and genuinely liked being around her.  I now regard my old friend Jean Paul’s actions toward his new wife to be totally wrong-minded.  Had he instead treated her as a partner, he would have reaped immeasurable rewards from a woman who wanted nothing more than to be an equal partner.

The trauma of watching her being shot, the surgery and subsequent recovery, while at the hospital and later at the house, all had its softening effect on me – that’s true.  But I now found, my feelings for her had gone well beyond those feelings comprised mostly of sympathy, to that of a growing fondness and true affection.  Being totally truthful with myself, I was now in love with this newer version of Marietta and myself, and there was something about the whole experience that I found irresistible.  
After the first month or so of trying to avoid each other, we slowly gravitated to each other, welcoming civil conversations that had nothing to do with the running of the ranch.  I liked those moments more than I was able to admit to myself.  For some inexplicable reason I refused to fully admit Marietta into my life or accept my growing affections for her.  Some of that, I reasoned, was because she was my best friend’s former wife, which seemed somehow wrong.  I subconsciously worried how we would be perceived by others inside that first year of his death.   The second, and more subtle reason that I tried to suppress, was the enduring love I still had for my late wife, Cheryl.   Pursuit of another woman always felt like I was somehow abandoning the love I still carried in my heart for her. 
Erika passed the Professional portion of her state exams and also became engaged to a nice attorney ten years older than she was.   She had acknowledged her preference for older men, and during a recent trip north, admitted to having a secret crush on me, due primarily to our close proximity, working together.  She apologized for all the grief she had given me at the time.   She didn’t understand herself back then and went on to tell me, she was just jealous of my fascination with Marietta.  We joked about my silly matrix and Jealousy as one of the Deadly Sins. She was also due to receive her license and a generous promotion the coming spring if she stayed with the office.
I asked her if she had any interests in moving to Bodega Bay and starting a small practice, that only accepted a few, select commissions a year in the western states.  This is what I had been thinking about – starting a design / build firm that did the kind of projects JP and Marietta had commissioned us to do.  She liked the idea very much but needed to consult first with her fiancé.  Erika in turn asked two favors of me in return for her serious consideration.  Puzzled, I couldn’t imagine what it would be.  

“First, since I have no father, I want you to give me away at our wedding.  Second, I want you to sit down with Marietta and tell her how you feel about her, Ray, and let go of your past.  It’s okay to remember the good times with your late wife, but that’s ancient history, and you need to live for today my friend.  Thomas Fuller once said, “That which is bitter may be sweet to remember.”  Erika stopped for effect and to give me time to respond.

I couldn’t.  I was instantly defensive and angry.  How could she so easily intrude on my private affairs?  What did this youngster know anyway?  It was also embarrassing that someone could think they could read your emotions so clearly.  Truthfully, she hit the nail on the head.  I was smitten with Marietta.  I just couldn’t find the way to let one part of my life go and another part of my life live.  I finally mumbled a barely audible, “I suppose you might be right.”  Well at least she hadn’t called me “boss”.

“Listen, Ray,…” she continued, “…I have watched you admire Marietta from the very beginning, even if you didn’t see it then or now.  And I can tell as a woman, Ray, she has the same feelings about you.  Why you two haven’t come together in the last three months or so is anybody’s guess.  Whatever reasons you guys think you may have for keeping your distances can’t be as important or as rewarding as living your futures together.  If you ask me, I think both of you have found your perfect match, don’t you think?  And besides, I give you my blessings.”  We both laughed at that one.  “I think you’ll make the perfect couple.  Don’t you, boss?”

I again mumbled something under my breath to the effect that, “I would think about what she had said.”  Erika laughed in disbelief of my old ways.

I had that talk soon after with Marietta.  Erika was right about everything.

Fall finally arrived, bringing to the north coast much welcomed periods of sunshine, interspersed with the occasional rainy day.  The grasses and endangered shrubs turned from the dead and brown of summer to emerald green after a few rains.  Without foggy days in our lives, I have learned, it is nearly impossible to fully appreciate the sunny ones.  
The house was finally finished and furnished and found its way into several magazines.  Not long after its completion it hosted a double wedding.  It proved to be a great place to entertain and live.
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