

[image: Cover]



Table of Contents


Title Page

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty-one

Chapter Twenty-two

Chapter Twenty-three

Chapter Twenty-four

Chapter Twenty-five

About the Author

Also by the Author

VISIT OUR WEBSITE


Beware the Bones

 

Daniel Lance Wright

 

Published by Rogue Phoenix Press for Smashwords

Copyright © 2017

ISBN: 978-1-62420-342-8

 

 

Electronic rights reserved by Rogue Phoenix Press, all other rights reserved by the author. The reproduction or other use of any part of this publication without the prior written consent of the rights holder is an infringement of the copyright law. This is a work of fiction. People and locations, even those with real names, have been fictionalized for the purposes of this story.

 

 

Smashwords Edition, License Notes

 

This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

 

 


Chapter One

Uncle Lowell’s Letter

 

Today

 

“I wish Aunt Jasmine could have been here,” said Cindy Wayne to her elderly mother.

“Me too, Sweetheart, but you know she can’t.” Beverly Wayne reached across and placed a hand on Cindy’s forearm. She smiled at her forty-two-year-old daughter. “The chance that Jasmine can remain lucid long enough to hear your uncle Lowell’s last will read is not possible, I’m afraid. Mentally, she’s slipped too far since your Uncle Lowell died.”

“Oh, I understand that. It’s just that I never had a chance to know either one of them.”

Attorney, Phil Dobbins, the only lawyer in Arroyo Vista, California, had been nodding agreement, finally adding, “She’s right, Cindy. But, before Lowell passed away and while Jasmine was in a better state of mind, they agreed it was important you be part of these proceedings because you are specifically included in the will.”

Cindy suddenly bolted to an upright posture. “I am?”

“Uh-huh, you sure are.” Dobbins leaned back in the overstuffed chair behind his glossy cherry wood desk. The leather squawked as he reclined toward a floor-to-ceiling book shelf loaded with volume sets of law books.

“I’m curious, too,” Beverly said.

“It shouldn’t come as a real shock to either of you, since Jasmine had no family and you, Beverly, are the widowed wife of Lowell’s only brother. That leaves you, Cindy, as the only blood relative.”

“Well, maybe not a ‘real shock’, but I’m somewhat surprised because my husband was never close to his brother,” Beverly countered. “I would’ve thought he’d left everything to others he knew better.”

Cindy pushed out her lower lip and shrugged her shoulders. “I suppose it makes sense. We are his only family after all. Still, I’m grateful just to be remembered.”

Phil came back to an upright position and dropped his arms to the desktop on either side of the document titled: Last Will and Testament of Lowell Wayne. “Then let’s get that curiosity satisfied, shall we? I’ll read the will.”

Cindy and her mother settled back and relaxed, ready for whatever information might be revealed.

Attorney Phil Dobbins tore a paper seal on the bound document and began to read, “‘Being of sound mind and body, I, Lowell James Wayne, declare this to be my last will and testament...’” Dobbins read uninterrupted for almost ten minutes. Provisions were made for Jasmine’s livelihood and care for the remainder of her life and an archaeology endowment was to be given to the University of Southern California in the name of a Professor Barbara Shandlin posthumously.

And, then, Mister Dobbins came to the part of Lowell’s wishes that concerned his deceased brother’s family, Beverly and her daughter Cindy. Beverly inherited Lowell and Jasmine’s home located on the beach along the coast highway south of Arroyo Vista. She would be free to sell it or live in it, her choice.

Finally, Dobbins paused, looked to Cindy and said, “And, now, for the part you were so curious about.” He, again, began to read, “...And to my only niece, Cynthia Ann Wayne, and my only living blood relative, I leave sole ownership of my novel, Beware the Bones. She will be entitled to all royalties from the date of my death into perpetuity.”

Hesitatingly, “Uh, okay, that’s nice...I guess,” Cindy said.

Dobbins clearly saw her lack of understanding or appreciation of what it was she now owned. He smiled and pulled an envelope from beneath the document he’d been reading from. “It’s not my place to tell you why Lowell thought it so important you own the book and all rights to it, although I’m fully aware of what he believed. If I attempted to explain it, then that might infer I believe it. I can’t say that I do.”

“You make it sound like something incredible.”

“Personally, I think it is. It pushes my ability to suspend disbelief a bit too far,” he said.

Mother and daughter looked at one another, then Beverly asked, “What, exactly, are you trying to tell us?”

“This might answer that question.” Dobbins slid the envelope toward Cindy. “It’s your turn to read. This is a personal letter dictated to my secretary by Lowell over a year ago and was meant for your eyes, Cindy. There are no restrictions on sharing it with your mother, or anyone else for that matter, but you might opt to keep it from people outside the family after you’ve read it. That will be entirely your decision.”

Cindy snatched the envelope from the desk. “I’ve got to know why Uncle Lowell thought a fictional story was so important for me to own.” She added, mumbling, “Although I’m sure I’ll enjoy those royalty checks.”

Beverly snickered.

Cindy began to read aloud.

“‘My dearest Cynthia, twenty-two years ago something happened to Jasmine that involved her friend Barbara Shandlin and me. As of this writing, I still wonder on occasion if I didn’t dream it all. You may find it ridiculously absurd but, God as my witness, much of what you’ll read is true. As traumatic as it was and crazy as it sounds, life actually improved following the ordeal. It ended my self-destructive ways and gave me Jasmine as the love of my new life.

‘At that time, it was an undeserved blessing that I made it to my sixty-first year, considering the over-indulgence and self-abuse. One huge difference in me, coming out of the experience, was that I no longer claimed to be a skeptic, about anything. My mind had been opened to a new world of possibilities. Life as a doctor taught me pragmatism, believing only what could be proven. I was to learn that there are things in the heavens and upon earth that defy rationality, yet exist.

‘I was compelled to chronicle the events in print but as I finished the draft, I came to realize no one would believe such a fantastic account. Furthermore, my sanity would have been questioned. That was certainly not something I wanted shadowing me the rest of my life. I didn’t want to confine the truth to whispers either. I believed it was something that should have been shouted loud and proud. Yet, I could not.  I had no desire to become an attraction for psychiatrists as an example of the classically insane or, at least, delusional. I felt trapped.

‘So, why do it? It was a compulsion that could not be denied. It drew me to the word processor keyboard day after day until I’d written it. But then what? Put it away in a drawer someplace? I couldn’t see that happening. That’s when it occurred to me I could fictionalize it and make a novel of it. That way I could make it as public as I wanted with no repercussions, maybe even get it published, which I eventually did. I used a safe plot device to get the story out which, of course, is true.

‘It was wonderfully cathartic. When Beware the Bones was finished and published, I had gained clarity. Until that time, I didn’t know what to believe. Now I do. I believe it with all my heart.

‘Although sounding somewhat grim at times, there is a bigger story within Beware the Bones, one of love and how it always seems to find a way. This I tested in the most severe way imaginable and concluded I have myself as empirical evidence of such truth. I’ll take it a step further and say no one anywhere has ever taken this route to romance and marriage. I feel safe in making it a definitive statement of fact.

‘Next to my desk at home, alone on an eye-level shelf of an étagére against the wall sets an ancient skull in a place of prominence. It deserved respect. To this day, the cranial remains are displayed like a trophy under a glass dome resting upon a circle of black-on-white marble. A small golden plate on the base is inscribed with “Protecting Xi (shee).”

‘It was the skull of a man I came to know, in a round-about way, even beyond the initial encounter and for years to come after Jasmine and I were married. I spoke to it often, calling it by the name I’d given it, Jag. Jag is short for jaguar. Within the plot of Beware the Bones, the reason for the name will be made clear to you.

‘Before I knew Jag, I would have considered communicating with a man, dead for thousands of years, the ridiculous ramblings of an idolatrous pagan whose cheese had slipped off his cracker. There was a time I also considered my prospects for marrying again nil.

‘I stared often into the empty eye sockets of the skull, trying to visualize the man it once had been, even to the point of carrying on one-sided conversations with the remains. Once, I remember saying, “I don’t know how you did it, Jag, but if it weren’t for you, old friend, I would definitely not be married and most certainly would be well on my way to cirrhosis of the liver.” The bony orb, in time, became my strength to prevent a relapse to dim-witted ways. Deep in my own bones, I damn well knew Jag was never far from Jasmine or me.

‘Please, dear Cynthia, even if you cannot believe Beware the Bones after you’ve read it, then by all means, enjoy the royalties. This is my legacy I leave to you. Most sincerely, and with love, Uncle Lowell.’”

Cindy slowly returned the letter to the desktop. “I’m still confused. The letter doesn’t explain much, other than something really odd happened to them.”

Attorney Phil Dobbins opened the desk drawer to his right and retrieved a book. He laid it on the table, shoving it sliding across the desk to Cindy. “Read the book.”

“Beware the Bones?”

“Yep.”

“Do you think answers are in it?” Beverly asked.

“Answers, yes. The truth of it I’ll leave for you to determine.”

Cindy lifted the book, pulled it near and opened the fresh-from-the-printer copy of her Uncle Lowell’s one and only novel. She looked to her mother. “Well, I know what I’ll be doing in my spare time next week. This ought to be fun.”


Chapter Two

Jasmine’s Story

 

“Stop talking! You can be such a pain. Just shut up about it, would ya?” Jasmine Chandler grew weary of her best friend’s scolding. She pushed from prone to kneeling, dusting her hands and glaring at long-time friend Barbara Sullivan, daring her to say even one more word.

“You win...for now. But I still say you can do better. If you’d only—”

“Eh!” Jasmine snapped up a warning finger.

“Okay, okay, I’m shutting up.”

Jasmine cooled and allowed the overly personal assessment of her marriage to slide. For years Jasmine had known of her friend’s feelings toward her husband and usually didn’t respond to her criticism. Barb didn’t trust Joe Chandler. And that was the beginning, middle, and end of her attitude on the subject of Joe. Jasmine figured constant sniping was Barbara’s way of protecting a friend, although far too intrusive and usually ill-timed as well.

Jasmine straightened her cargo shorts holding a belligerent eye on Barb but couldn’t maintain it for more than a couple of seconds. She dropped back onto hands and knees to continue working the shallow hole with a trowel and a soft bristle brush searching for relics.

It was hot in this part of the desert in southwest Arizona a few miles north of the Mexican border. It was the dog days of August. Perspiration trickled in rivulets from beneath her favorite frayed olive drab floppy-brimmed bucket hat.

At forty-three, Jasmine occasionally questioned the state of her marriage, too. But, that was certainly not meant for Barbara Sullivan’s ears. Her friend would surely use that knowledge as fuel for her next attack on Joe. Jasmine surmised it was natural for married couples to occasionally analyze the state of a union, but it shouldn’t be any of Barb’s business. Besides, her long-time friend never offered evidence supporting the frequent allegations.

Barbara stood hovering and continued shaking her head, looking down at her.

Jasmine glanced up but made no comment and continued the work of searching for archaeological clues. She wondered, though, if maybe there was evidence of Joe’s infidelity and Barb just didn’t share it. If so, why?

Barbara retied the red bandana draped over the top of her medium length dark auburn hair and shrugged the argument off. She went about her business on the opposite side of the shallow square hole. She wore an oversized man’s blue chambray shirt with long sleeves rolled up past the elbows and cut-off jeans above high-top hiking shoes with crew socks rolled over the tops.

Barb’s admonition indeed raised questions. Jasmine quietly mulled them for a time, but banished each summarily, not wanting doubt to establish a foothold. She plucked a pottery shard from the dirt, blew it off and then glanced yet again to Barb. My marriage is none of your business. I don’t care how good a friend you are.

Jasmine shared her friend’s passion for the search, and had for nearly twenty years. She cherished working alongside Barbara on archaeological excavations. On most topics they agreed. Her marriage to Joe was the glaring exception. This time, Barbara’s attack had been unusually blunt. Why would she say those things? And, why did she choose this particular time to say them? It was quite disconcerting.

Peeling thin layers of soil away from the six-inch vertical shelf of the hole, Jasmine had no concerns about the strength of their friendship. It’d emerge a notch tighter—always did. Barbara was a beautiful woman. In those cut-off blue jeans she could’ve been in her late twenties or early thirties, not forty-four. And with sunglasses, she resembled a young Elizabeth Taylor.

Jasmine suddenly felt fatigued from exertion, the heat, and being handed a head full of crazy notions about Joe. She rose, flipping the pointed trowel to the ground and squinted up toward the glaring sun. She kicked dirt from heavily lugged ankle-length hiking boots.

Hands resting on her hips, Jasmine stared for a moment at her friend who sifted soil through a screen. Unable to let it slide, she wagged a disciplinary finger at Barbara. “I want to tell you something else. You’ve never understood Joe. He’s the creative type. That’s the reason potential employers don’t understand him.” She leaned over and snatched up the trowel from the ground at her feet. “He’ll find his niche.” She used the tool like a pointer. “You just wait and see.”

“A gravy train, Sugar, that’s all you are to him.”

“Would you stop it! I’m not a delusional twit!”

“All right,” Barb said offhandedly as she shook the sifting screen, “The fact you’re suddenly addressing it again tells me you’re wondering about it. But, hey, it’s your problem, not mine.” She dropped the framed screen onto a wheelbarrow. “I sure hope you understand my intent is from the heart. You’re my friend Jazzy. I’m not givin’ up on you. Cuss and complain all you like.”

“Yeah, well, my marriage is still none of your business. Nor is it cause for you to become a drama queen for my benefit.”

“Me a drama queen? Ha! Listen to yourself, kiddo.”

“Humph! Whatever. It’s still none of your business.”

Barbara stabbed a shovel into a wheelbarrow full of dirt and dumped the load onto the sifting screen. “You’re hopeless, ya know that?”

Jasmine dropped to her knees to again work the shallow hole.

On a grant from the University of Southern California, they worked at proving a theory that a faction of the ancient Olmec tribe of Central America migrated northward. Miniature versions of massive stone heads the Olmecs were known to have carved and left behind in Guatemala had, somehow, come to be in the possession of desert cultures of the southwestern United States in later centuries. This led to a belief—the items had been transported by descendants of the Olmecs as they moved northward. Artifacts seemed to date to within the timeline of the dwindling Olmecs dispersal and assimilation into cultures farther north. They hypothesized the migration was much farther north than the more popular belief. They searched for conclusive evidence to support the theory.

After another hour of shaving dirt and dusting pottery shards with a brush, Jasmine assessed progress, convinced it was an archaeological dry hole for their purpose. Specific markers they sought were simply not turning up at this site.

She looked to Barbara and watched her for a time. Her gal pal methodically worked the sifting screen. Although still employed by USC, Barbara took unpaid leave and traveled to Arizona just to be with her on this dig near the Mexican border. No matter how angry she became over things her friend said, Jasmine loved her and would travel anywhere to work at her side. The feeling was reciprocal. With each new grant came renewed determination to find conclusive evidence of at least one desert tribe directly descending from those earliest Mesoamericans.

Hot and cloudless, the day sucked energy at an alarming rate. The panorama of the desert floor was broken by a distant mirage of squiggly lines, obscuring the view along the horizon, swimming on endless waves of heat. She pulled her droopy little rag bucket hat off and daubed sweat from her forehead with a khaki shirt cuff. “We’ve been at this almost a week and haven’t turned up a single clue.”

Barbara sighed. “I know. Fascinating stuff, but nothing we’ve found brings us a step closer to proving our theory.” She leaned on the edge of the sifting screen, crossing a foot over the other, dropping a toe in the dirt. “Ya think it’s time to admit this is a dead end?”

Jasmine scrunched her nose and nodded. “Yeah, I do.” She shielded her eyes with a flattened palm and surveyed the landscape. Rocks, cacti, and seemingly endless short scruffy plants, littered the desert for miles in all directions. “Of course, we did make a promise to this student site team to stay and help for two full weeks.” She rubbed stiffness from her neck and drew a lung full of super-heated desert air. On the exhale, “Although...it would be great to get home early. Joe is always concerned about how long I’m going to be gone.”

“I’m sure he is,” Barbara said, rolling her eyes.

“He just worries about me, that’s all.” Jasmine snatched up tools then tossed them in a clanking pile in the space behind the back seat of her topless Jeep.

After a quick apology for the early departure to the university site team, Jasmine walked right into Barb’s open arms without hesitation and hugged her friend. “You’re a good egg, Barbara Sullivan,” she said fondly then stepped back and offered a long eye-to-eye look. “You just talk too much.”

Barbara returned a Cheshire cat grin. “Only because I love you.”

“I know.” Jasmine turned and walked away. Without looking back, she added, “See you soon I’m sure. Call me.” With a dust of hands, more symbolic than cleansing, she fell into the driver’s seat in an exhausted heap, started the four-wheel-drive vehicle, dropped it into gear, and accelerated away. She was on her way home to Phoenix.

Jasmine hummed and sang along with the radio as she zipped northward up the highway. Wind whipped her dull sandy blonde ponytail in a side-to-side dance beneath the limp fluttering brim of the faded green hat. After two hours, she turned off the highway onto her street, breathing deep as her home appeared just ahead. It seemed that it was the first good draw of air since she left the dig site.

Hesitating on the front porch, she muttered, “Good to be home.” She then threw open the door. “Joe, I’m back.”

No answer.

“Joe, where are you?”

Dropping bags and other dust-covered paraphernalia, she tossed the little bucket hat onto one of the hooks of a hall tree. She made a quick casual inspection of the house, working her way to the sliding door onto the patio to check on Mikey, their aging golden retriever, spotting the canine standing motionless as if on point over a covey of quail. She looked to see what so interested the dog.

It was Joe. He stood leaning into the low chain-link fence. Deborah Hodges, the young and definitely not ugly next door neighbor, pressed against him through the fence from the other side.

A small jolt coursed Jasmine at the lewd sight.

Deborah, a large breasted bleach blonde with an affinity for tight clothing and her husband moved into the house next door a year ago. Jimmy, the husband, was the quintessential suburbanite, wavy black hair and paunchy.

Nearby, Jimmy held a garden hose watering shrubs. He chatted with his wife and Joe, clearly unperturbed by the display. Jasmine saw it as overly familiar and vulgar.

Was Barbara’s negativity rubbing off? Had unnecessary seeds of suspicion been planted?

Jimmy said something she couldn’t hear from where she stood behind the closed sliding patio door. Joe stepped away from the fence and laughed at whatever was said. Deborah backed away laughing as well. Damn it, Barb! You’ve clouded my head with nonsense. They were just goofing around.

Sliding the door open, she walked onto the patio and smooched for the pooch. The dog responded to the air kiss and trotted back to greet her. Jasmine jostled its ears, dropped to a knee and hugged the dog’s neck.

Joe heard the call, too. He jerked farther away from the low four-foot fence. “Jasmine, you’re home.” He nervously wiped his hands on the sides of his cutoffs. “How was the dig?”

Deborah chimed in. “Did you and your friend discover good things in the desert?”

Jasmine began walking over. “Just another dead end, I’m afraid. Interesting artifacts turned up but none supporting our northward migration theory.”

Jimmy approached the fence and grinned. “Would you guys like to come over for dinner? You look tired. Why don’t you let me do the cooking?” Jimmy leered. His eyes traveled from her toes to the top of her head then back down, settling on her breasts. It was clear—he studied her as a sexual specimen.

“And, the big guy,” Jimmy stabbed the air with a thumb toward Joe, “probably can’t be trusted alone in the kitchen anyhow.”

She disregarded the lustful examination as a guy thing. Exhausted, she preferred spending the evening in the cool comfort of her own home. She gave Joe a pleading look. “I don’t know. I’m really tired. I wouldn’t make good company.”

“Aw come on,” Jimmy said. “You wouldn’t have to lift a finger.”

“Honey, it’ll be fun,” Joe said, topping Jimmy’s comment.

“Sorry, dear,” Deborah said, “I have to vote with the guys on this one.”

“Oh...all right. But I need to wash the Arizona desert off first.” She whirled around and went back to her house.

Exhaustion ruled, her movements sluggish, as she stepped into the shower. Too tired to care about anything, thoughts became blissfully unfocused and wandering, as comfortably tepid water cascaded over her body for several undisturbed minutes.

When she returned to the Hodge’s backyard, she sidled up to Joe. “Honey, how’d your job search go this week?”

“About the same I’m afraid.”

“Sorry to hear that.” She anticipated the response when it came to the subject of employment and took the answer in stride, but it annoyed her. He didn’t seem to care what she and Barbara had been doing the past few days. Normally, he’d pretend interest, but not today. Why? Barbara and fatigue combined as convenient targets of blame for sudden suspicions.

Jasmine luxuriated in the comfortable warm early evening breeze. Oddly, although warm, it was cooler than the desert had been. She walked straight for the ice chest and attempted quenching thirst with a bottle of beer, drinking it fast. She dropped onto a chaise lounge light-headed.

Jimmy handed her a freshly opened bottle. “Just kick back,” he said. “I’ll take care of everything.”

The heady sweet perfume of a magnolia tree filled the early evening air. It contrasted pleasantly to meat searing on the grill, creating a hypnotic dance of smells enhanced by alcohol. Through heavy eyelids, she noticed Jimmy, fork in hand, poking the meat then glanced to see Deborah and Joe chatting, sitting close on a bench. The breeze, the beer, and exhaustion exacted a toll. She dozed. The sound of muffled conversation receded as she slipped deeper into sleep.

She woke to the touch of a hand on her thigh sliding to the inside. The large loose legs of her plaid shorts provided no resistance. The hand began traveling up her leg. Groggy, eyes closed, she enjoyed the tender touch until she remembered where she was and who she was in the company of.

Rolling her head to the side, she opened an eye to see Deborah and Joe naked in the throes of passionate sexual play in a dimly lit area.

Suddenly wide awake and sober, Jasmine snapped her head back to see the source of the hand. “Jimmy! What the hell are you doing?”

In a fast, awkward move, she wrenched his hand from her body, stumbling to her feet, knocking over the chaise lounge.

Each time she glanced at her husband and that woman in bodily contact, it ended in a mental misfire. It didn’t logically slot.

“What’s happening?” She couldn’t process what she witnessed. “Joe, what’s going on?”

Joe, Deborah, and Jimmy remained quiet. They seemed amused.

“Jasmine,” Joe finally said, “we thought it’d be fun to spice up the cookout. Don’t you want to join us?”

Jimmy must have viewed Joe’s comment as a cue and made a move on Jasmine.

She backed away. As Jimmy came within reach, she planted both hands on his chest and shoved. “Stay away from me!” She sprinted home.

“Jasmine, wait,” Joe shouted.

Running through her open patio door, she kicked over a stool at the bar separating den from kitchen and meandered sobbing, awash with feelings she couldn’t sort. Bouncing from wall to wall down a narrow hall, she steadied on anything tall enough to lean against.

Suddenly, to touch anything that Joe had ever laid his hands on was revolting. It occurred to her that she couldn’t stay in this house, on this street, or even in this neighborhood.

Jerking the older style princess phone from its cradle, knocking it to the floor from the table beside her bed, she held the handset firmly as the rest of it dangled from the cord. She swiped long sandy brown hair away from her face. With shaking fingers, she dialed. “Barb, please be home, please be home, please be...hello...”

“Jasmine?” came the response.

Choking back sobs—knees quaking—she leaned against the wall behind her. “Barb,” she squealed around the sob in her throat. She tried to go on but only squeaked.

“Honey, what’s wrong?”

After a double-pump diaphragm spasm, “You were right.”

“Calm down, Jaz. Take a breath.”

“Everything you ever said about Joe was right.”

“Oh hon. I’m so sorry—”

“It had to hit me between the eyes...”

“Please, calm down. You—”

“Between the eyes? Hell, it had to grab me in the crotch before I believed it.”

She slid down the wall and pulled her knees tight against her breasts, falling sideways crying, drawing into a fetal ball on the carpeted floor. “How could I have been so blind?”

After a time, Barbara broke the silence. “My warnings weren’t entirely intuitive. I guess this is the time to let you in on it.”

“In on what?” Jasmine demanded. “What are you talking about? Why is everybody keeping me in the dark and feeding me crap? Do I look like a damn mushroom?”

“What I’m about to say is the truth, not an opinion as you’ve always assumed.”

“Just say it.”

“Listen, honey, there’s an organization right there in Phoenix, called The One Eighty Club. Have you heard of it?”

“Yeah.” She sniffed. “But I’ve never seen it. I don’t even know where it is.”

“Oh, it’s not a place it’s a group that sets up parties, staged in a different home every weekend. I know people here at the university who make regular treks to your hometown just to spend whole weekends with that bunch.”

“What has that got to do with my marriage?”

“Jasmine, sweetie, hear me out. It’s a club that requires all visitors to check their clothes and morals at the door. The One Eighty is a sex club. Those people have no moral boundaries whatsoever.”

“You mean our neighbors seduced Joe into something sordid?”

“I hate I’m the one telling you this, but somebody has to.” She drew a deep breath. “Here goes. The name Joe Chandler is well known among that type of people here at the university. Honey, your neighbors were likely seduced by Joe, not the other way around.”

Jasmine’s body went limp. Her head lay on the unattended phone receiver. She poked her hands between her thighs and pulled her knees up farther. She softly cried as Barbara told her a detailed and bizarre story. Fresh tears kept coming but the source changed from anger to sadness. She mourned loss of love and began the brutal process of letting go a husband she apparently never exclusively had.

 

~ * ~

 

Days turned into weeks then weeks into months. Jasmine became obsessed, pursuing leads no matter how remote in search of evidence to prove the Olmec theory. Work became her new best friend. In Phoenix she knew no one to share matters of the heart with. A crusty exterior developed shoving emotions so far back that it became easy to deny their existence. Archaeology and a fanatical pursuit of the northward migration theory drove her but it also soothed and seduced her—a comfort she found nowhere and in nothing else.

Jasmine’s life became book-ended by emotional extremes—volatile anger at one end, crushing gloom at the other. Eventually, the time came she took both barrels one night. Springing upright in bed, she panted until muddle-headedness cleared. She whimpered. Could I be any lonelier? She cocooned deep beneath the blankets and cried. Later today I’ll put the marriage and that sonofabitch of a husband behind me forever. I can only hope that the nightmares go with him.

As the morning sun pulled her from slumber, she woke as though she’d gotten no sleep at all. Everything she did to prepare to finalize the divorce was perfunctory and minimal.

With no concern for appearance, Jasmine’s hair escaped in clumped strands from a loose ponytail, a visual statement of total disregard for the proceedings. She wore digging clothes—cargo shorts under an oversized man’s khaki shirt with sleeves rolled up to the elbows and hiking boots over thick sweat socks that billowed over the top. She walked into the courthouse right past the man she recognized as someone she once cared for.

Joe reached and snagged her arm. “Come on Jasmine, let’s give it one more shot. I can change.”

Joe regretted losing the livelihood, nothing more. She was thoroughly convinced, wrenching her arm from his grasp. This dreaded final face-to-face meeting couldn’t end soon enough.

Joe fell in behind and trailed along at her heels. “Come on Jasmine. Please. I’ll do anything. Tell me what you want.”

His begging was equivalent to an annoying gnat. He followed and kept it up, serving only to quicken Jasmine’s step, maintaining a buffer of purity between them. She stepped through the door into the conference room and sat next to her attorney. Only then did Joe cease the incessant and pathetic pleading. He sat next to his attorney on the opposite side of the long table.

After a brief explanation, papers came sliding across the glossy surface under the ballpoint pen she impatiently clicked. She pressed the pen tip to the document. A chill engulfed her. She hesitated. A small unintentional hole opened in her soul. Every laugh they shared and all the good times seemed to descend upon her at once. Her hand shook. Then with teeth firmly clenched and lips pressed white, she forced the pen into action.

She ran from the room, down the hall, bounded down stairs two at a time, racing for the double doors at the main entrance. Outside, she took an exaggerated symbolic step away from the building as the doors closed behind her.

Her knees weakened and she reached for the handrail. Feeling spent, she sat on one of the steps down to the sidewalk while still holding the pipe rail. The dream of a happy home fluttered away with the ease of the paper litter dancing across her feet in the wind. I’ll never trust another man! I don’t need them.

She became a recluse. Her tiny apartment mirrored lack of care, strewn with books, papers, and maps. Personal appearance suffered as she fell into a disheveled mess.

Day after day, stumbling through an obstacle course called home, she studied, read references and made notes until exhaustion took her down. Usually she slept wherever she happened to be—the sofa, the floor, or at the dining table—head resting on her hands.

An unattractive transformation was complete. She’d become an untrusting slovenly cynic prone to angry outbursts—desire to be around people gone. Like a drug addict, she stayed with the cloistered life, all the while wanting change and, paradoxically, male companionship.

“I don’t give a damn what you think you have to do!” she yelled into the phone. “I told you I’d get that bill paid! Now leave me alone!” She slammed the phone down on the electric company employee. Remorse swarmed her. It always did after an outburst.

She shoved a pile of papers from the sofa and dropped onto it, wilting over onto her side. An unshaved and odorous armpit assaulted her nose. Handling it the usual way, she cried.

She rebuffed Barbara’s every attempt to penetrate the wall she’d built and was still adding to. Each time, it ended with her shouting and Barbara trying to quiet her.

What the hell is wrong with me?

She cried until there were no more tears, then slept.

 

~ * ~

 

“After I received the letter from the archaeology department about the discovery of that site, I responded immediately. What do ya think, Jaz?” Barbara sounded excited.

“You’ve got to be kidding,” then skeptically, “Southern Cal is going to provide a full grant for up to a year? Come on, there’s more to this story than you’re tellin’.”

“What can I say, honey. I’m quite persuasive. Not to mention kind of cute to a few stodgy old professors in charge of the budget.” She chuckled. “I explained our theory to the old geezers in the archaeology department and after a consultation period they shared information of the proposed site and asked if we’d be interested in becoming team leaders on the project. Here’s the best part—the location is only about an hour south of my apartment. Cool, huh?”

“What do you mean ‘if we’d be interested’? I don’t know any of those people at USC.”

“Sorry. I meant to say me. But you’re crazy if you think I’d even consider this without you beside me. Remember, that Olmec theory is a shared one. I won’t do it if you don’t join me. I can’t do it alone.”

“Worthwhile, huh?”

“Definitely.”

“And it’s just south of there?”

“Not far at all, near a small town called Arroyo Vista, somewhere along the beach on private property.”

Jasmine had been involved with many such deals and understood grant money was never given freely without strings. But, her desire to prove the theory ran at least as deep as Barb’s. Plus, maybe it’d be an outlet to forget her problems. The decision was hers and Barbara had obviously finished making her case. It was time for an answer.

“Okay, Ms. Negotiator,” Jasmine finally said. “What happens if we find nothing after a short time? Can we walk away like we did near the Mexican border? This grant is not pennies from heaven, ya know.”

“It’s no big deal. We just have to stay on as site coordinators for the duration.”

“No big deal! You’ve got to be kidding. That could be a year—even longer if we get into a hotbed of artifacts that may have nothing to do with our quest? If discoveries don’t substantiate anything we’re looking for. It’ll be time wasted...tons of it. We’d be site slaves indefinitely, an open-ended nightmare for God’s sake.”

“Whoa, Jaz, lighten up.” She paused. “Come on, you’re imagining a problem that may never happen. In fact, such trouble doesn’t have a snowball’s chance in my opinion. What if...now listen closely, what if we find supporting evidence on the migration theory? Wouldn’t it suddenly make whatever time spent worthwhile?”

Jasmine remained quiet for a moment. “Okay. You’ve made your point...I guess. The California coastal site might be worth it, I don’t know. But I’d have to box up everything and break the lease on my apartment.”

“The university grant will cover it all.”

“All of it?”

“Yep.”

“Are you serious?”

“Yep.”

“But I’ll need a place to live.”

“Gotcha covered there, too. I live barely an hour from the dig site and have a spare bedroom. Besides, most nights we’d stay on-site in tents, weather permitting. You know how these things are. If the digging is good we’ll stay there. All you have to do, Jazzy girl, is get in that Jeep of yours and come to California.”

The silence that followed thickened.

“Barbara Sullivan, you’ve been thinking about this a lot. Haven’t you?”

“Oh yes, honey, I certainly have.”

 

~ * ~

 

“I was told the landowner, a guy by the name of Lowell Strudemeyer, listened to the secretary’s entire pitch for permission to dig on his property then replied, ‘Sure, I don’t care’. After making the comment, he hung up without a single question about what he had agreed to. He just hung up. Can you believe that?” Barbara seemed unable to determine if she was amused or irritated by what he did.

“He’s a man. What did you expect?” Jasmine deadpanned.

She and Barbara sat at the small dining table in Barbara’s San Diego apartment talking over what needed to be done. Following a lengthy discussion on how best to handle logistics of getting the excavation site set up, Jasmine volunteered to personally deliver and get signed permission by Strudemeyer, apparently a retired doctor of some sort.

Jasmine left Barbara’s apartment and drove to the small southern California coastal town of Arroyo Vista. Driving into town, she looked from one side of the main drag to the other, unimpressed. Not much going for it. Many of the businesses were boarded up. Then she looked inland to the east across the desert landscape beyond the clustered hamlet. She then turned her attention west to the Pacific Ocean. Lifeless desert on one side and endless water on the other. She figured that without industry there was little reason to move to Arroyo Vista or for current residents to stay. Its only visible assets were nice looking medical facilities and the fact it was the county seat. If it weren’t for these two things, the town may have disappeared decades ago.

Wheeling the Jeep into the parking lot of a convenience store, she got out and stretched her legs while pulling the rubber band tighter that held her hair in a ponytail. She walked into the cluttered and overstocked establishment. A bell tinkled over the door.

“Excuse me,” she called out to the clerk, “could you tell me how to get to the Lowell Strudemeyer estate?”

“Sure,” the young girl behind the counter told her. “Everyone around here knows the Doc.”

“The doc, huh?” Jasmine wondered if it was an affectionate term but cared little and didn’t ask.

Stepping from behind the cash register, the pretty young Latina glided to the large window fronting the store. “Stay on this highway and drive about five miles farther south. It’s a big one-story Spanish-style villa on the right. You can’t miss it. There’re no other houses anywhere around for several miles. Look for a huge stone gate at the entrance surrounded by a landscaped area of cactus.”

Jasmine thanked the girl then returned to her Jeep and drove on through town. Before leaving it behind, she noticed a small bar called the Dragon’s Head. Suddenly, the notion of mellowing beneath an inebriated haze sounded enticing.

As the convenience store clerk had said, a few miles out, the massive stone gate came into view on the right. A brief flash of awe vanished when she noticed widespread neglect. Nothing had been maintained. The cactus garden by the front gate was overgrown with weeds. As she turned in and drove up to the house at the end of the long driveway, the remainder of the landscape was in no better condition. What had once been a flower garden surrounded a non-functioning fountain and badly overgrown. The water in the concrete pool floated a thick layer of algae, a focal point that anchored a circular driveway near the front door of Strudemeyer’s sprawling one-story home. Water in the pool at the base of the fountain was stagnant, black and decorated with decaying leaves.

She gathered papers and got out of the Jeep then abruptly stopped and looked down at her clothes, regretting not having dressed better. As had become the norm, she wore digging clothes—floppy-brimmed faded green denim hat, long-sleeved khaki shirt tucked into knee-length cargo shorts of the same color, hiking boots and thick sweat socks bunched up over their tops. A whiff of stagnant water in the fountain assaulted her. It smelled faintly of sewage Screw it. Who cares what I look like?

Legal documents in hand, she marched to the front door and rang the bell. After a moment, she tried again. Still, there was no answer.

Stepping laterally, she shielded her eyes with cupped hands and peered through the nearest window, looking to see if anyone stirred—but saw no movement inside. It seemed the only thing left to do was return to the doorbell and keep trying. After a few more attempts, she gave up on the bell and pounded the door with a tight fist.

Becoming concerned that the trip may have been wasted time, she backed away and thought, now what?

The only thing left to do was walk around to the back of the house and check there. But before she could take a single step the front door swung open with a jerk and whoosh. There, swaying side to side, was a man who appeared drunk, just past middle age, sporting a scruffy five or six-day growth of salt and pepper whiskers, red eyes framed in dark circles and thick shoulder length unruly silver hair. Sort of a James Brolin meets W. C. Fields look. But that silly smile is Clark Gable for sure.

Straightening to a formal posture, “I’m here to see Mister Strudemeyer. Is he in?”

The man grinned and swayed.

This guy may have broken into the Strudemeyer home and, maybe, even harmed the doctor. She took a tentative backward step.

“I’m sho shorry. The doctor is dead.” He dropped his head with a pitiful sad look.

She took another step back becoming out-right scared. “When...did he die?”

“A few sheconds after I told the hospital board I was retiring.” He snickered, blowing spit from between pursed lips. He stabbed the air with an emphatic finger. “I am a phoenix. From Doctor Strudemeyer’s ashes rose Mishter Strudemeyer.”

Jasmine flushed with anger. “Doctor...Mister Strudemeyer—”

“Call me Lowell.”

Ignoring the request, “Mister Strudemeyer, I’m here as a representative of the archaeology department from the University of Southern California. I have a release form—”

“What’s your name, darlin’?”

“My name is Jasmine Chandler and I prefer you not call me darling.” Like most men, he was rude, arrogant and, on top of that, soused. Suddenly, it occurred to her, an angry response might jeopardize getting his signature. Taking measured breaths, she closed her eyes and recomposed. “Look, all I need is for you to sign this release form. “Would you please read it and—”

“Jasmine is shuch a beautiful name.” He stared off into space over her head and leaned against the door jamb. “Jasmine...shuch a shweet smellin’ flower.” He sucked in a large breath, as if smelling the blossom.

“Mister Strudemeyer, please. I need you to hear and understand what I’m saying.”

He shook a finger at her. “Do you know what shmells better than jasmine, though? Shwee’pea...the most divine of all fragrances.”

“Sweetpea...you’re trying to say sweetpea.” Like it or not, she was drawn into an unwanted conversation. She folded her arms in the first challenge to his less-than-courteous attitude.

“That’s what I shaid.  Shwee’pea.” With a finger that seemed to float unattached, he pointed toward the unkempt mass of blossoms around the fountain. “If you don’t believe me go shmell for yourself.”

She glanced back. “I just came from over there and I know what it smells like. I’ll not be sniffing it again.” She took an aggressive step forward to press her cause but his liquored breath hit her in the face before she could speak. “Maybe the stench of the fountain wasn’t so bad after all,” she muttered twisting her head to the side and returning to her beginning spot on the porch. “Mister Strudemeyer, I’ve driven over an hour to get here for a simple signature. Would you please extend me the courtesy of just one minute to explain why we need it?”

Swimming eyes that couldn’t focus was all she saw. He probably didn’t comprehend the question.

Jasmine’s rosy cheeks darkened. She bristled, moving closer to losing control. Lack of alternatives propelled a worsening attitude.

The drunkard responded out of synch. “May I call you Shwee’pea?” He leaned his head against the door jamb in a mock show of adoration.

Inevitably, it happened. She redlined and hit that point of no return, barreling toward an angry explosion.

“No sir! You sure as hell may not call me Sweetpea, or darlin’, or—or any other pet name that tumbles out of that liquored-up brain! My name is Jasmine Chandler and you, sir, are a drunken, arrogant ass!” She leaned in and got in his face. “Care for me to repeat that? You’re a drunken arrogant ass!”

Lowell stood straight but still swayed. “But Shwee’pea, we were having shuch a wonderful conversation.”

She stormed away to her Jeep, threw open the door, and leaped onto the seat. She started it, slammed it into reverse and backed over the tangle of sweetpea around the fountain. Then gunned the engine, spinning the wheels spraying dirt and gravel, destroying delicate but unruly plants, leaving Strudemeyer a full measure of her indignation. Squealing tires onto the highway, Jasmine let that be a final show of defiance.

While still accelerating, she snatched her cell phone from its perch on the dash and punched a one number quick dial. “Barb, he’s not going to sign. The old goat wouldn’t even talk about it!”

“What?”

“Hell, he wouldn’t even acknowledge the reason I was there. He just babbled on about my name.” The knuckles of her left hand turned white as she wrenched the steering wheel.

“Well, we have to do something. Where can I meet you?”

“A small bar called the Dragon’s Head on the south side of Arroyo Vista at the edge of town. I’ll meet ya there. You should be here before dark, if you leave now.”

Arroyo Vista was small. One pass, driving through town, left her with nothing else to see. She ate an early dinner at a diner within sight of the bar. A lone motel was the only choice for a room. It, too, was within sight of the only
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