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      Painting is a very demanding activity.  It’s your body and your soul, moving as one to create something beautiful with paints and brushes on an otherwise blank surface.  I think maybe everyone has artistic ability to one degree or another.  It’s something we’re all born with, like the ability to walk upright on our feet.  Anyone can put streaks of reds and blues and greens on a canvas and make them look like something.  They have children do it in kindergarten all the time.

      Now, being able to make the colors live and breathe and have meaning…that’s not just art.  That’s talent.  It’s a gift.

      My arm is starting to ache from the time and effort I’ve already put into this painting in front of me.  I need to remind myself to go slow, to let the paint show me where it needs to be placed, to let my gift flow through me.  Breathe in, and breathe out, and let the brush fall where it wants to.  Let my spirit move my hand.

      The once blank 18 by 24 canvas is now full of color.  I’m now looking at a brilliant representation of the aura of the woman sitting in the chair across from me.

      I stretch my shoulders to ease a cramp in the muscles.  I’ve had to go pee for like the last fifteen minutes or so.  There are other little discomforts, too, but my gift won’t let me stop.  Not until the painting is done.

      This talent of mine first showed itself to me after the worst moment of my life—a car accident that took my family from me.  My husband James, and my beautiful little girl Nell.  That was more than seven months ago now and the pain is still with me, even if it’s a little less now than it was yesterday, and a little more than it will be tomorrow.  Pain like this never goes away.  Really, I wouldn’t want it to.  If I ever for a day forgot how much it hurt, I’m afraid I would forget them.  That’s not something I would ever want to happen.

      The accident put me in a coma.  When I woke, my family was gone, and I suddenly had this gift of being able to create spirit paintings.  Was it a cosmic trade?  Was it a parting gift of love from James or Nell?  I don’t know.  I only know it’s a part of me now, and when I use it, I feel closer to them.  Like my life still has meaning…without them.

      Breathe in, breathe out…let the brush do its work.

      A circle of red.  Black lines swirling through a blue triangle.  White that creates a blank space between rays of green.  I watch the painting come to life with no control over the creative process.  The brushes, the paints, the gift guiding my arm…all of it bringing to life the unseen spiritual energy of the person sitting for their portrait…

      “Are you nearly done?” she asks me.  “I know you said not to move but this is taking forever.”

      “Almost there.  I think.  You okay?”

      “Eh…my butt is starting to go numb.”

      “Almost there,” I tell her again, although I can’t really be sure until…the brush…

      Stops.

      I try to touch the bristles to the canvas again, where I think it could use more shading, but it won’t go.  My hand won’t move.  My gift is telling me to stop now, because the painting is finished.

      And…it’s beautiful.

      This woman sitting with me on my front patio, where the natural light of the sun can caress the lines of her feminine features, arrived about an hour ago.  She was following the signs from US Hwy 101 that direct people here, to my singlewide trailer in the middle of Grace Gardens Mobile Home Park, where they can have their very own Mystic Portrait painted.  Lots of people have arrived in response to those signs.  Just goes to show the power of advertising.  I’m already starting to be locally famous for my spirit paintings and auragraphs, and that means extra cash in my pocket.

      Not that I need the money, necessarily—the settlement from the car crash and a few other sources of income have been enough for the simple life I live.  Honestly I could do the paintings for free and still be fine.  I only put a price on them because people tend to connect value with how much something costs.  If I offered these for free, I wouldn’t have half as many customers coming to see me.

      When I tell the woman she can move again she relaxes with a huge, dramatic sigh, rubbing the hips of her jeans to get the blood flowing again.  She smiles when I turn the canvas around for her to see, and I can tell she likes it.  Very much.

      She studies what I’ve just created for her.  A portrait done in the style of neosymbolism, her face looks off to the side like there’s something interesting off that way that no one else can see.  Around her head and shoulders colors float in different shapes.  Lines and spirals in black and white, circles and dots in a rainbow of hues.  Some of them are so vivid they look as if they could jump right off the canvas.  Some blend in so well you don’t see them at first glance.  Then there they are, and you know they mean something.  Every part of it evokes an emotion, and cryptic feelings that don’t really have names.

      This is what an auragraph looks like.  Although to be fair, each one is unique.  They don’t always include the face of the subject, but they do always represent the subject’s spirit.  Their energy.  In other words, their “aura,” which is where the name comes from.  It’s like a snapshot in time, crafted from acrylic paint.  This is what the spirit of this woman looks like right now, in this particular moment in her life.  Her aura would be different tomorrow.  It will be that much more different in a month.  In a year, she probably won’t even remember the person she is today.

      “That is…amazing,” she tells me, in a voice full of awe.  “It makes me feel like I’m looking in a mirror.  I know it’s just colors and…and lines and stuff, but it feels like who I really am.  All of this…all of these colors are me?”

      “Yes, in one way or another.”

      “What does the red represent?”

      “Energy,” I explain.  “An inner strength.  The shape of it means you use this energy in secret, somehow.  You don’t let others see what it is.”

      “Well, every woman needs her secrets, right?”  She winks one pale blue, almost teal-colored eye at me and runs a hand through her short and glossy black hair, so different from my long, chestnut brown.  “Eh, and what’s this blue corkscrew mean?”

      “That’s your inner calm.  Your center, if you will.  The shape means it’s hard for you to find your calm sometimes.  I guess another way to put it, would be to say there’s a twisted path that leads you there.”

      She purses her full lips, contemplating what I’ve said.  “Hmm.  Is this what you see?  When you look at me, this is what you see?”

      “I can only see it through my gift when I’m painting or drawing, but yes.  This is you, in this singular moment of your life.  The unseen energy of your spirit.”

      “You are an amazing artist.  Anybody ever tell you that?”

      I smile bashfully at her compliment.  I’m never sure what to say to something like that.  My ability lets me see the truth in people.  The best about them, but also their worst.  Sometimes I see invisible faces hovering around someone I’m painting.  Faces of their loved ones who have passed away.  Faces of people they are destined to meet in the future.  Sometimes, I even see the faces of their guardian angels…or their demons.  Mostly, though, it’s colors and patterns and shapes that fit together to create an image of the very spirit of the person I’m painting.

      Actually…this gift is kind of amazing.  Just like she said.

      Setting the painting back on the easel, I take out a pre-cut rectangle of Kraft paper to wrap it with.  Acrylic paints dry relatively quickly.  That’s why I use them for quick paintings like this one.  Oil paints have their uses and their own benefits, but quick drying time is not one of them.  If I don’t want clients’ portraits to smudge on the way home, acrylics are the way to go.  Now the woman can take her portrait right away and show it off to all of her friends on social media.

      “I’m glad you like it,” I say, making small talk as I tie string around the brown paper.  “So.  What brings you to Seaside?  Let me guess.  You’re here for the beaches?”

      “Hmm?  Oh.  No, not me.  I’m not much for playing in the sand.”

      She looks to be in her early thirties, which makes her a decade younger than me, and she’s definitely not out of shape.  In those cut-off jeans and her short-sleeved blouse, it’s easy to see she keeps herself in shape.  I run every day and work out when I can, but I think I’d probably lose an honest foot race between the two of us.  It’s kind of surprising that she doesn’t like to go to the beach at least for a swim.  I mean, nobody hates everything about a beach.  It’s a beach, for crying out loud.

      Not to mention, this is Seaside, Oregon.  We’re a tourist town built around people coming here specifically to use the beaches.  We have surfing tournaments at the end of summer, so the beaches have got to be good here, right?

      Well.  To each their own, I guess.

      “Here you go.”  She’s holding out the payment we agreed on, all in cash.  I guess she’s done with small talk.

      I have one of those card readers that works wirelessly with a card payment app so I can take debit payments directly, but I don’t mind taking cash payments when they’re offered.  It doesn’t happen often.  Not a lot of people carry cash anymore.  It’s becoming a thing of the past.  Like using traveler’s checks. Wow.  Does anyone still remember traveler’s checks?

      “I’m glad you like your painting,” I tell her.  “Feel free to send your friends my way.”

      “Maddalena’s Mystic Portraits,” she quotes from that sign of mine on US 101.  “That’s you, right?  Maddalena is a pretty name.  Italian?”

      “Yes, actually it is.  My family moved here from the old country a couple of generations back.  I’m glad to meet you…what was your name, by the way?  I don’t think I ever asked.”

      She chuckles.  “That’s okay.  I kind of rushed you into doing my portrait when I got here, I was just so excited to see the finished product.  You certainly outdid my expectations, I can tell you that.  My name’s Vicki Rayne.  I’m sure we’ll run into each other again.”

      “Oh?  Why’s that?”

      “Because I’m actually moving to Seaside today.  This was just an impulse stop on the way to my new place.  You know the house that’s been for sale on Ken Kesey Avenue?  The blue one with the amazing red shell driveway?”

      I shake my head, not recognizing her description.  I know Ken Kesey Avenue, of course.  Everyone knows the long street that curves along the west side of town, paralleling the beach.  Most of the houses are high end, expensive, and really nice.  I don’t know the one she’s talking about specifically, but if she can afford to move out to that part of the neighborhood, well, I certainly don’t feel sorry for charging her for her portrait.

      “Well, anyway,” Vicki says, “you’ll have to come out and visit me sometime.  Eh, we’ll make it a girl’s night.  Glad to meet ya too, Maddalena.”

      With another wink of a pretty eye, she takes her wrapped painting and heads back to her little red, two-door convertible.  On her way out of Grace Gardens she honks three times and waves out the open top.  The pathways between the trailers and doublewides and other homes are paved, like narrow streets, and make for easy driving.  I wave back as she goes, wondering about the way she just casually invited me—a perfect stranger—to come over and visit sometime.

      She was nice.  She seemed to be honestly interested in what I do, too.  I’ve met lots of people through my spirit painting.  It’s too bad I hardly see any of them more than once…maybe this time could be different.  On the other hand, I moved here to this place just outside the town of Seaside intentionally, to hide myself from the world.  I left my past behind so I could forget it and started a new life here.  I really wasn’t looking to create a large circle of friends.

      “Hey, neighbor!” a voice calls to me from next door.

      But Max Everhart is the exception.

      I’d recognize his voice anywhere.  I mean, we live next to each other so of course we know each other but it wouldn’t matter if he was here, or on the phone, or in my dreams.  Max and his little boy Mikey are the best part of being in Seaside.

      He’s just getting out of his car, over in his driveway, and he gives me a thumbs up and points after Vicki Rayne’s convertible.  He knows I’ve just sold another painting and like the true friend that he is, he’s happy for me.  Although…calling him just a ‘friend’ might be a bit of an understatement after, um, recent events.  Our relationship has gone in a slightly different direction since then.  A direction with some kissing and with fluid, warm emotions that I thought I’d never feel again.  It’s like I’m walking a tightrope when I’m around him now, afraid to make a single misstep, afraid that if I do, I’ll fall and never be able to get back what he and I had before.

      Sometimes, looking at his sweet face, I wonder if maybe I’m falling already and I just don’t know it.

      Not that anyone who’s ever seen the man would blame me.  Max is a good-looking guy.  Well, that’s kind of an understatement.  He belongs on one of those firefighter monthly calendars—and not just because he really is a firefighter.  That square jaw and those amazing eyes, the way his blue v-neck outlines the muscles in his arms and chest.  His jeans do something very similar to his legs and his…um, his backside…

      Yeah.  He’s just a friend, and I keep telling myself that, but my heart is trying to tell me something else.  My day brightens whenever I see him.  Just like now.

      From around the other side of Max’s car a little boy comes running, racing up the path from their place and over to mine.  As he rushes my way, he runs his hand along the slats of the low picket fence Max has around their front yard, making a slap slap slap slap sound.  Before I’m ready for it, he’s jumping up for me to catch him, nearly knocking me off my feet.  I stumble, but turn it into a spin, whirling him around like one of those chair rides they have at the county fairs.

      “Hey, Mikey!”  I spin him once more, and then plant him on his feet on the ground, kneeling down next to him to put us pretty much eye-to-eye.  “You look excited.  You spending the day with your dad?”

      “Yup.  He’s not working at the fire station tonight so we get to do lots of fun stuff today.”

      “Oooh, that sounds great.”

      “It is,” he says seriously.  “Real serious fun.”

      I give him a big hug.  I can tell how happy he is, and his happiness is infectious.  Mikey absolutely adores his father.  The two of them are great together, even as different as they are.  Literally, like night and day.  Mikey’s caramel complexion is from his Haitian mother, not his sun-browned-Caucasian dad.  Curly black hair was another gift from his mom.  His dad has these windswept, tawny-brown locks that are always a little messy.  No matter what the physical similarities—or lack thereof—the two of them belong with each other.  Family like theirs isn’t about genes.  It’s about love.

      It makes me think of me and the daughter I lost, my little Nell, and the times we could have had together but never will.  Mikey lost his mother to cancer, and he could choose to be sad about that, too, but instead he’s decided to be happy with his dad.  Seeing them together helps fill the emptiness in my heart.

      “Spin me again, Madd’lena!” Mikey cheers.  “That was serious fun, too.”

      “Oh, I don’t know if I can lift you again,” I tell him with a chuckle.  “You’ve got all those big boy muscles and they make you really heavy.  It would be like trying to swing Karloff.  I’d need ten strong men and a forklift to make that happen.”

      His cute face scrunches up in confusion.  “Ten men and a fork?  Whadda they need the fork for?”

      “Um.  It’s to eat lots of fruits and vegetables so they can get strong enough to lift him.  You know how big Karloff is.  Yup.  They have to eat those veggies to get stronger.”

      Lifting an arm, he flexes for me, and grunts.  “Yeah!  Big muscles from veggies!”

      I don’t see any change in his arm, but I hide my smile anyway.  “Yeah!  You keep eating right and you’ll be able to lift my dog no problem.”

      Now he’s grinning ear to ear again.  “Karloff!  Where is Karloff?  Does he want to play?”

      I tap the end of his nose playfully with my finger and nod my head toward my place.  “My dog is inside.  I was painting, so he left me alone like a good dog.  You want to go tell him you’re here?”

      “Yeah I do!”  The words aren’t even out of his mouth before he’s running up my steps and through the door.  Meno male, I wish I had that kind of energy.

      As I’m watching Mikey disappear inside I can feel Max stepping up beside me, bumping his shoulder into mine.  “He’s like one of those windup toys that never runs down, you know?  Or like the Energizer Bunny, if the Energizer Bunny was powered by a nuclear reactor.  He’s going to play with Karloff, I take it?”

      “Yeah.  He’s napping inside.”

      “You didn’t warn Mikey that your dog’s asleep?”

      “Nah.  It’ll be good for Karloff to get woken up.  He does it to me all the time.”

      “Aren’t you worried that sasquatch you call a dog will just swallow Mikey whole?”

      “Hey!  Be nice to Karloff.  He wouldn’t hurt a fly.  You know that.”

      “Hmm.  Didn’t you tell me something about him almost taking Chief DeRoche’s head off?”

      I throw him a frown.  “That’s because Alvin DeRoche is a bully who deserves to have his head snapped off.  It would have served him right.”

      “Sure, but Karloff would never get the taste out of his mouth.”

      “Oh, blech!  You are so gross!”  I laugh at the thought of it and give him a playful shove on his shoulder like he did with me.  It doesn’t move him an inch.  It’s like trying to push a brick wall.

      Then we both kind of stand there, as the silence grows between us.  I know where his thoughts are without him having to say anything…because it’s exactly where my thoughts are, too.

      “So,” I finally say, looking down at the painting supplies I still have to pack up.  “Um.  About last night…”

      “Which part?” He asks.  “When we were on my couch kissing, or when you left so suddenly your sneakers left a trail of dust in the air?”

      “I didn’t…”

      My denial ends there, though, because he’s kind of right.  Not about the cartoon-esque exit he’s describing.  I didn’t jet out of his place as fast as all that.  I just sort of got up in the middle of a kiss—a very passionate kiss—and said I had to go home.  Then I left.  I was not running.

      Okay, maybe I wasn’t exactly walking, but I was definitely not running.  As much as I liked being in his arms I had to go home, because my emotions had twirled themselves into a knot that kept squeezing my heart tighter and tighter.  It got to a point where I couldn’t breathe, sitting there next to him.  There was no air.  There was no sound.  There was nothing else but me, and him.

      It’s exactly the place every woman wants to find themselves, with the right guy.  I just couldn’t let myself stay there.  Not yet.  Not this soon after losing my husband.  I’m still grieving, inside, and I’m not sure I’ll ever be done with that.  I’m not sure I’ll ever find that kind of happiness again.  Or if I even should.

      Which is exactly the messed up emotional knot I was trying to escape last night.

      When I finally get the nerve to look up again, I find Max smiling patiently at me, in that way he does.  His eyes have become the color of warm ocean waves, comforting and inviting, and I find myself wanting to dive in…

      Dear God, I’m so confused.

      “Um,” I say, before turning back to cleaning up my brushes and rags and paints.  It was meant to be a very reasonable explanation for my actions last night and a reasonable explanation of my feelings—but somehow all of the words got compressed into that one ugly sound.

      I am woman, as the poets say, hear me…mumble.

      Max’s hand on my shoulder is unexpected, but definitely not unwelcome.  “Hey.  It’s fine.  I promised you I won’t cross any of your lines.  Not without you giving me permission.  Whatever is starting between you and me, I’m good with where we are, right now, in this moment.”

      Is it weird, that he’s making me feel better and even more self-conscious, both at once?

      Yeah.

      Standing here with my hands full of art supplies that need to be cleaned, I lower my head to let my hair fall forward, hiding my expression.  “What if I don’t know where we are, right now, in this moment?”

      He shrugs with one shoulder.  “Then I’ll help us figure it out.”

      I swear, if he doesn’t stop saying exactly the right thing, at exactly the right time, it’s going to be really hard for me to tell him I need some time by myself to think.

      “Do you…want to come inside?” is what I say instead.

      See?

      He hesitates, no doubt picking up on how my heart is teetering on the razor’s edge of my emotions.  “Are you sure?  Because I can just take Mikey home if you want to be alone instead.  It’s going to be lunch soon and I promised him we’d do grilled cheese burgers.”

      “Grilled cheeseburgers?  I didn’t even know you have a grill.”

      “No,” he corrects me.  “Not grilled cheeseburgers.  Grilled cheese, burgers.  Hamburgers, but instead of buns, you use grilled cheese sandwiches on both sides.”

      “That sounds…like a lot.”  I laugh and frown at the same time, picturing it in my mind’s eye.

      “Yeah, you’re not entirely wrong.  It’s something we came up with by accident one day and now he asks for them all the time.  I have to cut one in half for him because he can’t ever finish a whole one.  Put some dinosaur French fries with it, lots of ketchup, and it makes a pretty good lunch for a growing boy.”

      “It sounds like some kind of gastrointestinal torture device.”

      “Don’t knock it ‘til you try it.  I’ll bring one over for you later, if you like.”

      “Uh, no thanks.  I like my tastebuds too much to put them through that.”

      “Hmph.  I bet Karloff would like it.”

      “You’re probably right but then my dog doesn’t just look like a wolf.  He eats like one, too.  He’d probably eat anything you put in front of him as long as there was a hamburger at the center of it.”

      I know what he’s doing, but he’s doing it so very well that I’m going to let him.  He’s using humor and that boyish charm of his to make me feel at ease with myself again.  Facing his smile with one of my own I suddenly find myself wondering what I was worried about in the first place.  As long as I’m around Max, I don’t have anything to worry about.  What could possibly go wrong with a guy like him?

      Nothing I don’t want to, a stray thought at the back of my mind whispers.

      Ahem.  Let’s just put a pin in that one.

      I bump my shoulder into his again, like we weren’t just having a grown-up discussion about our feelings, or anything at all like that.  “Come on in, Max.  We can let Mikey and Karloff pal around for a while.  I’ve got some iced tea in the refrigerator.  It’s not as good as your coffee, but then what is?”

      Maybe we can all have lunch at my place, the three of us together.  Then again, maybe not.  My place is a singlewide and there’s barely enough room inside for me and Karloff to move around.  Karloff is a big, energetic mutt.  He keeps knocking over the furniture as it is, but then add in Max and Mikey, not to mention the smell of burgers wrapped in bread and cheese driving my dog bonkers…it would kind of be like trying to close the lid on a box full of springs.  Try, try, and try again, but something is bound to bust loose.  I’m sure if I asked, Max would invite me and Karloff over to his place instead—

      “No!  No, no, no!”

      Those words echo through Grace Gardens, between the trailers and modular homes and RVs parked in their spots.  This place has residents who live here permanently—like Max and I—but also people who rent pads from the owner for a season, or a month, or just a couple of weeks sometimes.  Mrs. Grace Howard is a lovely old woman who opens her arms to anyone who needs a place to stay, no matter how long.

      And that’s her we just heard shouting no!

      “Do you think she’s all right?” Max asks me.  He stands up on his tiptoes, and looks over in the direction of the shouting we just heard, as if he would be able to see over the tops of the homes around us.  No chance of that.

      “I’m not sure what’s going on,” I say, “but she doesn’t sound like she’s happy.  I’ll go check.  You should get Mikey.  I don’t want to leave him alone.”

      He nods.  Neither of us want to say it, but we’re both thinking of the time not that long ago when Mikey went walking on the edge of the hillside behind Grace Gardens and very nearly fell off.  The thought of him dropping like a stone to the beach below, where he could have broken any number of bones in his body, was just as upsetting to me as it was to his father.  We’ve both made sure to keep a closer eye on him ever since.

      “I’ll get him back in the car with me and take a drive around.  When I find Grace I’ll ask her what’s going—”

      “Nooooo!  You can’t be here!”

      This time when we hear Grace shouting, it sends chills up my spine.  Something is definitely wrong.

      I’m already dropping my brushes to the ground and running that way as Max tells me he’ll meet me there.  He takes the steps to my place in a single leap, calling out to Mikey, both of us in a rush.  I don’t wait for him.  Most mornings—like today—my daily routine includes a jog along the beach, so I’m in very good condition, physically speaking.  Maybe I’m no Usain Bolt, but I’m pretty fast when I want to be.

      If my Italian grandmother could see me now, she’d say the devil himself was after me.  Either that, or that angels were carrying me on Heavenly wings.  My nonna kind of went back and forth about which was the bigger motivation in a person’s life—the love of Heaven, or the fear of Hell.

      The paved pathways through Grace Gardens are laid out in concentric half-circles, coming off US 101 at the entrance and arcing back around to the highway again at the other end.  That’s how Vicki Rayne found my place earlier for her painting.  The paths are how all my clients get to me, actually, but mostly it’s just the people living here who drive through every day.  It’s not unusual to see a motorhome ambling through, making use of the parking pads and gray-line hookups available to residents for a monthly fee.

      So when I come around the curve still moving at a full sprint, I’m not surprised to see a tan and black motorhome parked in the middle of the way.  The brand name DynaQuest is written in bold letters across the cabover compartment, above the windshield.

      What I am surprised to see is Mrs. Grace Howard standing in front of the motorhome, in a flowered sundress and fuzzy slippers, her arms spread out wide like the wizard Gandalf in the Lord of the Rings in that scene where he’s shouting You shall not pass!

      The motorhome is not stopping.  It keeps inching forward, closer to Grace.  Maybe the driver has never seen those Peter Jackson films with the Hobbits.

      I can see the driver through that windshield as I get close enough, both hands on the wheel, looking down at Grace with kind of a glazed look in his eyes.  He’s a short man, and a receding blonde hairline makes his wide face look even wider.

      There’s blood on his forehead.  I can see streaks of it running down almost to his eyebrows.

      That can’t be good.

      It’s hard for me to put my finger on it, but something about him makes me uneasy.  It’s not just the sight of blood, either, which is never easy to look at.  No, this is something else.  Something about his eyes.  They’re unfocused.  Dazed would be the word, I think.  It’s like he’s looking Grace, but isn’t really seeing her.  He’s inching that big vehicle forward like he’s going to drive it right through her—like she isn’t really there.

      But Grace isn’t budging.

      I stopped in my tracks when I saw why Grace was shouting.  A lot of our neighbors are outside their homes as well, watching and pointing with mouths hanging open.  Nobody was getting too close.  I think we were all too shocked to do anything more than watch at first, but I can see what’s going to happen.  If somebody doesn’t step in things are going to get very bad, very quickly.

      So I jump forward again, racing to Grace, taking her by the arm and pulling her over to the closest lawn, out of the way of the motorhome’s grill just before it would have made contact with the sunflowers in her dress.

      “Land sakes,” she exclaims.  Hands on her hips, her weathered face burning hot pink, it isn’t hard to see how mad she is.  “Well, I never!  I just don’t believe this.  Maddalena, whyever did you do that?”

      “Why did I…?”  And just like that it hits me, that the one she’s mad at…is me!  She’s angry that I took her away from her pointless attempt to stop a thirty-foot long, twenty-thousand pound class C motorhome.  “Grace, are you kidding me?  That guy would have run you down where you stand if I didn’t help you!”

      She stamps one slippered foot.  “He wouldn’t dare!  I told him he can’t be here.  There’s something wrong with that man and I do not rent my lots to people like him.  I don’t want trouble in my place!  He’ll leave if he knows what’s good for him!”

      Grace is a small woman, short and stocky, and tougher than any eighty-year-old woman has a right to be.  Her hair is gray and still set in curlers she didn’t have time to take out before confronting the motorhome.  She’s not exactly frail but she is most certainly a senior citizen, and the idea that she thinks she could stop that hulking machine with nothing more than a nasty glare…well I have no words for that one.

      I mean, that thing is like a miniature bus, but with just one window along each side and a cabover area above the driver’s head, long and square, sitting on a dual axle at the rear.  On the grill, sitting there incongruously, is a blue teddy bear tied on with wire by both arms.  Its mouth is just a line of heavy black thread but I can almost imagine it screaming as that big vehicle keeps inching its way forward.  Again, I don’t think he was going slow to avoid hurting Grace.  He didn’t see her at all.  I just think the driver has no idea where he’s going.

      “We have to stop him!” Grace says again.  This time, a hint of pleading rings through in her voice.  “He already ran over my prize hydrangea bushes when I told him he didn’t have a reservation here.  Lord knows what other kind of mischief he’ll get into if we don’t…oh, no!  There he goes again!”

      Following her pointing finger, I see that the guy isn’t inching forward anymore.  Now he’s lurching the DynaQuest down the path several feet at a time, squealing his brakes hard enough to make the motorhome rock wildly, and starting off again.  Brake, gas.  Brake, gas.  His right front tire drops off the pavement.  Apparently, he doesn’t need roads where he’s going.

      I can see him shouting now, too, and swearing like he’s in an R-rated movie.  Not that I can hear him clearly, but I get the gist.  He doesn’t seem to be shouting at anyone in particular.  He’s just…shouting.

      He’s moved past us now.  Behind the motorhome I see shadows collecting themselves into pools of darkness, squiggling along the edge of the pavement, reaching out to attach themselves to the tires…

      My gift doesn’t just show me the goodness of color and light.  I can see the bad things around me as well.  I can see danger, sometimes, and where there’s danger there are always shadows.

      Grace is right.  I don’t know why this man is driving so crazy—or why he has blood on his face—but there’s definitely something wrong here.

      We have to stop him, but I don’t know how.  Maybe if I got up on the sidestep and into the front passenger seat I could…what?  Talk him down?  Put the gear shifter in park?  That might work, but only if the doors are unlocked and the guy doesn’t see me as a threat and turn violent.  I’m only one woman, after all.

      The motorhome angles further off the pavement.  A mailbox is in the way now, and the front bumper edges up against its wooden post, pushing it down, down, slowly down.

      That could have been a person.  It could have been Grace, or me, or one of my neighbors.  That man behind the wheel is in no condition to know the difference.  I’m going to have to do something, and do it now, regardless of how dangerous it might be.

      Just as I’m pumping myself up to be a hero, I see Max’s car coming around the pathway.

      Relief absolutely flushes through me.  I’m not some damsel in distress who needs a man to save her…but I’ll always take help from a friend.  Facing down the deranged driver of a huge rolling vehicle of destruction honestly sounds like more of a two person job.  Maybe two people, and a tank.

      Max doesn’t have a tank.  What he does have is a Subaru Forester, just a few years old, slate gray and missing one of the rear hubcaps.  He parks it right in the middle of the path, facing the motorhome, their bumpers just a few feet apart.

      Not a bad plan, actually.  This way, the man in the DynaQuest can’t move forward.  Not without swinging wide and plowing across front lawns and over a little wire garden fence and through a short-bed pickup truck.

      When he sees Max parked there, the guy squints down at him real hard, like he can’t understand what he’s looking at.

      Then he lurches the DynaQuest forward several inches.

      I’m already running up the path when I see Max jump out of his car, carrying Mikey with him.  He’s a good dad.  No way will he leave his son in there, in the path of this crazy man.  He takes a second or two to hand the boy off to one of the neighbors watching all of this unfold, and then he’s running just like me, right for the motorhome.

      I get to the front passenger door just as Max reaches the driver’s side.  We open them together, and Max grabs the driver’s hands, holding him still.  The guy’s knuckles are bloodied but his grip on the wheel is too strong to break.

      While Max holds him there I reach in and take hold of the keys, twisting them to the left to turn the engine off.  With the vehicle in drive they won’t come out but at least I’ve stopped our forward momentum.  The motorhome crawls to a stop, bumper to bumper with Max’s car.  I call that good enough.

      The driver presses his foot down on the gas, over and over, scrunching his eyebrows down hard when nothing happens.  He’s obviously confused.  It’s more than that, though.  He looks…lost.

      He twists his head around to look at me, and then turns the other way, to look at Max.  It’s like we just popped out of nowhere for him.  Like he’s only just now noticing us.

      The blood on his face is garish up this close.

      “Um.  Hi,” he says.  “Can either of you tell me where I am?”
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      The police department in Seaside is staffed twenty-four hours a day.  A town like this, which depends on tourism to stay alive, really needs a full-time police force to handle everything from speeders to petty thefts, to drunk men walking down Main Street in the nude.  Yes, that really did happen once.  No, I didn’t enjoy watching an overweight businessman in his forties prance around in the buff while singing songs from Frozen.

      I’m in my forties, too, but I make sure to keep myself in good shape.  I also make it a point to never be in public without my clothes on.

      Grace Gardens Mobile Home Park is actually outside of the Seaside town limits.  Not by much.  It’s close enough that I can bike in whenever I want to go to the store or the post office or whatever, but our location puts us just beyond the Seaside Police Department’s jurisdiction.  That means when we called 911 to report a man in a motorhome causing mayhem, it was the Oregon State Police who responded.

      I kind of have mixed feelings about that.  On the one hand, I absolutely can not stand Seaside’s police chief.  I’m not the only one who feels that way, either.  But on the other hand, I have at least one good friend in the local police force and I know that if she’d been the one to respond to the call, the stranger at the wheel of that motorhome would have been treated fairly.

      After just a few minutes with Sergeant Fred Webster of the State Police in charge of the investigation, I honestly can’t be sure what’s going to happen.

      Standing tall and ramrod straight in his Trooper uniform—blue shirt with darker blue epaulets on the shoulders, dark trousers with pinstripes down the sides, four-corner hat with the wide brim—he looks supremely confident as he gives direction to the other Troopers.  They have their patrol cars parked front and back of the motorhome.  Blue emergency lights flash in constant rhythm on the darker blue Dodge Chargers, casting reflections off the windows of the nearby homes.  Several of my neighbors have their cellphones out, recording the whole thing.

      Fantastic.  If I don’t end up on the evening news, I’m sure I’ll see all of this on YouTube.

      As for me, the lights are starting to give me a headache.  So is Sergeant Webster.  I’m standing off to the side like the Troopers have asked everyone to do, but I’m close enough to hear him shouting orders.

      “Is there a reason we haven’t gotten this monstrosity out of here yet?”  He’s pointing at the motorhome and addressing the question to a female trooper standing with him, even though he’s barking it loud enough for the entire mobile home park to hear.  “Somebody get a tow truck here that can pull it out, or one of you drive
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