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Chapter 1. Momma Said
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I was having one of those days. You know the kind, where if you roll your eyes much more, they’re likely to pop out of your head. Or, you skip the whole eye popping part, and your head just explodes.  

It was one of those days where you play in your head the words, “Momma said there’d be days like this, momma said momma said.” Eesh. All I wanted to do was curl up in the fetal position and whimper. But nope, that’s not how this day was playing out.

My day had started nice enough. I had finally unpacked the rest of my personal belongings that I brought with me when I moved back to my hometown. I wasn’t ready to deal with the fact that I had stuff in storage still in Seattle, San Francisco, Florida and the Cayman Islands. My life was complicated at best. But maybe I should back up.

My name is Cindy Lou Butts. There is another name, possibly two, that can be added to the end of my name. The first of those extra names I had, thankfully, shed in a very bitter divorce.  The potential of the second additional last name, I’m not ready to discuss with the other party, or myself, for that matter.

Yup, it’s true. I was actually named, by my loving parents, Cindy Lou. The Butts part was just an added bonus to my hillbilly name. Add to that, the fact that I had been born in the teaming metropolis of Placerville (otherwise known as Hangtown) in California and immediately moved even further up the hill into the Sierra Nevada Mountains to the even tinier hamlet of Pollock Pines, and maybe you can begin to feel my pain.

To add insult to injury, physically, I actually resembled a character from a Christmas story that bore my first and middle name. Seriously, I can’t make this up.  

I had reached my growth spurt when I was 9 years old.  Now, in my middle age, I was still the same height, a whopping 4’9”. Let that sink in. Yes, I resembled an elf mixed with quite a bit of pixie. I most definitely had short woman attitude.

I generally keep my hair in a radically short pixie cut. As it happens, I change the color of my hair to whatever my stylist, who is based in Grand Cayman, feels like giving me at my appointment. At present it’s platinum blonde.

And I’m babbling. I tend to babble quite a bit. It’s what I do. I’m a communicator. Mostly I err on the side of TMI (too much information), but I’m working on it. Then again, I’m working on a lot of ‘making me over’ type projects and to tell you the truth, I’m getting a little tired of the whole thing.

So back to my day. Like I said, it had started off pretty good. I had finished unpacking the rest of my personal items and sorting out my personal living space in my apartment, which is located behind the building that is being transformed into my new business.  

The apartment sits above and behind a brick and stone house that has been turned into a commercial space along Broadway in Placerville.  

When my real estate agent told me the place was available, even though it was higher than I wanted to pay, I snatched it up because it had great street frontage and I could easily adapt the main house for my business. I was also very happy that my commute would consist of a few steps.  This meant I could extend my hours.

The apartment was for me to inhabit as my personal living space. I say inhabiting because I never really call a place home. I had lived in 42 places in my adult life and I didn’t like to emotionally commit to any space.

Anyway, the apartment is a generous one bedroom with one good sized bathroom and a flowing living, dining, kitchen combo room. There are plenty of windows to let in light.  

The place has new hardwood floors and a lovely wood burning stove for cold winter nights. The kitchen is modern and stainless steel with granite and plenty of storage. Not that the kitchen was likely to get much use. I actually am a great cook, but I find my schedule usually sees me wolfing down cheese and crackers or a sandwich, or more likely, takeaway food.  

The apartment sits on a full basement which was going to be perfect for storing supplies along with housing a small recording studio and a space to make up products for my shop. There was a 3 bay carport along with plenty of covered and uncovered parking for customers or guests.  

The apartment sits high enough that I can see over the roof line of the front building where my shop was going to be. I can also look down into the front yard and garden of the main house, soon to be shop. This is a good thing considering it was all pavement and concrete out back where my apartment is, with the exception of a plot of soil, where I was planting some unusual plants.

Like I said, I had just finished putting the last of my personal things away and had broken down the boxes, ready to cart them to the dumpster which was located towards the back of the property, beyond the carport.  

I was enjoying the ambience I had created with my minimalistic approach to furnishing and thinking to myself  how much I was enjoying my spotless, perfect for an OCD clean freak like me, environment, when the strident voice of my real estate agent could be heard at the door.

“You who,” trilled Chantilly Lace Stevenson. Without waiting for a response from me, in she popped, in all her gaudy splendor.  

Chantilly, known as Tilly for those of us who went to high school with her, was stuck somewhere in the mid-1980’s when it came to fashion. She was thoroughly up-to-date in tittle-tattle, however. She outdid any social media outlet when it came to the ability to disseminate gossip faster than you could come up with a hashtag and tweet it.  

I really like Tilly, but she can be, at best overwhelming. At worse, she can be downright scary with her inability to filter anything she says about anyone, anytime, anyplace.  

“Hey Tilly, what’s up? I wasn’t expecting to see you so soon after the closing. Is there anything wrong,” I asked as I looked over her latest outfit. 

Chantilly was wearing her over-bleached, over-highlighted, over-permed hair piled loosely on her head with artfully created (read messy) tendrils looping down around her face. This did nothing to disguise the fact that since her high school days, one of the darlings of the cute girls set had put on about forty extra pounds, most of it from the tummy up, giving her a decidedly apple shape with stick legs.  

Tilly had managed to acquire a couple of extra chins along the years. She also had added some mighty ample cleavage, which defied all laws of gravity by being pushed up to her chins. I found myself wondering what she might store in the vastness of her cleavage and also how she breathed.

Chantilly’s makeup was caked on with a definite demarcation line. Clearly, the art of blending was not on her manifesto when it came to make up. Her eye shadow was glittery, which was just wrong on anyone in our age group, and most definitely wrong during the daylight hours.  

Tilly rounded out the whole makeup gig with plenty of mascara, visible rouge circles and lip-liner that was about ten shades darker than her pastel pink lipstick.

I almost hated to tear my eyes away from her face as I speculated on how big of a trowel she might use to put that much gunk on her face. I allowed my mind to wander down the path to how much face cream it took to get all that makeup off. Maybe she just kept adding layers.

Tilly’s outfit outdid the makeup, if that were possible.  She was wearing a very short dress that seemed to be made of some shiny blue foil. Her waist, such as it was, had been cinched in with a quadruple wide black belt that made no sense. Her shoulders were padded like a linebacker’s.  

Tilly had completed the outfit by wearing sheer black pantyhose - I’m guessing at the pantyhose, but it was doubtful a garter belt would have been invisible under the dress, nor could the garters be hidden from sight due to the shortness of the dress.  

The showstopper to this crime of fashion, was a geometric print, peep toe shoe with a kitten heel. The kitten was definitely suffering under the weight. I briefly tried to calculate the amount of pressure that would be contained with each clunk of the heels, but gave up when Chantilly drew my attention back to her.

“Oh Cindy Lou,” I winced, I hated when people used my middle name, “Y’all have gotten so much like a flatlander that you’ve forgotten hill folk manners,” Chantilly drawled out. There were so many things wrong with Tilly’s sentence, it gave me the start of a headache.  

Tilly had been born in the Bay Area and only moved to Placerville, which was foothills, so sort of qualified for “hill folk” status, when she was a freshman in high school. Her slang tended to lean more towards valley girl, which was weird, because that was almost twelve hours south of Placerville and a totally different world.  

However, Tilly was very adaptable. If putting on a folksy accent got her what she wanted, then by golly, folksy accent it would be. 

The other alarming thing about Tilly’s comment was, hill folk manners, or mountain folk manners, dictated that when someone moved to a new place, even if it was next door to where they previously lived, you showed up with food, preferably a homemade casserole or special recipe handed down for generations in your family.  

Like I said, Tilly was adaptable, but she had absolutely zero skills in the kitchen except to pour booze. I feared I was in for a store bought coffee cake horror of some sort if she was channeling the total hillbilly, mountain folk effect.  

Luck shined on me, sort of. Tilly surprised me. She handed me a reusable grocery bag from my favorite local market and said, “Surprise honey child. I just know this is going to come in handy as you gear up for your super-secret business that you won’t even share with your best friend from high school and your real estate agent to boot.”

I glanced at Tilly. Up until that moment, I had no idea we had been best friends in high school. I most certainly did not recall her speaking with me post high school until a few decades later. To be precise we had not spoken since high school until a few months ago when I reached out to her, by accident. She had the listing on the property I wanted.

“Wow, you didn’t need to do this Tilly. This is so kind and sweet of you.” I was stammering.  

“Oh hush up girl, just look inside.” She was burbling.  

I’m not sure her voice could go much higher without the aid of helium and I sure didn’t want to chance it, so I quickly began sorting through the items in the shopping bag.

I often wonder who uses words like, ‘agog’, and then something in life happens and I find myself using such words.  In this case, ‘agog’ was the most appropriate word to describe my reaction as I pulled out items that was Tilly’s folksy welcoming gift.

Chantilly Lace Stevenson had seen fit to equip me with every frozen meal imaginable. All of them microwavable.  There were meals for breakfast, lunch and dinner. There were meals for a crowd and meals for one. There were meals for downsizing my size. In fact, I noticed a healthy percentage of the frozen offerings were geared for losing weight.  

While I had weighed a whopping eighty pounds when I knew Tilly from high school and was going through my anorexia phase, I had plumped out at 115 pounds and was actually very fit and healthy. I was brought back to the moment by Tilly clapping her hands in, apparent, delight.

“Isn’t it wonderful? All you need to do is nuke whatever you want in a couple of minutes and you are good to go!  Us career girls don’t have time to be messing in the kitchen,” Tilly said in what was her ‘just between us girls’ voice.

While Tilly’s gift was thoughtful, I personally only used a microwave to sanitize my sponge and I wasn’t a huge fan of frozen entrees.

Tilly wasn’t done on letting me in on the wonders of her gift, “Now girlfriend, I know you will want to get in shape for bikini season just like me, so I made sure to get you plenty of the lean meals. I eat them daily.  Why a couple of those pasta ones for dinner, and I feel just like I had myself a grand Italian supper.”

I was stumped. I hadn’t worn a bikini since I was 18. I sure couldn’t imagine wearing one now. Tilly in a bikini was a place I did not want my mind to go to. But now, I understood the multiple chins.  I was pretty sure that only one of the meals was intended to be eaten at any given dining time not multiple entrees. 

I was convinced Tilly’s Italian frozen meals were not going to replace my favorite Italian place in North Beach in San Francisco, or my favorite waterside one in Grand Cayman. Still, Tilly meant well, and should I decide to adopt a stray garbage disposal, I would have something to feed it.

“Wow Tills, you’ve overwhelmed me with all of this.  Tell you what, I am making it my mission to check out every coffee place on Main Street to try their offerings, until I can find my own watering hole, how about we go get a coffee and a bite at that one that offers the Cornish pasties? Since I left England, I haven’t had a decent pasty. I’m dying to check them out.”

Tilly’s eyes grew wide as she blurted out, “England?  You lived in England? You never mentioned that. What is up with all your secrets Cindy Lou? And are you sure you should be eating heavy pastry? Remember what I said about bikini season.”

“Tilly, we haven’t seen each other in decades. The few times we have met recently, we’ve focused on my purchasing this place. As to bikini season, let me disabuse you of that notion right now. I’m going to be busy with my shop and will not be visiting the American River to get my swim on, so let’s leave that one alone.” I could hear the exasperation in my voice, but Tilly would not be Tilly unless she had the last word.

“Fine, we’ll go, but I will be having iced tea and a salad to keep up on my svelte figure, and we take my car. I’m afraid I will not be seen in some hippy dippy VW bug, even if it is tricked out to the max. Who on earth would put a flower vase on their dashboard? How much did they charge you for that little bit of cray cray?” Tilly fluffed up her chest even more. How that was possible, was beyond me, but she succeeded.  Frankly, if I had my way, we would be walking to the coffee house, but Tilly didn’t walk anywhere. She was the sort of person who was willing to circle the parking lot of the grocery store for hours, if need be, to get an upfront parking space. This also might explain the chins.

“Okay, chill Till,” I giggled while Tilly shot me one of her infamous withering looks. This involved her crossing her eyes, somewhat, as she looked down what was, basically, a pert little nose.  

I was not affected by the look anymore. In high school I had found it hurtful. I had come up against far more hurtful things, physically, emotionally, and mentally since the days of Tilly and the cute girls’ clique that she helped to head up.  

I took a quick look in the mirror that hung by my front door to see if I was presentable. I was okay with what I saw.  

My outfit for the day consisted of yoga capris and a sports crop top underneath a flowing semi-backless tunic.  The capris were in a light blue paisley print and the tunic was a Caribbean sea blue. I had my usual gold hoop earrings on and my smart watch. That was it. My hair was gently mussed, as any good pixie cut should be, and I had just plain lip balm on.  Owing to the fact that in my previous working life I had to go at a moment’s notice, and the fact that I needed to use trifocals at this point in my life, I had opted for permanent cosmetics. My eyebrows were in place as was my eyeliner and my lip color. 

Today I had chosen to wear my oversized black glasses with the sparkle diamond cut edging on the sides. I considered my glasses to be a fashion accessory. I indulged myself regularly with different styles and colors to match my outfits.  

I grabbed my wallet that held everything I needed, including my phone and keys. I thought I was ready.  I wasn’t. Tilly stopped me with an arm flung across the doorway.

“Tilly, if you think I’m changing, you can forget that tune right now. I don’t care what the fashionable folk of good old Hangtown think of my so called hippy dippy looks. I care even less about impressing anyone. I’m comfy and that’s the end of it.” Tilly rolled her eyes in a downward trajectory and stared pointedly at the ground, or rather, at my feet. As per usual, I had forgotten to put shoes on.  Good grief.  

I had grown up running barefoot in the wilderness.  I was not a fan of shoes. I had small feet to match the rest of me. Finding fashionable shoes was a challenge at the best of times. Living in the Cayman Islands was delightful, as flip flops were my way of life, or at least sandals of some sort. In any other location, I shed my shoes as soon as I entered the front door. There was no way my OCD would allow me to wear shoes in the house. I got queasy just thinking about what people tracked into their homes if they didn’t take their shoes off. I got extra squeamish if carpets were involved, ugh and ick.

“Sorry Tilly, let me just grab some flip flops and ...” Tilly didn’t let me finish the sentence. “No little Miss Flower Child, you will not be wearing any flip flops when you’re with me until after memorial day, put some tennis shoes on.” 

“Tilly this is not Newport or Boston and it is wearing white before Memorial Day, not footwear”.  She put her hands on her sizeable hips and stared me down.  

Tilly wasn’t just a big gal in the weight department, she was also a foot taller than me at 5’9”, before she added heels to the mix. I did three deep breaths and decided this was not a battle worth fighting, so off I trudged to my bedroom to dig out my tennis shoes, not that I played tennis, but I refused to get in the East Coast habit of calling the shoes sneakers. They were tennis shoes. That was my story and I was sticking with it.

As I came out of my bedroom, Tilly looked up, with a start, from her phone shoving it back into her purse. I didn’t find this particularly odd. I just figured Tilly was probably sending gossip to her large network about me and my footwear antics. There was no item too small to share with everyone in Tilly’s world. I was sure I was a very hot topic of gossip, primarily due to my lack of sharing very much of anything with Tilly.

Out the door we went, with me stopping to lock the door behind us. I heaved a sigh when I turned to see the latest model of massive Mercedes SUV that Tilly referred to as her ‘running around’ car. It scared me that she might own something even larger for when she wanted to travel distances greater than ten miles.

I walked over to the passenger side and did my version of a drunk monkey scrambling up a tree. I thought grappling hooks might make the process easier. After much clawing, grabbing, and heavy breathing, I was settled into a seat that made me feel like a midget. My feet did not reach the floorboards, instead they chose to stick straight out. Perfect.

I turned my head to observe Tilly launching herself into her seat. I have to admit she showed grace along with a few things I want to erase from my memory. Would the woman never learn that SUV’s and short tight dresses were a recipe for sharing way too much? 

With a push of a button, the engine started purring. I almost got blasted out of my seat from the air conditioning.  This was not only startling but unnecessary. It was April and spring in the Sierra foothills. The day would probably not top 75 degrees. Having just relocated from the Caribbean, I considered it a tad on the chilly side at 75. Who was I kidding? As soon as I had stepped outside, I was regretting the lack of back on my tunic and a sweater or two. I was used to considering 80 degrees the perfect ambient temperature.  

“Tilly, can you kind of slow down the frigid wind storm?” I shouted over the blasting of the a/c.  

“Oh stop pulling your island girl attitude on me Cindy Lou. You know we women of a certain age tend to get glowing moments, I had one on my way over here,” Tilly said, while obliging me by slowing down the a/c to mere ‘too cold for comfort’ as opposed to arctic storm.  

I didn’t bother to tell Tilly I actually didn’t know what menopausal moments felt like. I had a radical hysterectomy to put ovarian cancer out of my frame of reference when I was 38. It was the same disease that killed my mother when she was only 40. I was a teenager when she died.  I was sure my hysterectomy would hit Tilly’s info super highway eventually, just not today.
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After much circling, huffing, muttering, swearing, yelling at other drivers and near miss moments, Tilly finally found a parking space designed for a much smaller vehicle than her land whale. We could have walked the distance from my place to the parking place a couple of times over in the length of time it took to get landed.

I hadn’t had much opportunity to rediscover the historic down town of Placerville, or Hangtown, as it was known by, during my brief excursions to purchase my property. I had even less time to explore the town once I took possession of my place and began to fit out both my business, and my apartment.  

Hangtown had originally been known as Dry Diggin’s after the discovery of gold in Coloma, which was located a little over 8 miles from Placerville. That infamous discovery by James W. Marshall, set off the Gold Rush which would make California and places such as San Francisco, the land of opportunity and open up the west to those seeking their fortunes.  

Many of the 49’ers, and those that followed them, wound up settling in the vicinity, becoming the founding families of an area that still contained tens of thousands of acres of wilderness and was in a county that stretched from the foothills of the Sierra Nevada Mountains, clear up to the Nevada border and Lake Tahoe.

Even though I had been born in the then tiny hospital known as Marshall Hospital, I had grown up further up the mountains, in Pollock Pines. It wasn’t until my high school days, that I spent much time in Placerville. We only came ‘down the hill’ as we mountain folk called it, to do a monthly shopping trip, or if we were headed to the flatlands for a visit with my mother’s family.  When I hit my teenage years, my focus was on high school, not what was occurring on Main Street in downtown Placerville, except if I was cruising with my sister in her car.

Tilly’s voice brought me back to the moment. I marveled at her ever changing accent, “Cindy Lou, get your head out of your backside and focus. I am not going to present my good self into Placerville society with you hanging around looking like a dopey slack jawed cow. While you might not give a rat’s patootie about your reputation in this town, I do not have that luxury. I have to make a living, you know, and my ability to do so is based on my sterling reputation.”

This mini tantrum on Tilly’s part was spit out at me with great vigor and in what passed for Tilly’s version of a whisper. That is to say, people up and down the length of Main Street heard her and stared.  

I could feel my cheeks burning and my temper rising. I found myself taking three deep breaths while I quickly removed the barb of her comment. I had the balm of humor at the idea of Tilly’s need to make a living and the comment about her sterling reputation, both of which were in doubt under the best of circumstances.

Back in the late sixties, when the hippy movement was in full swing in San Francisco, Tilly’s parents had fully embraced the movement from a very capitalistic point of view.  

They saw the way the wind was shifting towards health food and decided that, as much fun as communal living could be from a swinging, and just chilling and hanging standpoint, they much preferred a hot bath and running water than hanging out in the Panhandle in a tent.

Tilly’s parents, having found their way to San Francisco during the Summer of Love, after setting up household in Tiburon, partook in the fun of the hippie movement for about a week before they headed back to their 3 bed 2 bath with all modern conveniences. There they embraced their children who were being tended to by a babysitter, nanny’s not being quite in fashion yet. 

Long story short, they cooked up a batch of granola bars to take back to the Haight with them every day for the next few months. The granola bars were a hit, history was made, as was a huge trust fund for Tilly.

The granola bars became a staple in just about every snack machine and grocery shelf in America, along with several other competitors’ offerings who were quick to see that some oats thrown together with a few seeds and some gooey honey cost very little to produce but could be marked up for a healthy bottom line.

Tilly’s stellar reputation was also up for debate. Tilly had managed to stay mostly single, having only one marriage under her belt and one child. The child now spent her days on the East coast, preferring to keep a hefty chunk of land between herself and her mother.  

Tilly took the carrion bird approach to relationships.  She would swoop in and comfort the estranged husband of one of her vast number of acquaintances. For whatever reason, after a month or so in Tilly’s tender, nurturing arms, the men either went back to their wives, if the wives would take them back, or they head for another part of the state, leaving Tilly to pounce on her next victim.  

Tilly preferred to think of this habit of men entering and exiting her life about every six months, as further confirmation that she was just too much for one man to handle. She claimed this was due to her abundance of feminine wiles and charm.

“Cindy Lou, I am going to slap you into next week if you don’t get your act together now come on,” Tilly hissed at me.

“Sorry. I’m just trying to take in the way Main Street looks the same and yet seems so different. I can’t remember what used to be here but,” before I could finish my sentence, Tilly had me by the shoulder and was almost lifting me off my feet as she opened the door to the coffee shop.

I winced with pain as she had grabbed a shoulder that had been injured during an incident that I wasn’t prepared to share with Tilly, or anyone else for that matter. I jerked myself free of her grip and tried not to pant from the pain.

I looked around the bright and airy coffee shop. There was a lovely, wide planked, wood flooring that contrasted with the bright white, adobe styled walls. The coffee counter stretched almost the entire length of the space and was covered in a weathered looking wood on the base of the counter and white marble on top. The contrast between the sleek cool marble and the weathered wood made for an interesting effect. Part of the counter was taken up with a very large commercial copper espresso machine.  It was, simply put, gorgeous.  

There was a small place at one end of the counter for placing your order and another, at the other end, for picking up your order and paying. The balance of the counter was covered with domed, glass, cake plates filled with muffins, scones, croissants, gooey looking brownies, cookies, lemon bars and more. I was drooling just looking at all of the goodies.  

The back wall contained a wooden cabinet that again, went almost the full length of the shop. Above the cabinet, was wooden framed mirrors that had the menu of what was offered written in what, I assumed to be, white paint.  

I was surprised to see the establishment offered a number of sandwiches including the Cornish pasty I was after. I continued gazing around, noticing different sizes and shapes of tables, each with its own unique chairs, with nothing matching, but all of it coordinating.

Throughout the space, there were splashes of copper. It could be seen in overhanging lamps, sconces on the walls, vases for flowers, and copper frames holding intriguing and eclectic artwork. 

Somehow, the eclectic blend of materials and furnishings all worked to feel modern, yet down home cozy, at the same time. Whoever the designer had been, they had done a remarkable job of using the most of the space and creating an ambience that allowed for an upbeat feel, yet offered a respite from the outside world. I was impressed.

After my cursory glance around, I began to notice the people. My eyes felt as if they were going to bulge out of my head. I felt as if quite a few of the faces were familiar to me somehow, and then I understood why. I had gone to high school with quite a few of the faces. I was stunned. I just assumed that after our graduation day, and a few decades later, we had all scattered to the winds in an effort to escape the microscopic world of life in a small town. Apparently my assumption was wrong.

My eyes went back to the coffee counter. It took all of my training in self-control to avoid letting anyone see my shock. Standing behind the counter, arms around each other, were my high school sweetheart, Thomas Leeland Sinclair, known to one and all as Tommy or Tommy Lee and to me as Tom, and my nemesis, who was a thorn in my side during summer school and later high school, Regina Fitzgerald Stuart. Judging by the size of rock on her ring finger, she had added Sinclair to her name.  

Regina went by Gigi growing up. As lofty as her name sounded, she was from the tiny town of Camino which sat between Placerville and Pollock Pines. The town was known, predominantly, for nearby Apple Hill and for having a constant sickly odor due to the spewing out of fumes from the large smoke stack of the source of economy for the tiny hamlet, a lumber mill.  

During her youth, Regina’s family had been hovering on the border of shanty poverty level. Despite her impoverished youth, Gigi had sworn that she would be the leader of style and marry rich and powerful. Those of us who were deigned to be worthy to be in her presence, were often regaled with her plans for becoming a force to be reckoned with.

Gigi began, from a very early age, to find potential husband material that would lift her to the stratosphere of her ambitions. She had gone through more men, from young to old beyond belief, by the time we had graduated high school. I was pretty sure if I looked up the words ‘gold digging trollop’ in the dictionary, I might find her picture next to them as an example.

Judging by the ‘cat ate the canary look’ on Gigi’s face, she had succeeded in landing a rich, respectable, good family guy in the form of Tommy.  While not quite the rich landed gentry she had hope to capture, Tommy was good enough, for at least the time being.  If history was anything to go by, Gigi had one or two others that Tommy might, or might not, be aware of, waiting in the wings so she could trade up. Plus, Gigi’s carnal appetite meant she probably had a few less than desirable men to let her hair down with, just for grins and giggles.

Tommy’s parents both came from multi-generational families in the Placerville area. His mom had grown up comfortably as part of a large ranching family and his dad had grown up in the merchant class, but he had branched out into real estate and development. Tommy’s mom had been a stay at home mom. She lived and breathed for the four men in her life, her husband, Tommy’s two older brothers and Tommy. 

Tommy had been one of the cute guys. The counter part to the cute girls in high school. He was a star player on the football team, the basketball team and several other sports teams. He was also a top student. It was simply assumed he would lead a charmed life. The fact I had been in his life for a few years, was an aberration. Our relationship had not ended well and I had made a point of never contacting him, once I had left town for good.

It was abundantly clear, that Tommy and Gigi owned the coffee shop. The staff were fawning all over the couple as they stood proudly behind their counter.  

Tommy had only improved with age. He stood 6’3” and still had the physique of an athlete.  He probably still played or participated in sports. His black hair was shot with strands of silver, but it only added to his attractiveness. He still had beach blue eyes. Oddly enough, these were my least favorite physical attribute of his. His nose was pronounced and had an interesting arch to it. I found his nose to be one of his more attractive features. He had added glasses to the mix but, they balanced his face. Tom still held himself lose and in an easy stance, surveying his domain as his given right.

Gigi had benefited from some major assistance involving state of the art cosmetic procedures. While she had always been cute, or foxy as the guys referred to her, she had enhanced her assets.  

Regina’s naturally brunette hair showed no signs of silver. Her stylist knew what he or she was doing. Gigi’s hair was shoulder length, glossy and professionally tousled. Her skin was absolutely smooth thanks, no doubt, to regular Botox injections and derma fillers. She had made herself up in a neutral, modern palette and she looked fresh and dewy.  

Gigi stood about 5’5”. She had the benefit of, what appeared to be, a new bust line. It certainly defied the laws of gravity. Unless she had experienced another growth spurt, after I had moved away, she had enhanced its size. Gigi definitely had the potential to be the type of woman you would like to scratch the eyes out of just on the sheer fact she was gorgeous. I was curious if her personality and attitude had improved with age.

It took less than ten seconds for me to take this all in. I could see, out of the corner of my eye, Tilly smirking while watching my reaction. Then it clicked in place for me.  The guilty look on Tilly’s face, when I had come out of my bedroom, before we left my apartment. That skunk, she had sent a text to one, or the other, of this couple to give them the heads up I was coming in. Tilly had probably alerted several of the patrons, who were very much a part of her wide clique, just to see my reaction to seeing Tommy and Gigi.

I took a gentle breath in, let it out, remembering my training before a particularly difficult encounter, and plastered a smile on my face as I moved towards the counter leaving Tilly to trail after me. I stretched out my arm as far as I could to first greet Gigi and then Tommy. “Gigi, Tommy, oh my goodness, I can’t believe I’m seeing both of you at the same time, after all these years. How are you?”

I hoped my fake, former cheerleader, bubbly voice didn’t sound as insincere and hollow to my audience as it did to me. There was no doubt that I most had an audience. Tilly was still hovering around me, smirking and the entire coffee shop was quiet while watching this reunion.  

I had never shared, with a soul, why I had broken it off with Tommy and why that resulted in a very bad ending. I doubted Tommy would have shared the truth either, due to his need to save face. Nor was he likely to incriminate himself. If the truth had come out, he would have been looking at jail time. But now was not the time to dwell on that.

“Gigi, you look amazing. Who would have thought you could get any more gorgeous? You haven’t aged a bit. It must be all this wonderful mountain air around here.” This snide remark, by me, was beneath me, but I didn’t feel much like being anything other than snarky after being torpedoed by Tilly.  

It was a well-known fact that Gigi despised the outdoors. Her idea of camping was a five star hotel and spa in a major city. The great outdoors did not enter her realm. It meant she would mess up her hair or makeup. 

Gigi also did not do local coffee shops, or any local establishments, from what I recalled. In fact, the only reason I could figure she was in the coffee shop was because she wanted to make the life of some poor working stiff miserable, or, she had been nearby when Tilly let the word out I was heading here.

“Why Cindy Lou you have been in the outer back of nowhere if you don’t know what is going on in your hometown. After all, your family lives here. Surely they keep you up on all the latest news. Surely Tilly told you that I stopped going by Gigi years ago. Such a silly name. No its Regina Sinclair,” she said in a breathy whisper that was an affectation on her part. Gigi had the screech of a barn owl for a voice, and she usually used a cuss word about every three words.

“Sorry Gigi, you will always be Gigi to me. Old habits die hard. I’m sure you know I never went by Cindy Lou and yet here we are, you still calling me Cindy Lou. Please it’s just plain simple Cindy.” I could see her narrow her eyes at me and knew I was beginning to push buttons. As much as I should be above all of this, I was taking some delight in the moment.

“Yes, indeed, my dad and step-mom are here and of course my sister, Sandra, has worked for the Sheriff’s department for about forever. But frankly, my being out in the outer back of nowhere, as you so charmingly put it, has kept me out of touch with even my day to day life, let alone life in a town I have only popped into for the odd day or two over the last few decades. As to Tilly sharing with me, bless her heart, she had the good grace to respect my wish to just focus on my real estate needs until I was settled in to my new place. But enough about me. Tom how have you been since we last saw each other?”  I asked with actual sincerity while noticing that Gigi had a nerve twitching in her jaw, telling me she was definitely keeping her anger in check.  

Tommy and I had been expected to continue our relationship to the point of marriage and settling down in our hometown. Life had resulted in a different outcome. 

I took a moment to look around the coffee shop, wondering if this would have been part of my life if I could have brought myself to stay in this town after my mom died during my senior year of high school. I just couldn’t see it as my path back then, and certainly not with decades of hindsight.

“Great, I’ve been great! As you can see, I married the most beautiful, smartest, talented girl in town. Business is treating me well. How about you? We heard from Darleene that you had become some psycho something or other and were always dashing off to some place or another. She said it kept breaking your dad’s heart you couldn’t hold down one job and stay in one place, even with all of your education.”  The fact that Tom said this with what sounded like genuine interest and kindness, made it even more galling. 

Tom knew exactly my thoughts on Darleene, who insisted it was pronounced Darlin stretched out to a southern drawl. Darleene had shown up in my dad’s life exactly two months after my mother had died, when he was at his most vulnerable. She managed to convince him to marry her exactly 4 months to the day after my mother had died.  I didn’t really blame my dad. I would have been over the moon thrilled for him, if it had been anyone other than Darleene. But, I was not about to be sidetracked down that road at the moment.

“Tom, I’m not sure what the grapevine has been saying about me. I’ve been busy living my life. I’d be more than happy to get together with you and Gigi during the class reunion that’s coming up.  We can discuss my career as a Forensic Psychologist then. If there’s enough time, we can talk about what I’ll be up to now that I’ve retired from that line of work. For now, I’ve heard great reviews about your Cornish pasties. I haven’t had one since I lived in England. I can’t wait to try one.” I was sure everyone had heard the edge in my voice based on the collective gasps that sounded like a cage of grumpy rattlesnakes.

“Oh Cindy Lou honey, I don’t know if I’ll be going to the reunion this year. Can you imagine, it’s an outdoor barbecue, of all things, in Coloma of all places,” Gigi had lost the breathy voice in favor of shrill.

I smiled at the happy couple and said, “Now that’s a downright shame. I was planning on discussing all of my adventures and love life and everything, you two know me, my life is an open book.” With that volley, I turned to the barista and ordered a mocha and a pasty to go.  

I was more than ready to get the heck out of there.  I turned to Tilly and said, “If you want to stay and have that salad you were talking about, I’m happy to walk back home.”  

Tilly snapped to attention, finally coming out of her gossip laden stupor and told the barista she would have the same thing, to go.

After we received our orders, I did a little finger wave to Tommy and Gigi, who appeared to be getting ready to have a bit of a blow up. I smiled at Cherie, one of my favorite people from school days, as we passed her table. Cherie was responsible for planning our upcoming reunion.  

I had just recently confirmed with Cherie, on the quiet, that I would be delighted to help her with any planning details for the reunion, as long as she didn’t tell anyone of my involvement. I had reassured her that I thought it was a particularly brilliant theme to have an outdoor barbecue at the public picnic area in Coloma.

The return trip to my place, repeated the challenge of getting into Tilly’s car. It also included her attempts to get out of a parking place her vehicle didn’t fit into to begin with. I was also treated to commentary by Tilly.

Tilly was determined to review the events in the coffee shop. She disavowed all knowledge that she knew we might run into anyone we might know. She huffily noted that she, of course, knew that Tommy and Gigi were the owners. She was their real estate agent after all. But, she let me know, they owned many businesses and she could not guess where they might be at any given moment. It was just a coincidence. Tilly blathered on about our encounter all the way to my place. It seemed to take ten times as long to get back to my house and the peace of my sanctuary thanks to my ruffled feathers and Tilly’s pot stirring.

Once Tilly had landed her whale of a vehicle, we made our way back up to my apartment. We settled ourselves at my dining table, with Tilly still chattering away. I was focused on the idea of food. Just as I was about to sink my teeth into the flaky, buttery crust of my pasty, Tilly received a text message that caused her to flush the color of boiled beets. She jump up like a jack-in-the-box, overturning one of my chairs in the process.

“Cindy Lou, honey, I’ve got to dash. I clean forgot about a client that is leaving town later today. I absolutely must meet up with this client. This is a big deal, and I have to make sure everything is in order.” Tilly said this in a way that caused me to think she was meeting anyone but a client.  

Given the way Tilly was fussing with her hair, and lipstick, in the mirror on the wall next to my door, and the fact that she had slid her uneaten pasty over to me, I had a strong feeling one of her gentlemen friends had found his way to having a clear hour or two in his diary. I would bet good money that Tilly was about to get some afternoon delight.

“Sure no problem,” I said. “I’ll call you when I come up for air in a couple of days. I have tons of deliveries coming in and I want to get the shop in order before anyone sees it. That means you too young lady.” I added, to remind her I didn’t want rumors circulating as to what my business was until I was ready to share.

Tilly agreed way too easily to my admonishment, confirming my suspicion that poking me for more information was not nearly as satisfying as what might be waiting for her on the other end of her text message. She slammed out the front door and I was finally, blissfully, peacefully, alone. 
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Chapter 3. You Can Run But You Can’t Hide
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I sat at my table nibbling on the pasty. The crust had just the right amount of flakiness factor and the filling, oh my goodness, the filling was better than I had anticipated. The meat, potatoes and onion formed a union that had me smiling. I was surprised to find swede in the pasty as well.  I had been told this was the traditional recipe when I was living in England, and what I had experienced. I had not expected the rutabaga, or swede as it was known across the pond, to be included here in Placerville. Rutabagas weren’t exactly a popular commodity in California cuisine as far as I could recall.

Tom and Gigi must have done their homework. Or, more likely, they had encountered a native of England and brought them to Placerville to run their coffee shop. I had noticed a bakery next door to the coffee shop and next door to that, a pub. I had a hunch that a little slice of England had found its way to Hangtown via Tommy and Gigi.

My mocha was cold so I dumped it and grabbed myself a glass of alkaline water from the fridge. While I was up getting my water, I wrapped up the pasty Tilly had left behind and put it in the fridge, thinking that it would make a mighty fine breakfast tomorrow.

Sitting back down at my table, I let my mind wander and thought about how I had wound up back in El Dorado County, or Placerville, to be more precise.

Before my mom had been diagnosed with stage 4 ovarian cancer during my high school days, I was fast tracking to attend Stanford University to study law. This was not my idea. It was my mom’s idea. She had always wanted me to be a lawyer. I was neutral on the matter. Law seemed as good as anything, if I was going to have to go the normal route in life.  

I had preferred the idea of becoming a healer. After all, I had spent my life, as far back as I could remember, being tutored by my grandmother, her friends, and my mother. Other relatives and various other people had shown up, out of the blue, to impart various training and words wisdom in the art of complementary healing.  

I was well versed in plant medicine, as well as the use of crystals and energetic healing, before I hit high school.  Both my sister and I had a penchant for being able to see what was going on with people, both physically and mentally.  We displayed these gifts very early on, before we had developed verbal filters, and were therefore called little freaks by some of my dad’s side of the family.

I had been subjected to more psychological tests than I cared to think about, simply because my IQ seemed to be off the charts. This was not surprising. My mother had an identic memory, as did one of her siblings.  

It had even been suggested, by the time I was completing first grade, that I bypass all the elementary school years and head straight to high school and then college. My mom had intervened and told the school that I could do the work, but I would be doing the grades so that I would remain with my social peer group.  

As well intentioned as this had been, it wound up making me feel more like a freak of nature. I usually sat in class just studying my classmates as they worked their way through the classes. I would have given anything to be like them and not immediately know what was going on in their thoughts and their lives. More importantly, I would have been happier not knowing what was going on in the thoughts of the adults around me. I quickly learned how to utilize my verbal filters and to either keep quiet, or deflect, as a matter of self-preservation.

Still, by the time I was a freshman in high school, I had successfully, and with the help of my parents, managed to have completed my undergraduate degree in business with a minor in psychology, while giving all appearances of a normal high school life, or rather, what passed as normal for me. I was spoiled for choice when it came to being able to choose a college to do my graduate work. I had even managed to be accepted into the Airforce Academy, with a special waiver for my lack of height.

Because I did have choices, I was wide open to be the subject of discussions during any family get together. There was no lack of opinions from extended family members as to what I should do with my life.

My cousin, who worked for the FBI, suggested I would be better off getting a doctorate in psychology, focusing on forensic psychology. He told me that the FBI were always looking for talented people and with my freak-o-meter skill, as he always so delicately put it, I would be able to help out quite a bit.

My uncle, who never quite admitted to what he did, had indicated there were several agencies that could utilize my intellect and he would be happy to guide me.  Since it was commonly believed he was way too far up in the CIA to make anyone want him as a mentor, I gave him a wide berth.

My aunt told me to screw school, join the circus. They got to travel, had no responsibilities, and raked in the dough duping desperate people. Then again, my aunt had been duping the government for years by playing the welfare system and beating it at its own game.

My sister was busy going through her party until she dropped phase and was focused on preparing for her wedding. She could care less about what her bothersome little sister did.

My mother said I was going to be a lawyer and that was the end of it. My dad simply said do what I wanted to do, whatever I chose, he would be happy as long as I was happy.

Tom and his parents were not aware that I had already acquired one degree and was getting ready to launch into a masters. Their thought was that I spend the long years slogging through Stanford to become a lawyer. The family could use a lawyer to reduce expenses on legal fees. 

My thoughts flitted forward to after my mom’s funeral and my dad getting remarried. While I had scholarship offers to several universities, they did not include housing and living expenses. I had decided I was most decidedly not cut out for military work. Mom had sat me down before she died, and told me she had taken out life insurance that would take care of all expenses to leave dad comfortable, and would also cover my costs to complete at least my masters, if not my doctorate. The memory of that conversation was one I still had difficulty dealing with in the present, let alone when she had first told me.

Then Darleene had come along. She had two kids my age who would be going off to college. She told my dad they didn’t have all the advantages I had. She told him it would really help them in accepting him as their new dad, if he would just see his way to paying for their college instead of using the funds, that were rightfully mine, on my education.  

Darleen had laid the guilt on thick. She told my dad that of course he would want her kids to have an apartment of their own so they could begin to be responsible adults but they would need help with all of the expenses that came with college life including tuition and school fees. My dad had explained all this to me like a whipped puppy. I could see he wanted to keep peace in the family. He didn’t see that giving Darleen’s kids the money I had planned on using to carry me through the rest of my education, was a betrayal to me.

The next day, after that painful encounter, I placed a couple of calls, one to my uncle and several to numbers he had given me. Two days later I had a meeting down near the state capitol, in Sacramento. In my blinding desire to be anywhere but where I was, I made a commitment. Suddenly, I had a lot to do to get moving to the next phase of my new, unexpected life.

The first part of my ‘to do list’ had involved leaving Tom. As I finished off the rest of my pasty, my mind was still in my past and the day I had gone down to Weber Creek with Tom to let him know that our future was not one where we would be together.

I shook myself out of my past. I was not ready to visit that nightmare of a day. It was bad enough seeing Tom again in the present, and seeing past his smile. He had been remembering, just like I had, that we had an ugly memory that had never been shared with anyone else.

I decided I had enough of the self-indulgent pity party I was throwing for myself. I had made choices and I had lived with those choices. I had histories with people. Everyone did. I needed to deal with it. Still, it was yet another bad relationship and another bad ending that had me seeking a new way to make a living and which had brought me back, full circle, to Placerville.

I took solace in the fact that now, I was going to become the healer I had always wanted to be. I was returning to my roots, in more ways than one, and I was ready to turn my back on my past and embrace my future.

I got up, cleared the table of my plate and glass and remaining crumbs. While washing my plate and glass, I let my mind wander to my little plot of land that would be my own unique healer’s garden. At least it would be, if the plants I had bedded there were used correctly. The plants could just as easily be used incorrectly and my magical garden could be called a poisoner’s garden.  That brought me up short, but my thoughts were disrupted by a Darth Vader ringtone.

The glass I had my hand tucked into that I was washing up shattered into the sink. I felt a sharp prick from one of the shards and grabbed a towel, all while cussing a blue streak. I had not expected that ringtone, or the phone it was on, to ring ever more than four times a year.  

Once, every quarter, on the last day of the month of that quarter, I received a check in phone call. It was brief and to the point. In a previous life, that ringtone and the calls it announced, were the bane of my existence. But now, it was supposed to just be a part of my deal with the devil that ensured I could do what I wanted, for the most part. It was not time for the phone to ring. It was May. That phone was not supposed to ring in May.

I checked the blood flow from the cut on my hand as I walked over and picked up the phone. It was an old style Nokia, one of the originals, but it served its purpose.

I pressed the answer button and said, “Yes.” The voice on the other end was deep and melodic. It could have been the voice of a crooner. Unfortunately, the voice was the voice of a man that didn’t have the soul of a crooner. Still, I trusted this voice, and the man behind it, with my very life, so I listened.

“Hey Stormy,” the voice oozed at me. “How are you doing?”

“Fine, but this call is not just to ask me about how I’m doing, so let’s cut to the chase. What do you want? You already know my answer is no.”

There was a chuckle on the other side of this conversation and the man said, “Whoa there nelly.” I interrupted the hypnotic voice.

“Mountain folk talk does not become you. Cut to the chase. This is going to be worse than I can possibly expect, I know that already. Your tell is you always chuckle and try to get folksy with me, so what is it?” My words were so clipped the edges of them could cut like a razor blade.

“Right then. He’s coming to see you. You will see him.  You will listen to him. You will help him. You got that? You will not impede. You will not disrupt. You will not try to get out of it. You will do exactly what you are trained to do and you will get on with it.”

I felt as if I had taken a roundhouse kick to the solar plexus. I couldn’t breathe. I needed to sit. So I sat. I sat right on the floor where I had been standing and put my head between my legs.

“Yo Stormy, you understand what I’m saying?”

“Yes I understand. I understand completely. Years of having to accommodate his craziness, his psycho nutso behavior just because he’s the best at what he does and I finally get to get away and you guys are already breaking your promises? How the hell do you justify that? There are others that are as good as me. Others he will work with. Use one of them. I am not...”

The voice interrupted my tirade. “Stormy, do not tell me what you will and will not do. Yes it’s not part of the deal. But very bad things will happen to a whole bunch of innocent people if you don’t do this. You’re the healer lady, can you live with something like that on your conscience? Can you live with too many innocent lives being cut short if you don’t help him do his job and you don’t use your special gifts? Can you live with that?”

Ah yes, the infamous guilt blanket. It had covered me so many times I thought I would suffocate. Yet it worked every time. I taught people no one could push your buttons unless you let them and here I was letting my buttons be pushed.

“You didn’t say anything about having to use my so called gifts, you said assist him. That was a huge promise you guys made to me, that I would never be called on to do that, ever.” 

“Yeah, well bad things happen to good people Stormy and you are one of the good ones who gets way too much bad. It’s one of the reasons I’m your greatest fan. But it is what it is. This is not a good scenario, no matter how it’s played out.”

I sucked in air and moved into a lotus position on the floor while I considered my options. They were zero and the hell of it was, the voice on the phone knew it and he knew I knew it. Damn, this day was definitely not my day.

“Right, so he knows how to find me. When is he coming and what’s the brief. Where will he be staying? Spill.”  My training put me in to auto pilot mode.

“Yeah, so the best part of this is that I’ll be coming in with him and we will be bunking down at your place. We arrive tomorrow.”

“What?” I screeched at a level that would cause any nearby bats’ ears to bleed. “Are you out of your freaking mind? How the hell do I explain to anybody why my ex-husband, the psychotic, and you, a complication I don’t need, are hanging out in my new house. It’s not like it was a friendly divorce. My family kind of sort of knows that, if you will recall. And if Darleene knows, then the whole freaking county and probably neighboring ones know as well. Not to mention, I will have to sleep with an arsenal of weapons in
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