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Then-ah then I would awake

To the terror of the lone lake.

Yet that terror was not fright,

But a tremulous delight—

from ‘The Lake’ – Edgar Allan Poe
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​Chapter One
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There was something not quite right about the town of Whittlewood Clio dropped into one brisk Saturday. It may have been that the bus didn’t stop at a bus stop, nor anything resembling a bus stop, as if the bus itself, or at least the driver knew there was something not quite right with the tiny mountain town. The bus pulled over, the driver hopped out, opened the luggage door while looking about as if drugs were being exchanged, dropped the backpack on the ground, scurried back to the bus, and once seemingly safe, leaned out to see if Clio was clear of the wheels. After a half-wave half-smile from Clio and the sympathetic nod from the driver, Clio spun his backpack over his shoulder in the wispy whirlwind of exploding dust and exhaust, took a step to cross the highway, and stopped with something in his eye. He blinked and rubbed, pulled his top eyelid over his bottom eyelid, blinked and rubbed, and as the air cleared from the highway particulates, so did his eye. And in his bordered fogginess of tears—a visual similar to those old movies with petroleum ointment on the lens for romantic effect—he saw before him, in the dampened silence of the surrounding forest, his new home. 

And yet...still...something...off. Not that Clio was thinking this, he wasn’t. It was just that something inside of him, something called intuition was crying out, calling him, telling him there’s something...something.... Something Clio would never grasp because being seventeen, intuition meant nothing. He had no idea his intuition was screaming from the depths of his mind like a child trapped in a well. Screaming, screaming—!

Screaming what? 

Perfect! 

Perfect! Bellowing in a sonorous echo from the hollows of his brain—perfect! The echoing wail falling farther and farther into his cerebral recesses—perfect! Whittlewood is perfect! 

Which is why Clio didn’t move after his eye-rubbing, standing in the mountain solitude broken only by the bus rumbling away and a curious blue jay hopping from pine to pine. The first thing to come into focus with his returning vision was a chapel. And not just a chapel—a perfect chapel! A perfect chapel overlooking a perfectly round, ten-square-mile lake.  

Yet still...his intuition spiraling and tumbling into the bottomless fissure of his mind-well, shouting, hardly audible, That’s not a chapel! 

Falling in a screaming whisper.... That lake.... That perfectly round lake is a perfect ten square miles. It defies the laws of Pi! 

One perfect sailboat, one perfect fishing boat, and one perfect jet skier on the shimmering waters of the perfect Lake Whittlewood shimmered away Clio’s tantrum of intuition. And as his intuition returned with a splash back into its deep well of viscous nothingness, a chill ran through him, and he took another breath of the perfectly fresh, perfectly cool, perfectly pine-scented air. This was Clio’s attraction to the mountains—this transcending image of boats floating on a sparkling lake with a background of the snowcapped Cascade Mountains, hillside chapels, and a tranquility that covers one like a blanket of velvet wildflowers. If he turned around and returned to Seattle (as his now-sinking-into-the-muck-of-nothingness intuition would have liked) a large part of him would have been fulfilled, for Clio had never seen such a sight en vivo. Clio came from a world of rent-controlled apartments and lived with his single mother. His outdoor experience was drinking beer in Occidental Park. 

Which is why the scenery and the overwhelmingly fresh air stalled him for longer than it took for his eye to clear. The only reason Clio did start across the two-lane highway and into his new home was due to the vanity of not wanting his first impression to whomever may be watching (nobody was) to see him as a gaping city delinquent standing lost on the side of the highway. Therefore he walked, and admired at the same time, all the en vivo things that weren’t en vivo in the inner-city. Along with the chapel there was an old wood boathouse with rows of canoes and an outdoor café. He could see the upper floor of a hotel. Probably built in the 1800’s, Clio assumed, with its hand-hewn wood plank exterior, white trim, shuttered windows, and French Quarter balconies. 

Clio walked the only paved road, that if followed, enters one side of Whittlewood, rolls next to the boathouse, turns a right at the hotel down Main Street, hooks another sharp right at Town Hall, and then leads straight back to the highway. As if to say, Hey there, thanks for comin’! Don’t let the door smack you in the ass! So recently paved and smooth was the road, Clio thought about unfastening his longboard, but decided against it, and took the sights at a walking pace. Sights such as the modest homes and old wood cottages with enormous yards, and trees and flowers everywhere because it was the beginning of summer in the mountain town. Many of the wood fences looked freshly painted, white, red, or black, and the fences not painted looked purposefully antiquated with hand-chopped tongues wedged into hand-cut grooves. 

Down the way a man swung his sit-down lawnmower around a large cottonwood, steering it with one hand while holding a Rainier in the other. One pass. Two passes. Three passes—buzzing past the tree in a circle, giving the tree its closest trim possible; and on the last pass the machine clunked, lurched, and the large man wobbled in his seat as the blade ripped off the top of a root. The machine grunted, wailed, returned to speed, and in a puff of black smoke the man sipped and the cutting continued. 

The first street sign he came upon provided further confirmation that he found the perfect mountain town for his summer break. Wood, it was, pine he assumed, with hand-painted yellow letters, as if the townsfolk decided their local artisan should create more than just the ho-hum green metal street sign...and the woodworker the post, for it was beveled, spiraled, and wrapped in a white trumpet vine. 

A Street. 

No getting lost in this place, thought Clio, removing a wrinkled piece of torn college-lined notebook paper he removed from his back pocket. Right on C Street to Dresden, Right, 1438 Dresden. 

A walk of seven minutes to a sidewalk led him up to a porch, past a concrete doe, concrete mushrooms and frogs; fiberglass and resin grasshoppers, butterflies, and dragonflies, all tucked into the perimeter of the yard as if Bambi’s congregation was hiding out. (Where Clio came from such decorations would be missing extremities, like heads.) 

The newly painted porch of four different prime colors held hanging plants, three types of wind chimes (celebrating his entrance due to a passing lake breeze), a windsock trout, a coir doormat shaped like a trout, and a welcoming trout hanging on a plaque over the doorbell that gave Clio a start as he stepped to the door. The faded fish moved on the aged plaque like it was struggling on its line—but in slow motion, with a gurgling drowning noise from the dying batteries. A plastic daisy tucked into a pot of geraniums at his knees piped up in song, singing something about aloha meaning hello.

In the cacophony Clio couldn’t hear the doorbell he pushed within the sharp teeth of a fishbone frame. So he pushed it a second time, and just as he did the door opened and the doorbell’s residual chime hammered out a glockenspiel version of The Sound of Music’s “Do-Re-Mi” into the house. Because of the thick screen and because he was still wearing his peach Carrera aviator sunglasses he found on the ground one day skateboarding, he could hardly make out the petite woman on the other side asking, “May I help you?”

Clio didn’t hear her first May I help you? but he did hear the second, said at the same time as his, “Hello, my name is Clio.” This toe-stepping repeated again until she asked, “Excuse me?” The flower still sang, the fish still gurgled for life, and for whatever reason the doorbell chimed again; all backed up by a small dog with hair covering its eyes yipping and scratching at the door in front of the woman. Oblivious to it all, the woman seemed more perturbed that Clio wasn’t speaking up. “Clio, I’m Clio Ngyo,” he announced. 

“Cleaning guy?”

“No, Clio. Clio Ngyo.” Clio’s nerves had him wondering if he wrote down the wrong address. “Is this the Peterson household?” he asked as politely as possible. His mother was Malaysian/Indian and very into manners. “Be polite,” were her last words to him.

“Yes?” the woman asked, with no less confusion. 

“My name is Clio Ngyo. I’m the teacher,” Clio confirmed with a smile.

“Oh!” she said, covering her mouth like she just hiccuped. The long dreadlocked hair, DC skate shirt over white union long sleeves, ripped baggy cargo shorts covering faded long underwear, and the gecko tattoo that crept up his neck under a very used pair of headphones covered with stickers, one of which she recognized as the bunny from her husband’s magazines, didn’t so much bother her as much as his race. And with a voice that sounded as if the arrival of the gown she ordered in the mail was the wrong color and the wedding was tomorrow, she said again in a more pained chirp, “Oh.”
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​Chapter Two
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Beverly Dobson Jones, the longest ongoing and oldest hippy resident, landed in Whittlewood in a canoe with few belongings. She left her canoe on the shoreline, never used it again, and when it started to rot she converted it into a raised garden bed. This was in ‘62, when the town was leftover generations of ore miners and summering fishermen with a population of 102. (It’s now a town of 308 having swung down to 54 in ’73, up to 649 in the mid ‘80’s [more people owned boats], and declined through the nineties until the early 2000’s and into its current population that hadn’t changed since Bill Tyden disappeared in the woods three years ago [Alzheimer’s and snowmobiles don’t mix]). Beverly, Bev, BB or Ms. Jones (it was all the same to her) was, by trade, a gardener, and still often worked in bare feet. Her bare feet being ninety-three, her sunbonnet half that age, and her overalls a bit newer. She didn’t necessarily like to garden, she just liked to grow food, of which she had very little when she first moved to Whittlewood. 

Having spent so much time with her plants and being in the out of doors, bearing witness to hundreds of sunrises and sunsets, the dear old BB now functioned on the same cyclical level as her garden. Her emotions, when she had any, were a slight anxiousness when the first leaves fell, a smidgen of lethargy in the winter, and a cornhusk of springiness during the spring. Even those emotions lasted only minutes. She had reached, if she thought about it, a pleasant nirvana between woman and earth. Eighty-eight was her highlight age. If only because a month and a half after turning eighty-nine, four years ago, they wanted to take her land. For the second time.  

And who wanted BB’s land? It would be better to ask, Who didn’t want BB’s land? If you were a tourist—or a young teacher using his summer vacation to live outside of the city for the first time in his life—the first structure to catch your eye would be the chapel on the hill overlooking the lake. “What a lovely church! It must have a spectacular view!” 

Because it’s white and appears to have a steeple with a cross on it, BB’s home is often mistaken for a chapel. The owner prior to BB was an avid fisherman and big-gamer who wanted an observation tower. In the sixties, on top of a one-room house, a tower was built, designed after an old naval sketch of a gun turret. Roland the fisherman (1897-1972) constructed the steep roof because his original fish-and-game-observation/cigar-smoking/escape-from-the-ball-and-chain/trespasser-shooting gun turret leaked in the wet spring. The refurbished steep roof made a natural snow slide, and in the end looked like a church steeple, more so than the real church steeple in Whittlewood that can’t be seen from the road. 

This now brings us back to There was something not quite right about the town of Whittlewood. Closer inspection of the chapel exposes its true nature of the structure not being a church—but a house, and the steeple—a turret. “But there’s a cross on the steeple!” the tourist might declare. Yes, from afar it looks like a Celtic ring cross, but upon closer inspection one would see it’s not a cross, but crosshairs—an enlarged version of the reticle pattern seen when looking through the scope of a long-range rifle—the iron crosshairs making an effective wind cock heated and hammered by Roland himself. While most wind cocks are frivolous diversions, Roland’s was made clearly as a warning. 

The chapel’s original owner, Roland’s granddad, owned seven acres running directly to (what would later become) Forest Service land on one end, and fifteen acres extending to the lake on the other, including some of the lake itself, with a total of 500 yards of lakeshore. For the last 150 years the path around the lake stops at the chapel property and begins again at the end of the chapel property. It’s still marked on both sides with barbed wire and knife carvings into the surrounding trees that once warned truthfully, Trespassers will be shot. (Roland, because he was an ornery son-of-a-bitch like his dad, who was an ornerier son-of-a-bitch, and like his granddad, who was beyond ornery and nothing but a xenophobic hermit, made damn sure that no one would touch his land, especially government officials and “them whore developers.”) 

Roland’s hermit grandfather bought the property from the Stillaguamish for thirty horses stolen in Idaho, and made sure as shit he got some of the lake with it. The chief shrugged as if, Fine, one more horse and take part of the lake. I don’t get what you’re doing with this “land buying” thing anyway, crazy white man. But if you want some of the lake, take it. It’s not yours anyway, it belongs to The Creator. Not realizing how much Roland’s grandfather meant it when he said he wanted the lake, the Stillaguamish were entertained by the nutcake hermit pounding trees and fencing into the waters of the lake. Not a large part (not as big as he would have liked because the project took fifteen years as it was), but it did include a fine rock outcropping ideal for land casting into the surrounding deep water. Border logs that jut out of the water like old walleye teeth can still be seen today, and are still hazards. 

BB, Beverly Dobson Jones, was always told by the last Roland to protect that part of the lake that was his. A large swath he’d point out with a wrinkled finger on the end of a shaking arm, that, nearer to his death, became the entire lake. BB would only nod, smile, wipe the drool, and spoon her homemade applesauce between his thin lips.

It could be said BB acquired the land through caring curiosity. “An old man lives there, although no one sees him,” she was told. “Oh...yeah...up there,” another said, “Roland’s place. Don’t go there. He’ll shoot you. Shot my brother’s boat three years ago. Came off its mooring, floated into the rocks in front of his house, and he sunk it. Won’t pay a dime, either, old bastard. Might as well forget it if you own anything that ends up on his property. Folks here have lost cows and dogs. You can still see pieces of a kite he shot up in one of his lodgepoles. Even the kids know better.”

She kept her eye out for the mythical grouch and began taking walks in the woods around the property. Went on full vigilance. Began to worry. Sniffed the air for decay and after a full year of heavy reconnaissance and seeing nary a movement from the chapel, she decided to risk being shot, climbed the rusty cattle gate, and trudged up the hill to the front door. 

Dead for sure, she thought, because even through the salmonberry and Indian plum she could smell the rot. But he wasn’t dead. Hardly alive, under a blanket in a rocking chair with a shotgun on his lap surrounded by buckets of jerky. He smelled like jerky, too. Jerky and the decaying odor of old people. She smelled it from the broken window she spoke through, shattered because he took a potshot at her after she knocked and said hello. (To his credit he did think the Redcoats were coming for him). She sheltered behind the log wall until he unloaded his two rounds and in a foot and hand race—BB knocking out the rest of the window to climb in and snatch the gun, and old Roland trying to remove himself from his rocker to get more ammo—she disarmed him. BB snatched the gun and was going to smack him like Dorothy did the lion until she saw how sick and pathetic and very close to death he was. “You always shoot at ladies like that?” She launched into him, letting the jerkied old man writhe in his chair—scared witless that he was so close to an intruder, a blue-eyed wildcat one at that. 

That’s how Roland got his first and only in-house nurse, although he never wanted her, and claimed until he died two years later that he still didn’t want her, and never liked her, and that all women were the same and were all worthless except them Injun women. Had me one once, and them other Injuns would try to steal her back and I kilt a few that ever stepped on my property (that never happened) and yadda yadda yadda. This section, see this section, drool, spittle, spoon to shriveled dry lips, that’s my portion of the lake. See there? Shaky finger scanning lake horizon and far mountain peaks. My daddy’s, my grandaddy’s, mine. Eyelids descending, snoring ascending.

He willed her the property on a wood plate. He made plates out of stumps and carved reliefs of Indians and wildlife. The Will Plate, brought to the courts and used for evidence, was a carving of the chapel. The etched, I give it all to the lovely Beverly, caused quite a stir, even in ’73 just as the developer fishing hounds were moving in, and was nearly thrown out of court. Beverly’s self-litigation led her to a family member, her second cousin who lived in Tacoma. A lawyer by divine luck who loved to fish. It wasn’t too hard to convince the guy he’d have a fishing getaway for life if he helped her defend the Will Plate against the land savages. It wasn’t much of a contest, for the second cousin had other rich lawyer friends, all retired and in their seventies who also loved to fish. All came happily out of retirement for one last court battle and the prize of a fishing cottage. 

BB ended up with a small attachment to the house while the second cousin used the chapel house for getaways, which he and his friends did so often it was always occupied. Which didn’t matter one lettuce seed to BB who only wanted a roof and some land to grow her food. Her home could have been a lean-to as long as it had access to water. 

Because she ended up catering and taking care of the retired lawyer fishermen, they made sure as shit she got what she needed, as they found out the more she got, the tastier their meals became. Along with a well that pulled in fifty gallons a minute, they built her a greenhouse bigger than her own house, constructed terraces made with beautiful local stone and drip irrigation, and clearcut a plot for a rock fruit orchard—plums, cherries, peaches, apricots, along with apples she used for fresh pies and jams. They bought her a milking cow (that has since died) from which she made cheese and butter. BB could have cared less about all her gifts—she never asked for the irrigation, and the greenhouse, and the cow, they just appeared for her. Came to her. Gifts. That’s how BB looked at life.

By the early eighties after all the lawyers had fallen in love with her (she had a stunning, natural beauty well beyond her sixty years) and died off, she became the sole resident of Chapel Gardens, as it was called. Many knew about Chapel Gardens because many benefitted from Chapel Gardens, including the local elementary school. Appalled by the food the children received from the state, BB brought them garden goods to place alongside pigs in blankets, pepperoni pizzas, and beef and cheese nachos until, day by day, year by year, her fruits and veggies became half of the daily fare for the sixty or so Elementary and High School kids. BB provided for the Moose Lodge banquets, private fishing parties at The Wake Hotel and The Hotel Bibbaroo (the Bibbaroo no longer exists). Her salads found their way onto 4th of July plates, Christmas plates, Thanksgiving, Easter, and President’s Day plates for the town’s public celebrations. Those closest to her picked their own in her garden, including Lilly of Lilly’s Diner. 

BB will occasionally deliver fresh veggies to The Spruce House but no longer makes food for anybody but herself. She’ll give a good price to visitors who pick their own when The Gardens are open, which isn’t often. These days BB will forget or just can’t be bothered with walking down the hill and opening the gate. Lately BB’s been obsessed with tranquility, a precious commodity and something she’s not getting enough of because of unwanted trips to Town Hall to fill out papers concerning taxes, land registrations, and zoning problems due to the new Country Club and its golf course running up to her orchard border. 

BB had no idea the golf course next to her had only fifteen holes. Only the few owners and Delmont Biggs knew the remaining three holes would be on the Chapel Gardens property. 
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​Chapter Three
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Delmont Biggs has never lost his baby fat. Nor has his father, Calvin, lost his. Calvin Biggs was a landscaper—meaning he knew how to run a backhoe and was hired by those in need of a foundation, road, septic area, or, in the case of the last three years, a golf course. A job Cal regretted more and more, doing it mainly for his son, the current manager of the Whittlewood Country Club project. He didn’t know his son would nickel-and-dime him as bad as withholding a half year of pay. 

“Pops, don’t worry, the cash will come! Practice that stroke will you! Come out and take some swings in the practice traps!”

“Del, I’m not a golfer—” 

“It doesn’t matter! It’s good exercise!” (Not a day passes when Calvin Biggs doesn’t wonder how and when his fathering went south.) 

“Del, I’m done. Here’s your bill.”

“Pops? What’re you doin’ to me? We’re far from done! Have you been using those clubs I gave you? I haven’t seen you at the driving range yet!”

“You knew this whole time it would come down to this, son. I always had a bad feelin’ which way the three holes would go.”

“Certainly not over my house!” Delmont laughed. “Big Man (in the heat of talking business Delmont tosses out endearing terms, primarily because in the heat of argument he forgets names. Sadly, even with such names like Father and Dad) what kind of future do you want for your hometown? Would you rather have our precious land in the good hands of your local people, or in the pockets of rich city people? The Country Club is for the good of the community—” 

“The rich community,” Cal broke in.

“If we didn’t build a golf course, in ten years the land would be covered with second home condos staring down at us.” 

“I’d rather have you respect the elders of this town.”

“Pops, I totally respect you!” Delmont threw out a pudgy fist to bump.

“Not me, Delmont, I’m talking about Beverly Jones.”

“Who?”

“Beverly Jones, your neighbor and long outstanding citizen of this community!” Cal’s baby jowls were now shaking, along with his veined cheeks turning an angry purple. 

“My neighbor?” This was confusing to Delmont because he was building a house on five acres at the far edge of the golf course (the foundation was already finished) and as far as he knew he didn’t have any neighbors, unless—“Did someone buy the spec house?”

“What are you talking about?”

“My neighbor.”

“No, your golf course neighbor, this Country Club’s neighbor, the one you want to evict.”

“Oh,” Delmont smiled (a smile holding baby teeth). “The old lady!”

“She made you homemade banana bread and chocolate frosting cakes for your birthdays before McFlannigan’s came to town.”

“I remember McFlannigan’s. I liked their cakes better. They were less natural.”

“It looks like it. You also ate them bankrupt.”

“I loved their Sunday buffet! My man, can you come inside please? I’m losing my air.” 

Mr. Biggs remained stationed at the doorway holding the door open. “I’m leaving. For good. That’s why I’m here.” he said, with a teary sadness. Although Mr. Biggs always looked like that—one couldn’t tell if he was tired, drunk, or just sad. He never got drunk so it was mostly the former and the latter. The latter due to thoughts of his son.

“We’ll be moving more dirt within a few weeks so check back with me.”

Cal shook his head. “You will not be moving anything in three weeks.” He placed his STP Oil cap over his calvus red head, let the screen slam shut, and stomped down the stairs.

“Hasta la vista, Pops!” Shouted Delmont. (He didn’t hear his dad growl.)“Neighbor?” Delmont said to himself, furrowing his brow like he did in school after he was asked, more than likely, an exceptionally easy question saved specifically for him because his teacher happened to be kindhearted and didn’t want to embarrass the slow child. 

He let the image of the old lady who lived up on the hill evaporate from his mind like a bad chip shot. He smiled to himself recalling McFlannigan’s’ chocolate banana pound cake while inching his rolling chair over the trailer carpet to place his dad’s bill in the trashcan. 
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​Chapter Four
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The amount of times Clio heard Mrs. Peterson say, “This is temporary, we have to do some work on it,” was enough to get it through to him that his living quarters she was showing him actually was going to be temporary, although it looked all right to Clio. In fact, it looked recently remodeled. Which it was. Mrs. Peterson was lying. Clio didn’t know this, but would figure it out after a few weeks of overhearing the conversations between Mrs. and Mr. Peterson. 

“I didn’t think we’d be getting a chink for a teacher,” grumbled Mr. Peterson.

“Larry, don’t start this again. And not so loud, he’s right there,” she pointed with her spatula through the kitchen window and across the small backyard. “His window is open,” she whispered loudly. 

Sound did carry from the kitchen to Clio’s window exceptionally well due to the walled-in walkway paralleling the garage that made one of those sound corridors or temple wells that the ancients putzed around with to send their voices easily across long distances. It didn’t help that Mr. Peterson was the High School football coach and his baritone voice was rendered incapable of lower decibel speech. 

“I don’t want a pansy squint with rodents crawling up his neck to be teaching my child.”

“Lilith is very happy with her new teacher, Larry. If you talked to her about it, she says she adores him. That’s her new word she uses. You’ve heard her talk about him.”

Larry leaned around his recliner to glance through the kitchen and out the window to the converted one-room tractor barn he personally remodeled. Listening, perhaps, for a shaking spray paint can.  

Mrs. Peterson continued. “We signed a contract, dear.”

“Contract, my ass. I didn’t sign no contract. And if I did, it wouldn’t have been for that. Jesus, Maud, what were you thinking? Were there no pictures of him?”

“No, Larry, there wasn’t a photo. Only good recommendations. One being form your cousin, remember?”

“She’s a liberal twit,” he mumbled, taking a pull from his can of Olympia.

“A liberal twit who happens to be vice-president of the Seattle Teachers Union and it was her recommendation. He scored 1650 on his SATs and he’s going to Cal Berkeley on a history scholarship.”

“Where the fuck’s that going to get him?” said Larry with a mouthful of beer. He swallowed. “He’s going to be a jobless marijuana smoker looking for a teaching job. That place shits out liberals who can’t afford to live in California so they move up here.”

“Clio has wonderful credentials. And that’s why I got him.”

“Lilith told me she wants a skateboard for her birthday. It ain’t happening. Next she’ll want a tattoo on her ass and she’s only eight.”

Maud stopped her dinner preparation for a stern, “Larry.” Larry sipped and hit the remote. 

Clio heard snippets of the conversation before he put on his headphones. He heard about this, this racism thing. Obviously most prevalent in a place where white people and their televisions live removed, to put it mildly, from the rest of the world. Hearing Mr. Peterson’s racist remarks made him laugh and reminded him of his playground days and how silly it was then. The word nigger he heard so  often by the time he hit the third grade, it became old. Clio laughs off any racism and actually feels sorry for anybody so blind to the functions of the real world that they still separate by race. And races? What are they? His case being a fine example with a mother who’s Malaysian and Indian, and a father whose great grandmother was a slave and raped by her white owner. What race is that? It was all a joke to Clio and he refused to let it get in the way of his homeschooling. Lilly was a beautiful kid and he’d do his best to open up her world as much as he could. 

With a father like Larry—Clio shook his head to himself, while relaxing with his headphones and drawing pencil graffiti art in his notebook—the poor girl needs all the education she can get. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter Five


[image: ]


It never ceased to amaze BB how bold some men were...and stupid, as she observed from her garden three men struggle with the gate latch and trip their way up her hill. She wondered how mankind lasted so long. So out of place they looked—those lawyers in suits that served no function but style obedience with shoes that had no business outside a waxed corridor. She got a kick out of every time they came onto her property. Which they were doing quite often. Such excursions having started four years ago with the Biggs boy, before the Country Club development started:

“Ms. Jones, how are you?” (It took a walk down the hill BB didn’t want to make to let him in.) “I grew up here. And you know, Ms. Jones,” Delmont said proudly. “All the other kids stole your fruit to throw at the ducks. But I didn’t.” 

No, BB wanted to say, because you couldn’t throw.

“I always loved this property and thought it sacred,” Delmont smiled, new to the Country Club project and becoming entranced with the physical rush of sales pitches. “This land,” Delmont took a deep breath, coughed, took out his asthma inhaler (he now takes pills), huffed, held his breath with a fake smile, and said as he exhaled, “Magnificent. Do you mind?” he asked, referring to a tour through the property.

“Be my guest, Delmont. How’s your father?” 

Delmont slipped up the steep path, nearly fell, and caught his balance. “Who?” he asked, already breathing heavily.

“Your father, Delmont, Calvin.”

“Pops!” Delmont said, as if he were excited he knew the answer, turning back to BB with flushed cheeks and a stumble. “Great! He’s going to be very busy.”

“He’s always been busy.” 

Delmont didn’t know it, but it was his father who cleared the terraces and made the flat area for the foundation of her attachment when the lawyers were living in the Chapel. That was before Delmont was born, so she refrained from talking about it, if only to let the kid focus on his walking. When he finally made it to her porch, he plopped on a cast iron bench. “Whew! But what a view!” 

BB followed in her bare feet without even a perspiring glow. “Would you like some iced tea?”

“Iced, yes! Are those the gardens over there?” Delmont huffed, pointing at the massive hillside of spaced vegetation so obvious it was like being at a zoo and pointing to the elephants and asking if they were the elephants next to a sign that read Elephants. 

The gardens at that time were blossoming with flowers and greenery that looked as out of place in the surrounding dry mountain flora as Delmont did in his white leather golf shoes on the Chapel paths. Golf shoes were his wise idea for mountain trail traction while building the golf course. He didn’t have hiking boots but he was already getting demos for the pro shop. Delmont had already been kicked out of the pharmacy for scratching their linoleum floor. 

Upon receiving his iced tea and some cut fruit—of which he asked the name (“Those are called plums, Delmont.”)—he got right to the point. “How much do you want for this?”

“You don’t have to pay anything, Delmont, I have a lot of ‘em. And a bunch of dried ones too.” This was tongue-in-cheek because BB had already heard the rumors. 

“No, for this property. Seventy grand cash and you can walk away a happy lady.”

“It’s not for sale, Delmont.” BB looked him straight in the eye and didn’t blink. 

Delmont stuttered. “A hundred thousand, last offer. That’s a lot of cash. You can live in a nice home with that. With other people, um, your age.”

“Are you referring to The Spruce House?”

That’s exactly what Delmont meant, hiding it nonetheless behind bad acting—mocking surprise with his chunky cheeks and gaping baby smile. “The Spruce House! That’s a very nice home! Have you seen their garden?”

“You mean the mountain daisies and the rock garden with the lichens and the red columbine?”

Delmont finished his sip. “Yeah! That’s the one!”

“I planted that, Delmont.”

“Oh. Well. Even better. If you live there you can take care of it easier.”

“I like taking care of those,” BB said, pointing to the hillside of vegetables and herbs. She watched as Delmont pretended to look at where she was pointing and followed his gaze to the fence line. 

The property was bigger than he thought. His mind wandered to the cliffside fairways of Pebble Beach. Specifically to hole 7, the 106-yard par 3. He saw himself out there feeling the cool ocean breeze while swinging his Big Boss driver.

“It’s so dry and hot during the summer, those plants need a lot of care.” BB’s emphasis on dry and hot worked, for Delmont took another sip, and then was crunching his ice, and after another glass, all went as planned.

“May I use your bathroom?”

“You certainly may, Delmont. It’s right around the corner,” BB said, pointing to an unused path dipping into a darkness of vines and pine branches. Obviously she owned a bathroom, a very nice one decorated with handmade tile and fresh potpourri from the garden, but BB thought Delmont ought to get a taste of the mountain life. After all, he did grow up in the mountains. 

The way he scooted into the darkness of the path, the stifled scream she heard, the way he rapidly moved past her saying he had a meeting in a falsetto of pain, and watching him nearly tumble down the hill while walking with legs spread, had her chuckling to herself. The laxative tea worked, and he must have come across the family of garter snakes in the outhouse that hadn’t been used for years. 

Four years ago that was, the last time Delmont stepped onto her property (sending others instead), until now. Delmont was letting the other two struggle with the rusty gate latch that had to be jerked to the right, lifted, and then jerked to the left to open. BB could do it with one hand. But those not privy to the operation usually ended up squat-lifting the entire gate. After ten minutes the gate swung open, with the older of the two suited men rubbing his back. The younger attempted to close it but gave up after seeing his colleagues getting too far ahead, and the gate swung open. 

BB began to prune the far side of the orchard on purpose so they’d have to walk through the early summer muck to get to her. When they did, she smiled and asked if they could please shut the gate because if a cow wanders onto the property they’d have to help her remove it. Of course, if they knew any better, they’d have known stray cows hadn’t wandered the area for the last quarter century. The younger one sloshed back down, his dress shoes making slurping noises as he did. 

“Hello, Ms. Jones,” said Delmont. BB noticed more confidence in his demeanor. BB was happy for him, after all he was such an obese, pathetic child. He would have done well as a latchkey kid protected behind the walls of an English royalty estate, playing with his toy soldiers in a large bathtub, instead of growing up in the mountains. 

“You look splendid, Delmont, have you lost weight?”

Delmont blushed and looked at himself, he was clearly six pant sizes larger than he was during his last visit.

“I—” He broke his embarrassed blush by remembering why he was there. “Ahem, yes, ah,” he stammered, deepening his voice. “Ms. Jones, we’ve made our offers and you’re well aware this is the last time we can make any concessions.”

“Okay,” BB said, standing on her toes to snip a branch with her rusty secateurs, something that could have easily been done by the men standing around her, making them feel more uncomfortable than they already were, standing in the cold, sloppy mulch holding briefcases.

“We didn’t press charges with your last absence to our subpoena.”

“That’s good,” said BB. With her tongue out she pretended to use all her strength to squeeze the cutters. The snapping branch made the men flinch because it sounded like a bone breaking.

“I don’t want to do this—”

“Then you shouldn’t,” BB broke in. Her simple-minded responses creating a suspicion in the men that the old lady might be misinterpreting what they’re telling her. As BB had devised. 

“The next time you miss the court hearing we’re going to have to press charges.”

“Oh, like pressing flowers.” BB moved around the tree with a purposely vacant smile looking for another branch to snip. She knew very well she’d end up in jail one of these days. It was just a silly game to her. As she reached, she passed gas, breaking the silence. She didn’t plan that, but it felt wonderfully defiant...and she could stretch a little farther.

Delmont looked at the man behind him and rolled his eyes. The younger one arrived swiping a business coat sleeve across his perspiring brow. 

“Did the young man get the gate closed? It’s a tricky one. I wouldn’t want you three having to chase a cow in your nice clothes.”

Delmont impatiently asked the young lawyer if he shut the gate, he did, verified with the rust stripes across the front of his suit. 

“I think we’ve given you enough time to build your case, Ms. Jones. Hank,” Delmont said, turning to the older of the two men. Hank took the cue and struggled to open his briefcase. The younger slopped through the muck to help him balance the case in his arms. An envelope was produced. 

“Please, Ms. Jones, the consequences are severe if we press charges, which we’ll have to do this time.”

Snap! More flinching. BB eyed the pear tree as if she hadn’t heard a word. She hadn’t heard all the words, she’d admit, but she had heard enough in the previous years. It all sounded the same.

Delmont took the envelope from lawyer Hank. “Here,” said Delmont, grimacing from the moisture in his shoes as he made his way to her. She wasn’t paying attention. “Ms. Jones? MS. JONES?” Delmont was losing his temper with the old bat. 

“What is it, Delmont?” BB asked, purposely placing a tone in the question as if the conversation just started.

“This is for you, Ms. Jones.” Delmont was using his CSI: Whittlewood face. A face that meant business. No messing around. 

BB looked with surprise at the envelope being held in front of her. “Is it Valentine’s Day?” This might have been pushing it. She couldn’t help herself. “I’m pruning now, Delmont, and I’m not talking about my skin,” she winked. 

“Here!” Delmont was finished, he tucked it in to the tie-string on her gardening apron, the gull of which surprised even BB. But she didn’t show it. She pruned and waited for the men to slop their way to the edge of the orchard. Then she spoke up. “Wasn’t that sexual aggression?” The younger of the lawyers heard her, but Delmont and Hank didn’t.

Delmont turned. “What?” he yelled back. 

She ignored him and watched out of the corner of her eye as the younger one told them what he heard. 

“Gross,” said Delmont. 

Snap went another branch. 
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​Chapter Six
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Erich hated Whittlewood with a passion, as did Melanie, his best and only friend since the fourth grade. They were currently in the basement beginning their summer job in the Whittlewood Public Library, playing Texas Hold ‘Em. 

“Do you know who he is?” 

“His name is Clio Enguyo or NGO or something like that.”

“And bingo was his name-oh,” Erich said. “He’s cute.” Erich raised a bet.

“Ew. I don’t need any dreadlocks falling off in my bed, thank you.”

Erich looked at Melanie with maudlin seriousness. “Girl, you’d take anything in your bed.”

“Listen to you. You’re so horny you’d fuck Mr. Crouse.”

“Ooo,” Erich groaned, showing his cards and collecting his pennies, nickels, and one dime. “Please stop saying that. You’ll make me quit working here and then what would you do?”

“He likes to get naked, he’s always at the hot springs.”

“Stop. Why don’t you fuck him, you apparently like thinking of him naked. Why don’t you have his child?”

They both laughed while Melanie shuffled the cards like a professional, and they both quietly ended their talk of the head librarian who had a rough case of halitosis and dandruff. 

“So.... Mr. Bingo.... How do you know him?” asked Erich. 

“If you happened to go outside and talk to people—”

“No thanks.”

“—you’d know he’s the Peterson’s new teacher.”

“Oh my god. Does he live there?” 

“Where the last three teachers lived. In the back.”

“We have to save him. He can’t live with that Neanderthal. I have a basement room. He should come live with me.”

“Your mother would love that.”

“I bet I’d convince her if he paid enough rent.”

Due to a process of elimination, Erich and Melanie had become very good friends. Melanie because she was fat, Erich because he was gay. Erich was in the fourth grade when he walked up to talk to the third-grader sitting alone reading in the shady spot of the playground. Because he stuck out like a sore thumb and she certainly did, he decided it was fate and that they should at least talk, which became the charade of the whole school with awful instances of the kids making fun of their relationship.

“It’s kind of like going to school in a zoo, isn’t it?” were Erich’s very first words to her and she laughed. From then on they made fun of everyone and everything and created a delightfully safe bubble that turned into the Public Library where it was safe from the insanity of what they thought was a very close-minded Whittlewood, where they could talk, gossip, and dream of the day they were going to leave.

Which for Erich was one more year away, planning to go to college in France. He already had three schools selected and finished applications not due until the fall. He didn’t tell Melanie this because she’d get sad. She was only a Junior, and she’d be alone after he left. Another reason he was delighted with the arrival of the new Bingo kid—a potential friend for Melanie, if only because he looked different. She shot the idea down without even knowing he was thinking it: 

“He’s only here for the summer and going to Berkeley next year.”

“Wow.” Erich hid the depressing thought of Melanie being alone. “Berkeley, cool. We have to meet him, save him somehow. Do you think he smokes weed?”

“I hope so.” 

When Mr. Crouse called hello down the stairs in his mousy voice (he won’t go down into the library basement due to a type of agoraphobia where he fears being in places where he can’t escape), Melanie and Erich swiftly swept up their change and cards, grabbed a few books, and called back as if they were busy and didn’t hear him the first time. Like Rosencrantz and Guildenstern toadies, they walked to the bottom of the stairs and looked up with waves and smiles. “Hi, Mr. Crouse!”
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​Chapter Seven
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The People’s Committee for The Sanctity and Progress of The Town of Whittlewood, or PTOW (pronounced pee-toe) was formed after Delmont dropped the charges the first time BB didn’t appear for her court date: Delmont was alone, drove the two-and-a-quarter hours to Terrence, the nearest courthouse, and waited with his lawyers who met him there from Birmingham. They waited and waited and the judge asked if they’d like to press charges. Delmont said no, knowing there might be consequences for arresting BB, of which he’d have to think about. So he did. He went to an alternative dispute resolution and she didn’t show up for that either. He got more lawyers, subpoenaed her again, and she still didn’t show. He did more research—of her history and the history of the Chapel property—excitedly discovered that BB had no family and that she got the land willed to her by a Roland McFann, on a plate carving no less. That “will” being useless in Delmont’s mind, who—not digging more into its past trials, legalities, and current legal status—found the only surviving McFann, a distant cousin who taught Spanish in Missouri. He and his lawyers told her she could potentially inherit a big chunk of land but it was being claimed through eminent domain by Cascade Hydro Electric, or the CHE. It would be best, he told her, to take the money offered to her and not battle the colony of CHE lawyers. She agreed.

With the land being cleared from any potential inheritance, and with the old hag being the only one in the way, Delmont was determined to get the land by pulling out all the stops, which included the Cascade Hydro Electric boys. Two of them were on the board of Delmont’s PTOW Committee. 

Delmont’s land fever was a smattering of a few things. First and foremost he loved the power and rubbing elbows with powerful people—the rich and retired, and those able to spend whatever time of choice on a golf course. Unfortunately he needed to keep his day job and prove to Pottington that he was more than capable of overseeing the Country Club project. It was Pottington—the owner of The Bank of Whittlewood—who initiated the deal with the CHE. Pottington convinced them he’d provide the loan to run a small hydro project to supply electricity to the growing town of Whittlewood. The line of which would run under the Chapel property. The electricity in the town was antiquated and the CHE agreed with Pottington the future of Whittlewood’s electricity was in jeopardy and that, no doubt, a small hydro dam project would be a quick and, in the end, less costly solution than running one hundred and seventy-five miles of bigger line back to the coal plant. 

The CHE was on the PTOW board; Stacy McFann, the teacher from Missouri was on the board, although she’d never know it. Also on the board, and an already honorary member of the future Country Club, was the mayor, Theodore “Ted” Billis. (Easily convinced of the project after shown a watercolor sketch of the men’s locker room, with another close-up watercolor sketch of his locker and the brass plate with his name on it, with the locker door cracked open giving a voyeur’s view of the white golf gloves, white towel, glossy wingtip golf shoes and shiny clubs.) Like Stacy, though, the mayor would never attend a meeting. 

In attendance at the meeting were a husband and wife team named Speltzer. Transplants from New Jersey who, three years ago, arrived to help the small town of Whittlewood with tourist management, and make some money. They gathered a sizable amount selling advertisement space on their town map and with their information kiosk. 

Pottington was another no show, and always would be, which Delmont thought might be for the better. 

Not a committee member, but a regular meeting attendee—and one that made Delmont nervous—was the artist of his project. His name was Hal. He was single for good reason but a worthy artist. Delmont had Hal draw all the convincing plans for the future Club. It was Hal’s beautiful oil renditions of the golf course, clubhouse, and ninth-hole snack bar and restaurant (the converted Chapel House) that even had Delmont believing his country club was a possibility. The paintings—how many hours Hal put into them was beyond Delmont’s imagination—also convinced zoning, utility, housing, and all other administrative departments in Terrence that a Whittlewood country club would do wonders for the town. The paintings even convinced Pottington to fund the project. (The paintings of the future Chapel snack bar and restaurant Delmont kept hidden. Only Pottington, the mayor, and the CHE boys have seen those.) Hal showed up for the first meeting—intended to be closed, but somehow he found out—and showed up for all the subsequent meetings. Why Hal wanted to attend the meetings was a mystery to Delmont, but he couldn’t say no, and told the other members in various private occasions that Hal was acting secretary and was there to take “picture minutes” which was Delmont’s excuse for why Hal sat in the back wearing a baseball cap dropped to the top of his eyes and dug into a Partridge Family tin lunchbox for colored pencils to draw on a yellow legal pad during meetings. 

Another attendee was the editor of The Whittlewood Monthly, Meg Lyle, a load of a lady who gave Delmont the willies. Her unfortunate attendance was a clear indicator that, even though the meeting had to be legally public, far too many people knew about it. Like Meg. Her propagandist rag more than once had BB on the front page helping people, giving food away, and teaching schoolchildren how to make custards.... Meg was obviously on the side of the old lady. She made Delmont sweat even more than Hal as she jotted real notes and stared him down with those mean bull eyes she used on him when she was his assistant PE teacher in grade school. A look that said, “Get your fat ass up the rope!” “Keep your eye on the ball, Delmont!” “Run, Delmont, run!” 

Another couple Delmont hadn’t seen before was there along with a few others Delmont thought he recognized as locals. He had no idea how they all heard about the meeting, which made him nervous. The only point of having the committee in the first place was to say that the land debate was public and not private. He tried his best not to advertise the meetings, putting the required public notice on the backside of his work trailer and in a minuscule advert in Meg’s paper. Now his approach would have to be political and this added to his perspiration. Appeasing potential opposition wasn’t one of his strong suits. And he’d have to do it without the backup of the CHE, Pottington, and the mayor, all of whom had yet to attend a “public” meeting.   

“I call this meeting to order,” said Delmont, spinning his swivel chair in his office construction trailer to address the attendees in their folded chairs. Two men sat uncomfortably in business suits at the front of the room, facing the audience. They sat next to a dry erase board on which Hal had volunteered to write The People’s Committee for The Sanctity and Progress of The Town of Whittlewood, with the first letters of each word having vined swirlies similar to a monk’s bible. The last six words didn’t have their first letters because Hal ran out of time. It read, The People’s Committee for The Sanctity and rogress f he own f hittlewood.

“Before you, we have our legal representatives, Hank Bowers and associate Bill Travers.” The two lawyers nodded with tight smiles. “We have initiated the process of prosecution against the defendant, of whom we’ve given multiple chances for judiciary defense.” Delmont hoped that statement flew over the heads of everyone but those in the know.

There was a rattling of tin and a clearing of a throat. Delmont felt hot as all heads turned to the back to see Hal with his hand raised. Hal had a greasy mop of silver hair that flared from under his baseball cap, with two blotches of paint, one yellow and one blue, on each side of his head. His fingers were thick with colored pastels and his high-top tennis shoes were splattered with oils. Hal kept his hand up until Delmont called on him. Delmont forgot, once again, to tell Hal to ease up on the questions. “Hal?”

“Yes. By defendant, you mean Beverly Jones?”

“Yes, Hal. Beverly Jones. Now as far as—” Delmont quickly continued. Hal broke in with a very delayed, “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome, Hal.” Delmont rolled his neck. “As far as procedure, we’ll continue with development while balancing our time with the court hearings. Councils Bowers and Travers, including myself, have prepared for the hearing and feel confident that, even if brought before jury, we’ll have a rapid conclusion. This is only a glitch, and to be expected. But this will be our last.” So far no grunts or dissents and Delmont plowed forth wondering if his legalese was masking the fact that those in attendance were taking part in the incarceration of an old lady. “Once we have won in the court we will begin the next phase of building. Our loan has been pre-approved—”

“Through Mr. Pottington?” Meg asked.

“Yes, Mr. Pottington.” Everyone knew Mr. Pottington because The Bank of Whittlewood was the only bank in town. They also knew him by the helicopter he’d land behind the bank. (Hal doodled a helicopter.) How Pottington managed to keep Chase, Citi, and Wells out of Whittlewood no one knew, and was another reason, along with the helicopter, for his mythical status. Another pencil clanked in a tin with a throat clearing. 

Delmont squeezed his eyes closed in a pained blink. “Hal?” he croaked.

“Thank you. So what you’re saying is that you’ll easily be able to acquire Beverly’s land?” 

Delmont stifled a wince as all eyes turned on him, including the ice shooting from Monthly Meg’s. 

“All according to legal procedure, Hal.”

Hal held up his hand again.

Delmont said quickly, “Hal?” 

“Thank you. Yes. Um,” Hal cleared his throat. “Where will Beverly live after she’s removed from her property and will you make her an honorary member of the Country Club?”

Delmont answered the unrelated questions with succinct patience while imagining poking Hal with one of his sharp colored pencils in each eye. “She’ll have a welcoming room in The Spruce House (poke) and as far as membership (poke), that will be determined by the board (poke, grind).”

Hal perked up with the mention of another board. Forgetting his manners, he asked excitedly, “Where does that board meet? And when?”

“The real board has yet to be formed, Hal.” (Which was half true. The Country Club board Delmont would make official when the club opened.) “I’ll explain this at a later date. For now I know many of us have our dinners waiting for us and would like to wrap things up.” A perfect ending to the token fifteen minute meeting. 

The meeting finished with Delmont believing, thanks to Hal, and in so many words, that the local community (fearfully to Delmont) had now been informed that Beverly Dobson Jones would be dealing with the law very shortly—all according to legal procedure. 

Monthly Meg scribbled furiously, stood up, appeared neutral, and left. Delmont wished she’d at least scowl at him so he’d know for certain she was on the old lady’s side. Why she didn’t show it made him sweat even more under his zippered Hugavi V-neck. 
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​Chapter Eight
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The eight-year-old Lilith Peterson was in love.

“You know what I learned today?” Lilith told her mom while being tucked into bed. “12 inches is a foot, 3 feet is a yard, 5.5 yards is a rod, 40 rods is a furlong, and 8 furlongs is a mile.”

“Mmm.” Her daughter never liked her homeschooling because she never liked her teachers. One smelled, one was mean, and the other made her do too much math. And those were last summer’s teachers. This year, that boy, Clio, had her bounding out of bed with excitement. She also noticed Clio was taking his classes outside of the kitchen. The first week Clio only took her for an hour...and to the library. And then it became a few more hours at the library. A few more weeks passed and Lilith let on that sometimes they weren’t at the library at all, but hiking, or, god forbid, skateboarding. “He took you skateboarding?” Maud asked, brushing the blond hair off her daughter’s face, talking quietly to her in her bed even though her husband was downstairs in front of the television. 

“We rode his skateboard all over. Did you know the Bronson’s house used to be a bread mill? It’s true. And the Conifer Stables were always stables, especially for the stagecoach horses.”

“Oh?”

“The newspaper building used to be a hospital and The Wake Hotel used to be a brothel.”

“Time for sleep, dear.” 

Maud did put two and two together—Clio turning history lessons into exciting field trips. Her daughter was full of facts, even educating Maud at times. But there was still that boulder in the road; that skeptical rock of a husband. “I thought I saw Lilith riding a horse today.” 

“I don’t know how that’s possible, she was here with Clio.” The lies Maud had to tell! The increasing approaches to Lilith with, “Your Dad may not want you out in the town during school, so let’s not tell him when that happens,” was becoming uncomfortable. It was getting harder to detour the roadblock. 

“I thought I saw Lilith and that kid in a canoe.” Larry Peterson was indeed getting skeptical. Reserved, introverted, and, god forbid, because she didn’t need any more of it, angry.

Clio, dear Clio, certainly was smart enough to avoid wandering by the High School with Lilith. “You don’t go near the High School, do you Clio?” 

“Never, Mrs. Peterson.” They’d smile at each other knowing the insinuation. Even Maud was becoming attracted to Clio. Not physically...well...maybe sometimes...but connected because of her daughter. Clio was kind, gentle, intelligent, and just happened to be an adventurous teen needing to get out of the house; willing to learn about Whittlewood and its surroundings as much as possible, and sharing it with her daughter.

It would be the first summer Maud ever suggested to Larry to go on a trip without her. “You’re on summer break, why don’t you go on that fishing trip?”

So he did, into the Canadian hinterlands to stay in a cabin on a bigger fishing lake with his pals for ten days, and Maud breathed easier, or as easily as she could watching her daughter and Clio. Outside of the kitchen window Clio was clutching a pony head on a stick between his legs, one of Lilith’s old toys. He had made an Indian headdress out of feathers they collected. Lilith was riding on his back with a Supersquirter taking pot shots at everything, Clio was making neighing sounds and galloping. Lilith was happier than Maud had ever seen her, yet the tears forming in Maud’s eye was a clear indication it wouldn’t last. And this time it wouldn’t be Lilith’s fault. Larry was a jealous man, even with fatherhood. 
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