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          I’ve Been Replaced

        

      

    

    
      With the slam of the door I know… My husband is leaving me for another woman. In the silence, I hear my heart beating, erratic with adrenaline and outrage. I want to scream at him, to claw at his face. But I can’t. I’m standing here alone, discarded in his excitement to find someone new.

      I’ve failed. That sounds so dramatic, but my four-year marriage has just ended. He left me for a younger, cuter version of someone I used to be. She likes sushi and I don’t. She idolizes him, and I stopped doing that years ago. She drives a cute little hybrid, and I drive a diesel pickup truck.

      What do I want to do with my life? I have newly found freedom, yet I feel like I’ve been set adrift in the fog. I’m looking for something that makes me feel enthusiastic about living, something to change my outlook.

      At age 31, I’m planning a life make-over. I hope I’m not too late.

      Before I wore his ring, I used to search buildings for armed criminals. I stopped escaping felons, chased bad guys over walls and through backyards with snarling dogs. I did so with only a torn uniform to show for it. I maintained my calm during high-speed car chases, sliding through dark, rain-slicked streets. I know how to keep calm in dangerous situations. Surely I can find a job that pays a good salary and I enjoy.

      After several months of searching, I found something that sounds like a strong possibility. Mom suggested I speak with Veronica, a friend of hers who leads trail rides through the Santa Ynez Valley wine country. She said they’re looking for a head wrangler to lead the rides.

      I haven’t been to Solvang for years. The only thing I remember is that it’s a cute Danish town with great pastries and restaurants. I’ve never tasted wine there, but then, I’ve missed out on a lot of things.

      I’ve been out of the loop for so long. I hadn’t heard that the other nearby towns have blossomed. Each one has its own ambiance, complemented by wineries and boutiques.

      Los Olivos is one of those delightful towns. It sits about an hour up the coast from my house in Ventura. It’s an area people visit to immerse themselves in everything to do with wine. They stop for a sip in a trendy tasting room, dine with vintners, picnic at a winery, or ride horses through the vineyards.  It’s a cute place that has its own friendly vibe and provides an escape from every-day life.

      I’m sitting with my laptop, scrolling through the visitor's bureau website and events calendars. I feel a spark in my soul, a fire I forgot I had. Rolling hills dotted with oak trees, rows of grapevines heavy with grapes, and smiling ladies on pretty horses... I’m starting to dream again and to see possibilities for my future.

      I can’t wait to see if this is the answer I’ve been looking for. I tap Veronica’s number into my phone—thank goodness she answers.

      I may be lacking interviewing skills, but not enthusiasm. To bypass that, I launch into details about my lifelong experience with horses. I’ve been trail riding since I was a kid, I’ve also been breeding, training and competing in dressage for years. I know horses inside and out, with an intuition honed over time. Not that it’s necessary for her job, but I did five years with the LAPD.

      She tells me what the job entails: Getting up early to feed and care for her hungry horses. Then I’d be leading group trail rides through the vineyards overlooking miles of the Santa Ynez Valley. Afterward, I’d host a wine tasting back at the barn. I’d be doing this twice a day. It’s simple, there isn’t much to it; I have more than enough ability to ride a trail horse and I can easily chat with the riders. It sounds like a cushy job, and one I’d love to have.

      We talk for a couple of hours, laughing and comparing notes on life, men, and horses. I think her daily routine of riding horses through the hills and vineyards, and the friends she has made sounds perfect. This should bring vivid color into my dull, black and white life.

      Sure, I’ll drive up the coast for a two-week trial and see how it goes!
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          Let the adventure begin

        

      

    

    
      The day is bright, and my adrenaline is flowing. I’ve hitched up my truck and trailer, and I’m ready to go. I’m bringing my two dressage horses, Bunny and Juliette to see how they feel about a new career as trail horses. “Bye,” I yell to the stable manager as I pull out the driveway toward adventure.

      Driving up Highway 101 is slow going through Santa Barbara. But now, at last, we hit the open road.

      My eyes are drawn to the coast-line. It’s another beautiful California day at the beach. The waves are breaking on the shore and the sky is a cloudless blue. A long line of RVs are parked by the sand. Their striped awnings are up and their BBQs are smoking. Families have spread out their towels and are soaking up the sun. Surfers are sitting on their boards with their legs dangling in the water, waiting for a perfect wave.

      The arrow on the freeway sign points to the Solvang exit. Don’t worry, I wouldn’t miss it for the world!

      Entering Solvang is like gliding into a Danish town. The streets are full of tourists wandering into restaurants, bakeries and art galleries. Little wooden signs with Danish names swing above cheese and novelty shops. Along the way daisies and geraniums spill out of huge flower pots. The sidewalks are shaded by leafy Sycamore trees.

      On the right is the Mission Santa Ynez. It’s a piece of history that overlooks miles of rolling hills. A wide banner stretches between two mighty trees — it’s an invitation to the upcoming vintner’s festival. In two weeks, the lawn will be crowded with happy people making their way from tent to tent carrying a wine glass in one hand and a plate of appetizers in the other.

      I pass through town and make a right turn on Baseline and ease my foot off the gas and roll down the window to let in the ambiance. The horse farms on the left have acres of green pastures. Mares are standing knee-deep in lush grass while their foals play tag. On the right, there are row after row of grape vines growing in perfect alignment. This is amazing!

      At the next left, just up from the corner, there’s a yellow sign. “This is Horse Country, Slow Down.”

      I already feel my chilled spirit beginning to thaw. That was fast… I’m only 60 miles from home!
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          My Destiny

        

      

    

    
      Veronica strides from the barn with a radiant smile. She looks just like her picture: Early 40s, slim, shoulder length dark hair and a beautiful smile. She’s wearing jeans, a western shirt and has dusty cowboy boots, just like she should.

      As I slide out of the truck, she pulls me into a hug, “Hi Jessica, welcome to your destiny!”

      My destiny, I like how that sounds. “Thank you, what a nice welcome!”

      “How was the drive—I’ll show you around. Wait, let’s get the horses out of the trailer. Are you thirsty?” She laughs at herself. “Don’t worry, I can do three things at once.”

      “I’m happy to be here, thank you.” I swallow my emotion. “You have no idea how this is helping.”

      “I’m so glad. You’re a nice girl, let’s get you back on track,” she soothes. “What do you want to do first?”

      “I’d like to get the horses settled. Can we put them in the round-pen to walk around?” I swing the trailer ramp down and they start pawing in anticipation. I get them unloaded, then I lead a tense horse in each hand.

      She directs the way to several large pastures, which in California are dirt because it doesn’t rain. I need to put Bunny in one, and Juliette in another. They used to live in the same pasture when Bunny had been the boss. A few months ago Juliette tried to take over that position, but Bunny fought back. They both emerged from the dirt beaten up, but were miraculously undamaged. Now I keep them separate. Closing the gates, I give each one a pat and begin my tour.

      I follow her through the double-wide doors into white-washed barn. It is open and airy with an expanded center aisle. A heavy trestle-table sits to the side and catches the breeze. Someone added a mason jar filled with roses.

      “I love the roses, it adds an elegant touch.” I catch the fragrance.

      “This is where we have the wine tasting. I think it makes it look friendly.” She points through the tasting bar area to a quasi-kitchen, behind. “There’s a microwave and coffee pot you can use in there.”

      “Thanks. I brought a blender, I’ll be drinking protein shakes most of the time.” I see the electric outlet. “I have enough whey powder to last for weeks. I also brought soup, bread, and peanut butter.” Soon I’ll be really sick of my food.

      The tack area smells wonderful, like rich leather. I inhale the scent and look around, taking in years of work. She has racks holding perhaps fifteen western saddles. Some have deep suede seats and others are smooth leather. One is engraved Champion Header 2008.

      “Who won the saddle?”

      “I did, back when I had time, I really should get back into it. They give good prizes… like saddles, silver buckles, horse trailers and pots of money.”

      “Those are great prizes,” I mutter with envy. “Dressage shows try, but it’s hard to find sponsors who will donate.”

      I follow her down the dark aisle of stalls to the right and she says, “We forgot to talk about your sleeping arrangements. You can have this room. There’s a cot we put in here.” Then she points to another door. “See, it’s next to the bathroom.”

      I look for the lock, but there’s only a padlock on the outside. “I can’t lock the door from the inside.” I feel awkward telling her. “Tonight I’ll use the dressing room in my trailer and see how I feel after that.”

      She looks at me and laughs, “It’s safe around here. Your trailer is pretty small, but suit yourself.”

      “We have ten riders booked for the 3:00 slot, you can get your feet wet with them. They usually like their pictures taken. I either use their phone, or I take them with mine and text it to them.” She strikes a selfie pose. “They take a lot of selfies too. They rarely care about geology and plants, so you won’t need to worry about that. Just be friendly and follow my lead.”

      “Fine, what time shall I be ready to saddle up?” That’s a lot of horses to groom and saddles to lift.

      “We should get it done in 30 minutes, I’ll show you the shortcuts. I have business to do at the house. Are you alright kicking around here till then?” She acknowledges my nod. “You can park your trailer next to the others.” She directs her arm in the general direction of the other horse trailers. “I’ll be back in a while.” She heads up to the house at the top of the dirt driveway.

      We get the twelve horses saddled reasonably fast. Fortunately, their summer coats are sleek and clean. I hadn’t thought about it before, but the weight of a western saddle will put more arm muscles on me. I’m not used to swinging forty pounds onto a horse’s back.

      Two tiny cars jammed with women pull to a stop outside the barn. Walking over to say hi, I stop in amazement. In each car, five girls are trying to untangle themselves from a space built for two. We’re all laughing a few minutes later. I feel that I’m part of the fun… and that’s unusual for me.

      Veronica comes up as we’re getting acquainted. She and I both notice their idea of appropriate riding boots. Their stiletto heels with thin, supple leather make me wince. Will the lovely boots make it out alive?

      It’s fun to hear their stories and gossip, who did what to whom, and their ideas on cheating and divorce. I’m keeping my ears open and my mouth closed. It’s been a long time since I’ve been around this many happy women. The two-hour ride is filled with good-hearted laughter and murmurs of needing a masseuse.

      For the wine tasting, Veronica has relationships with local wineries who let us have their wines at a reduced price. It’s a great way to taste the flavors of the area. The women taste their way through several bottles, along with crunchy artisan crackers from a little market up the road. These crackers aren’t your run-of-the-mill saltines.

      How do I know that the crackers are so good and that the wine reflects this area? I need to know what we’re serving… so, I get to have my own mini-tasting in the cool of the evening. I’m such a good employee, studying in my time off… I love the perks that come with this job!

      The sun goes down, followed by a dark, moonless night. An owl hoots in a nearby tree and her friend on the barn roof answers. I chuckle at the scraping sound of owl claws on the steel. It tells me he’s having a hard time gripping the metal with his talons.

      I learned a long time ago to watch the rabbits and horses when I’m alone in the dark. If they look at something, then I look. It’s safe tonight, all the horses have their heads down munching on hay, and the rabbits are quietly hopping around. I’m on guard because it’s all new and I don’t know what is normal.

      I feel like a goldfish in a bowl, sitting in the barn aisle with the lights on. But, I wouldn’t really say I’m alone. I have a friend, Mr. Smith and Wesson. It might seem neurotic to have a gun in my jacket, but it keeps me secure. I saw too many victims when I worked patrol.

      I switch off the light. Goodness, it’s darker than I realized. There’s a slice of moon to light my way to the trailer. It’s small inside, but I get to lock my door.
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          Part of the Team

        

      

    

    
      The rest of the week flies by. By Sunday I’m leading rides on my own. I know the best places for photo-ops and the shadiest woodlands for a cool break. But I have to admit, I’m not too comfortable running the wine tastings. I wish I knew more about wine to prepare for their questions. I don’t have to be an expert, but I would like to be more competent. I’ve memorized the brochures about what we pour. They tell us what they supposedly taste like. I’m fine as long as no one asks specific questions about any other varietal or what I think about something wine related. Yikes… I have to admit I’m only good with horses.

      Veronica walks down from the house as the last guest drives away in a cloud of dust. “I’ve been invited to a little soiree at Jack Courtland’s tomorrow night. Would you like to come?”

      “Jack Courtland—he is…?”

      She’s silent and gives me an incredulous look. “Oh, I forgot you’re not up to speed on the local elite are you? Jack has a 1200 acre vineyard and cattle ranch up Foxen Canyon. His place is ritzy, it also has a unique twist.” She pauses for effect. “He has a vortex on his property.” Her smile appears. “And his wines are excellent, so when I’m invited, I definitely go.”

      “And you’re inviting me?” I must be doing everything right. “There’s a real vortex, like at Sedona?”

      “Yes to both. I’m inviting you because I like the way you ride, and the way you handle my clients. I’d like you to stay on.” She adds, “The vortex is real. Most people forget it’s there, but I’ve heard strange stories about it.”

      I passed my trial period before the two weeks are up! I was pretty sure she liked me, I mean, how could she not? I ride well, and I’m friendly. I know my wine skills are weak, so I’m happy to keep brushing up every night with the last inch in the bottle.

      “Sure, you’re part of the team now, if you’d like to stay on?”

      “Yes thank you, I’d love to stay; and yes, I’d love to go tomorrow.”

      “I can lend you something to wear, you’re definitely taller than I am. How tall are you?”

      “I’m 5’9, but not as well endowed,” I chuckle.

      She laughs at that. “It’s a curse, I wish they were a more manageable size. Let’s see… I have some filmy things that may work, though they might hide your figure.”

      “Thanks, but that’s okay, I brought a few summer dresses. I packed them just in case, because… well, it has something to do with my divorce, to prove I can look feminine.”

      “Oh sweetie, anyone can see you’re all woman.” She looks at my figure. “What are you talking about?”

      “A while back, I tried to look sexy-masculine. You know, green army pants with a tight little top that shows off my arms and waist. But that morphed into just the army pants with a baggy t-shirt that didn’t show my figure at all.” I reach back and pull at my ponytail, “I had long hair when I met my husband, but the more frustrated I got with my marriage, the shorter I cut it. I lost the combination of masculine and feminine, and just went masculine.”

      “Your hair is long, you must be happy now.”

      “Right, I figured out what was happening. My clothes and hair were just symptoms. I wish I’d figured it out sooner, I’m embarrassed by how I used to look.”

      Things might have been different if I had dressed more alluring, or at least more feminine. Oh well.

      That isn’t an option any longer. But now I’m staying, I’ll wear something cute when I explore the local towns and wineries. I have a stack of brochures I have yet to open. There are a million places I need to go. I can’t wait and it all begins tomorrow.
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          The Soiree

        

      

    

    
      The cool evening is welcome after the hot day. I flip through several brochures and find they refer to the weather as having ‘Moderate summer days and cool nights.’ I wouldn’t call the days moderate, I’d call them hot. I also read a little about Jack Courtland and his vineyard, Spanish Hills. It’s in a beautiful canyon and is a considered a prestige winery—whatever that is.

      Tonight I’m wearing a gauzy maroon dress. The fabric floats delicately to my knees and it shows off my figure. It’s very suggestive, in an ethereal way. I hope a mature, classy guy will notice. I’m looking for a good partner and companion; a man who can support himself and has enough business sense to be doing well. I’m not looking for a fling. So far I haven’t been successful. Online dating brought me twenty men with hundreds of problems—I kept track. It was amusing and sad at the same time.

      Veronica stops to pick me up at my house… the horse trailer. I hop in, ready to have a great time meeting, and eating, and wine tasting.

      “You look great,” she acknowledges. “That’s a knockout dress. You look different with your hair down—definitely more approachable.”

      I appraise her in the driver’s seat and take in her elegant look. “Thanks. It’s the new me, different and approachable. I’ll see how long it lasts,” I give a self-depreciating laugh. “I like your elegant boots, you left the cowgirl in the closet.”

      “She’ll be back tomorrow, just like Cinderella,” she laughs. “But seriously, you look sexy and feminine. It’s a nice look for you.”

      “Okay, Mom, I’ll try to dress up more.” I smile at my joke. “Isn’t Marc coming?”

      “He isn’t into parties. He’s working on plans for an office complex in Santa Barbara.” She gives me a smile. “So, it’s just the two of us. Let’s go have fun.”

      We’re going north on Foxen Canyon out of Los Olivos. It’s a meandering, two-lane road with oaks and grazing land. It’s a nice time to catch up, since we haven’t talked while I’ve been working. She points to the wineries we pass and lets me know the inside scoop. There are too many for me to catch all the names of owners, vintners and their wines. It leaves me a little dizzy; it will take time for my brain to process all the gossip and information.

      She slows as we round the final curve so I can absorb the beauty of the setting sun. It’s casting its last rays, and the vineyard is glowing with light. The old trees stand strong and quiet, guarding their vines.

      As we swing off the paved road, the tires crunch across the gravel. There’s the so-very impressive winery set back among the trees. I keep my eyes on it while she motors around looking for a place to park in the lot full of nice rides. As I step out of the car, I discover our cute high heels are posing a problem. We wobble carefully across the pebbled ground to the entrance.

      The winery has the look of an old chapel and the roof is layered with Mexican clay tiles. The big wood-framed windows allow my inquisitive eyes to see inside. It’s packed with clusters of people holding wine glasses and plates, talking and laughing. I can feel the energy before I enter.

      A swallow streaks past us to her nest. My eyes follow her and see three chicks peering out. They are demanding food in their high pitched little voices. The mother pops something into their mouths, then flies away to get more. The underside of the roof has a dozen more mud nests squeezed in a row. It’s like a busy apartment complex. Birds are flying in and out, with lots of little faces looking around and waiting.

      “I’ll introduce you around, then you can either go mingle or stay with me.” She has been in this area for years and is well known and liked.

      She introduces me to people as we migrate from group to group. Everyone is welcoming and the mood is upbeat. I haven’t yet met the owner, but he’s here somewhere.

      The small group I’m with is talking about a new wine advertisement. I’m listening with interest, but then my attention is diverted to a good-looking guy in his early 40s. He just stepped up with a smile and a hello. We all say hello and several people greet him by name… Eric. He looks fit, athletic and outdoorsy. He greets me with a genuinely nice smile, then introduces his mother to the group. “You remember my mother, she’s back in town for a visit.” Eric easily slips into the conversation and has soon fit in. I feel my attention straying to him while considering his attributes.

      Someone asks if he still rides, and he says yes, but that’s about as far as the conversation goes. A woman with too much noisy enthusiasm joins us and takes over. To put it mildly, her high energy personality is driving me crazy. I slip away a few minutes later when it’s obvious no one else can say a word over her loud, continual laugh. Being happy is one thing, but this is nuts.

      I move to another group and stand listening for a few minutes. I don’t have much to add, but I’m finding the conversations interesting. They’re talking about everything from water rights to grafting techniques. I almost feel like I belong to this new way of life. Chatting with vintners and locals is a lot of fun. Everyone has such passion for their lives and their pursuits. Thanks to Veronica, I’ve entered the inner circle, at least for this evening.

      My stomach growls with hunger and I can’t wait to scope out the epicurean delights. My first stop is the long table with finger foods that I missed in the whirlwind of conversations. The platters are set on blue-green and silver patterned linen. They have stands of tasty looking platters. To make sure I look casual, rather than piggish, I take a small plate. Then select two stuffed mushrooms and several chunks of cheese that are anything but plain-old Cheddar. Next, come the tiny stuffed tomatoes, a filo roll stuffed with spinach, and several types of quiche. The table continues for miles, and I carefully pile food on my plate, forgetting I hadn’t wanted to look like a pig.

      Here is a lovely display of little bowls of soup. My fingers are about to close around a bowl—when I see a tentacle reaching out, trying to escape. On closer examination, I see it isn’t reaching, it’s dead.  A dead tentacle, yuck—I’ll skip the soup.

      “It’s perfectly seasoned,” an accented Italian male informs me.

      I turn to face the suave looking man, dressed in black. He has shoulder-length black hair and black eyes… And is devastatingly handsome.

      I give him a radiant smile, but there’s no way I’m going to eat this tentacle soup.

      As I open my mouth open to reply something charming, a voluptuous Latina swoops in and hooks her arm through his. “Come on honey, there’s someone you have to meet.”

      As she tugs him away, he keeps his head turned toward me. His eyes hold mine a fraction longer than is socially acceptable for a taken man. He certainly is magnetic, his looks alone are enough to stir my dormant interest. This must be the right place to go man hunting.

      Standing around nibbling from my plate, I see a lot of people, but I’m not actually mingling. I move on and enjoy the vibrant paintings and pictures on the walls. Scenes from the harvest remind me of Tuscany. The entire winery is so well done, so classy, so expensive.

      “Hello my dear, are you enjoying yourself?” asks a male with an English accent. “You remind me of my former sweetheart.” A strange look crosses his face.

      Standing next to me is a short-ish, slender man in his mid-50s, eclectically dressed in English riding boots, breeches, and a dark hunt coat. He looks like he just left a horse show. On the other hand, he might be a bit eccentric. In another venue, I’d say he’s strange, but I wouldn’t say it here, at this fabulous party.

      “I’m having a lovely evening, thank you,” I say with a hesitant smile.

      He leans toward me, softening his voice, “Welcome to my winery, I’m Jack. Do you like how I’ve decorated it?” He looks at the artwork. “I spent a great deal of time working to get the correct feeling. Of course, you’d know this, you seem very creative, right?”

      His place? I should do some public relations work for Veronica. “You’ve done a wonderful job. The feeling is abundant and fertile, perfect for your grapes; calm and serene, perfect for your guests.” That sounds eloquent, and I’m thrilled I came up with it.

      “I can tell you know what you’re talking about, that’s what I was hoping for. I need your advice, will you come with me?” He hooks his arm into mine and leads me toward an office marked Employees Only. “How do you think I should decorate this area? I want my staff to feel happy,” he opens the door for me, standing aside like a gentleman, so I can enter.

      I’m not an expert, I was only making it up, to answer his question. Why is he asking me? I guess I’ll have to fake it. “I see you have photos of your wines with their medals. The framed certificates show that they are at the top of their class. The view out the windows to the hills is peaceful, it’s beautifully done, it’s perfect. I don’t see anything I can do to help. I’m not an office designer, you know.”

      “You have style and class, and that’s important.” He steps closer with a strange smile, as his pupils dilate.

      I get a creepy feeling, and I immediately step back. My sensors are on alert due to his unspoken body signals. I don’t care that he’s the owner, I’m not interested in him. I’m not that desperate!

      “I need to get back to my friends. Thank you for showing me around.” I take a quick step around him.

      Suddenly, he throws himself at me, wrapping his arms around my body and locking my arms to my side. I land sprawled backward on the desk with my feet off the floor. The back of my head hits the stapler with a painful thunk. I wrench my head from side to side to evade the kisses he rains on my face. Up this close, my nose complains about his cologne. It’s like he poured an entire bottle on himself. While my arms are trapped in his wiry hold I have a sneezing fit. I can’t escape the stench, I breathe in deeply, and brace for the next sneeze. The more cologne I inhale, the worse it gets. I’ve been taken off guard and have to figure out what to do… fast.

      “This is very interesting,” drawls a deep, angry voice from the door. “What do you think you’re doing in here?”

      He instantly releases my arms. “Hello sir, I’m just having a little private time with my girlfriend,” he replies, losing his English accent. He shoves himself off me as he backs off the desk. “I’m sorry if we disturbed you… Sir.”

      I swivel to my feet in one motion while adjusting my twisted dress.

      “Get out, both of you,” the angry man thunders, glaring at me.

      “I’m NOT his girlfriend, I don’t even know him!” I gasp in outrage, wiping my hands across my cheeks to get rid of his spit.

      “You came into my office to make out with a man you don’t know?” he sounds disgusted.

      “Your office… he said it was his office,” I choke. “And I’m not making out with him,” my voice rises with indignation.

      “So you’re a woman who’ll do anything to hook up with Mr. Courtland,” he sneers. “Get out now!” He turns to the creep. “If I see you on the property again I’ll make you sorry.” Turning to me with a look of contempt. “I don’t expect to see you again either.”

      A muscular security guard rushes through the door taking in the scene at a glance. “Escort them both out!” The boss tells him.

      “Yes, Mr. James.” I find my upper arm gripped in the muscle man’s big hand. He has his other hand clenched around the back of the creep’s neck.

      “This is NOT what it seems! I’m not…”  I protest.

      He cuts me off, “Get her out of here NOW!” Mr. James roars, as I’m marched outside through the employee’s door.

      The muscleman glares down at me. Releasing my arm, he points one directional finger down the road. Then he shoves the creep, causing him to fall to his knees. He turns, steps back inside, and bolts the door.

      Words come to mind, my emotions are screaming. All at once, I let loose a barrage of angry words on the jerk, “You little asshole, I was minding my own business. Now you screwed up my night and my life.”

      He climbs to his feet and stares at me with cold, vacant eyes. What a change from the man he was pretending to be. I’m no idiot, I immediately back up. This guy is dangerous, he looks like a psychopath—he radiates it. Suddenly he curls his lip and makes a hiss like an angry cat. He lashes out with his hand, missing me by an inch. Then he turns and hurries toward the parking area. He gets into a blacked-out car and peels out fast enough to scatter gravel everywhere. I look for the license plate, but only catch the last 3 numbers. There’s too much dust to see the rest.

      My reaction to anger and emotion leaves a lot of adrenaline coursing through my veins. I’m jittery with the side effects. Who was that guy? I can’t even call the police since my phone is in Veronica’s car. What would I say? I didn’t get the license plate, and he was alone at the party. Now that I think about it, he doesn’t fit with these fancy people.

      I know I need to get my outrage worked out before going back to find Veronica, so I slowly trek to the road and back. It’s taking me a while, the driveway is at least a quarter of a mile long. I’m pissed off, and my shoes are uncomfortable. I’m fighting with each step to keep my feet in my cute little strappy heels. Even walking is making me angry. First, I need to get control of my feelings, then I need to figure out how to present my side of the story. The guard may be watching to see if I return. Can’t he see I didn’t drive off with the psycho? Maybe he doesn’t care. I’m getting cold out here in my gauzy little dress. It’s time to take action.

      I begin my reconnaissance by slowly creeping around the back of the winery. So far so good. I stop at the corner and take a quick peek around. In that one quick look, I see several couples on the back terrace enjoying their wine, sitting around the crackling fire pit. Okay, go for it!  I glue an innocent look on my face and take about ten steps out...

      And here comes the Muscle, walking toward me. They obviously have cameras. He smiles an unfriendly smile. “Hello little lady.”

      I go off on him. “I’m not a little lady! I’m a former police officer with the Los Angeles Police Dept. I was invited to your party by Veronica Martin, she can vouch for me. I can’t leave since I came with her, but believe me, I want nothing to do with this place. Your boss has the whole thing wrong, but I don’t give a damn. If you’ll find my friend, I’ll leave and never return!” I order in a righteous, pissed off, voice.

      Muscle loses the unfriendly smile and gets an appraising look. He raises an eyebrow. “LAPD?”

      “Yes, LAPD—and don’t tell me I don’t look like an officer, I’ve heard that. And yes, I was good at my job,” I snarl.

      “Why d'you leave?” he asks.

      “I burned out and I got married. Both were mistakes. I should have stayed on the department.”

      Testing me, he asks, “Do you know Steve Marshall? How about Sergeant Clark?

      I shake my head with a thoughtful expression. It’s a big department, I don’t know everyone.

      “Just who do you know?” he nastily inquires.

      “I know everyone who was working Hollywood Division four years ago. I also have 70 academy classmates, some are working homicide, tactics, SWAT, the mounted unit, and patrol. I can also quote the California Vehicle Code. I know the Penal Code: 211 PC Robbery, 459 PC Burglary, 484 PC Theft… I can tell you how to conduct a felony car stop, how search a house for suspects, search and seizure laws, and probable cause,” I bombard him with my experience, knowing it will work. I know how to use macho against macho. “Now, will you go find Veronica?” I demand. Finally, I’m back in control.

      He stands there, looking at me in amazement. “OK, I believe you. Would you like to come inside?” he asks in a friendlier tone.

      “No, I’ll stay here,” I put on my monotone voice.

      A few minutes later, Muscle returns with Veronica hurrying along behind, looking upset. Before he leaves us he says with a real smile. “By the way, I’m Luke. That was Mr. James, the manager.”

      “Luke.” I incline my head as if to say I’m pleased to meet you. But I’m not pleased, I’m still pissed off. He can take his smile and shove it.

      “Let me know if I can do anything for you.” He smiles at us, then goes inside.

      I recount my epic drama as Veronica listens, getting angry.

      “I can’t believe this! And he let that guy get away—that’s not right.” She stops with a frown. “I’m really worried, that guy is dangerous, and we never have problems in town. I’ll ask around, maybe someone’s seen him, we’re pretty close here.” With concern she asks, “Do you want to go back inside, or would you rather leave?” She stops to consider, “I need to find Jack Courtland.”

      “I’ll hang out at the fire pit. Don’t worry about me, I don’t want to rush you.” I sit down with my face in my hands gazing at the crackling flames while soaking up the warmth. I’m exhausted and I want to go home. Not to my horse trailer, but to my real home. But I don’t have a home anymore and I gave my cat to my mother, he’s on permanent loan like a piece of art. I want my cat back, I want him curled up in my lap while I read in my comfy chair.

      “I’ll say my goodbyes and be right back.” She touches my shoulder in concern as she hurries past.

      “Hello again,” says that masculine Italian voice from the food table.

      No, I’m not in the mood—this isn’t a good time. I look up and summon enough energy to give him a small painted-on smile. “Hi.”

      I have nothing to say to the suave Italian. But even in my current state, I notice he doesn’t have the Latin lady at his side.

      Veronica chooses this moment to come bustling out again, almost clucking like a mother hen. I find myself ushered into the parking lot, poured into the passenger seat and driven away.

      The evening didn’t turn out as I had planned. It started great, I’m not complaining. “Thank you for inviting me, I met some really nice people tonight.”

      “You’re welcome, I’m sorry you’re getting a bad impression of my town,” she frets. “I didn’t see Jack. I’m going to call him in the morning and let him know what happened. It’s not right that you got thrown out.”

      “I’ll get over it, this is just a glitch, nothing major. I still like it here.” But I don’t love it.

      Suddenly, the inside of the car lights up. Headlights from a too-close tailgater are shining in like a spotlight. I look back, making sure not to stare directly into the light. I can’t see anything but the high beams of the car behind. He’s very, very close on our tail—only a few feet away.

      “I can go faster, do you think I should?” Veronica asks, her voice laced with tension.

      “Yeah, your car can handle it. See if he’s trying to get us to go faster, or if it’s something else,” I advise.

      I lean over to look at the speedometer, she nudged it up another 20 MPH. That’s too fast for this road and the guy is still on our tail.

      “Do you know any hidden driveways we can dive into and turn off the lights?” I remember doing that when I was followed. “We need to get somewhere where there are people.”

      Our headlights shine on a yellow road sign with an ‘S’, advising us of the curves ahead.

      “I know these curves,” she shouts with adrenaline. She mashes down on the gas pedal and the car easily slides through the S turn. We start to lose the guy behind by the time we get to the next S just ahead.

      Veronica begins the turn by cutting the curves and sliding into the straightaway. The car behind is rapidly losing ground. “Hold on!” she yells, as she turns off the lights, then cuts the wheel hard to the right. We spin off the road into a little lane heading uphill through the trees. I can’t see a thing, but she keeps driving without hitting the brakes. She makes two more turns before our car loses momentum and slows to a crawl. Finally, she drops it into park, without touching the brakes. She didn’t alert our pursuer with our brake lights.

      Now that I see we aren’t flying off a cliff, I twist around in my seat. Looking back—I see our pursuer’s red tail lights driving fast down the winding road. He’s still racing, but he missed our turnoff!

      “Who taught you to drive like this?!”

      “Marc and I used to come here when we were dating. We raced the curves in his car,” she takes a few deep breaths, “Wow, it paid off. Wait till I tell him!”

      “I’m impressed! You look so normal, who would have guessed?”

      “Let’s get out of here, we need to get somewhere safe. I know another way home.”

      I get my phone from under the floor mat and punch in Marc’s number. I put it on speaker as Veronica describes her race car driving. We can hear Marc running with his keys. Then he’s out the door and heading in our direction. When we meet, he will follow us home, providing an escort.

      What was that all about? It could have been that psycho. I doubt there are two dangerous people on this road. I make a call to the police but can’t report a description of the car or driver. The dispatch says he will alert patrols in the area to look for a reckless driver. I hate being ineffective—my call did absolutely nothing.

      It occurs to me that the psycho committed the misdemeanor crime of battery against me. I’ve been so pissed off with that stupid Mr. James, the muscular guard, and my treatment, that it slipped my mind. He took charge by throwing the guy out, but he didn’t follow it up by getting information about the guy. I know a misdemeanor isn’t anything big, but it will start the wheels of justice rolling. I will definitely make sure our car chase is also added.

      I call the Sheriff’s dispatch once more and request that a police unit meet us at the house.

      We’re making good time on the trip home and see headlights coming toward us. It’s Marc in their ranch truck. That makes me feel safer.

      His face is tight as he stops opposite us. “Are you okay?” He reaches his hand out the window to hold Veronica’s. “I’m not letting you go anywhere without me,” he sternly advises.

      “Oh Marc, our racing paid off. I’m so proud of myself,” she exclaims. “We need to get home without that guy seeing us. Jess has the police coming to the house, she has quite a story for them.”

      Marc swings a U-turn and follows us home. There aren’t any other cars on the road, I think we’re safe for now.

      They both suggest I make the report in the house, rather than in the dark barn… that sounds good to me. To convey a welcome, I have the front door open for the deputy as he drives up to the house. I introduce myself and explain the situation. My story seems to have lost something in the telling. It sounds less dramatic and it has become a simple crime report. The deputy doesn’t seem particularly interested, he’s here to take a report and get on to his next call. I make sure I keep to the facts, and leave the emotion out. He’s taking notes as I speak; he gets my story but asks very few questions.

      “I wanted this documented in case something comes of it.” His dull expression makes me feel inconsequential. “Thanks for coming out,” I mutter while ushering him to the door.

      Marc gives me a questioning look, “I’m glad you got the police involved, that creep might be really dangerous,” he stresses the possibility. “But what’s the deal with the deputy… he didn’t seem to give a damn?”

      “I don’t know what to say. Maybe he’s tired, or he’s a jerk, I have no idea.” I always try to be reasonable.

      Veronica comes to stand next to me and points down the hall. “Would you feel better sleeping in our guest room?”

      “I’m okay in the trailer, thanks. I have my gun and he doesn’t know where we live,” I give them both a hug, “I’ll go turn in now. Thanks for the exciting evening, you’re a great driver!”

      I quickly walk down to my trailer, leaving the friendly lights of the house.  I’m feeling a little uncertain and alone in my new life.
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      Today begins as usual as I head into the hills for my morning fitness walk. It also clears my mind. I usually go until I’ve finished stressing about things, then I turn around and head back. That can be 5 miles round-trip if something is really bothering me. Today, I’m still feeling agitated, so I take a long walk. I’m analyzing the events of last night which don’t seem as dramatic in the daylight. When I finally return, I’m feeling normal. Today I’ll do my job, enjoy my horses, and absorb nature. I won’t think about my future or anything that involved emotion. I refuse to get sad and cry. I can’t let that take hold of me. I’ll concentrate on the beauty in my life.

      Unfortunately, the rides are small, and the tastings aren’t as fun as usual. I don’t think it’s me. There is always an energy from each group, but these tourists arrived acting subdued. It’s hot and everyone is feeling weary. The exception is Edith the German girl, she loves the heat.

      I sprayed off the last horse with cool water and I’m letting him drip-dry in the shade. They are all crunching on fresh carrots the feed store delivered this morning. I move down the aisle going from mouth to mouth as horse lips reach for another tasty bite. The carrots are great this time, there’s a lot of sugar in them. I’d love to make a carrot cake, but maybe not in my current kitchen. I think there’s a way to put all the ingredients in a mug and microwave it. Maybe I’ll try that.

      A white van pulls up to the barn. A young man dressed in immaculate white pants and a neatly tucked-in white shirt hops out. He sees me and heads in my direction. When he’s close enough he asks, “Are you Jessica, I have a delivery,” he gives me a friendly smile.

      “Yeah, I’m Jessica.”

      “Good, I’ll be right back.” He jogs back to the van and opens the sliding door. He pulls out a big terra-cotta vase overflowing with sunflowers. It looks like Tuscany in a vase.

      I follow him back to the van. “This is unexpected, who sent these?”

      “Just a moment.” He gives a little groan as he reaches inside to haul out a heavy basket covered with clear cellophane wrap. I peer inside and see wine bottles, imported cheese, crackers, cookies, and preserves. “Do you have a table in the shade?” he inquires.

      “Yes, in here.” I direct the way to our big trestle table while puzzling over the reason for the delivery. After he carefully lowers the basket to the table, I step forward to investigate. “Thank you, this is an impressive basket.” It begs to be opened, and I’m surveying the basket with increasing interest. I poke my finger around the wrap, making a hole which gives me access to a bar of dark chocolate. This is a great start, and it doesn’t cause any damage to the array.

      “I have more.” He grins at me, then hurries back to the van. Returning to the table, he is lugging two large wicker picnic baskets, one in each hand. Out comes a blue, green and silver tablecloth. He fluffs it out with a whoosh and it settles on the table. I recognize the color scheme from the Spanish Hills Winery. I’m beginning to get the picture… I think this is an apology. Next come the plates, silverware, and linen napkins that are artfully tied with twine and sage. Then come the white marble pepper and salt shakers. Finally, he sets out two elegant candlesticks and works them onto the table setting. The colorful vase of sunflowers highlights the table as a centerpiece.

      Standing back to survey his handiwork he queries, “Would you care for a glass of wine?”

      “Well, I guess so.” I’m puzzled, but I’ll go along with it. The chair that belongs to the table has disappeared so I drag over the plastic mounting block. Obviously, I wasn’t prepared for a dining experience this afternoon. He removes two wine glasses. Two?

      The sound of a car purring up to the barn announces an arrival. It’s a high-end German import with dark tinted windows—those cars tend to look alike to me. As the fine machine glides to a halt I see it’s a Mercedes.

      The door swings open and I get the impression of status when the man steps out. He’s strong, solid and casually well dressed. He’s in brown slacks, wearing an untucked shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his forearms. He’s in his mid-forties and a little over 6-feet tall. His softly waving dark brown hair makes a statement worn a little long at the collar. He is an attractive mix of a devil-may-care and self-assured entrepreneur.

      Slowly removing his sunglasses, he reveals his well-shaped brows. He carefully phrases his sentence, “Jessica, I’m here to offer my apology for your rough treatment.” He takes three strides and reaches out to shake my hand. “Jack Courtland.” He smiles enigmatically. “May I share a glass of wine with you this evening?”

      I’ll accept his apology, even though it’s definitely overdone. “Thank you. Yes, a glass of wine would be nice.” I’m a bit distracted, being pulled away from the horses into a dining experience.

      I’m still upset about last night, but I’ll see what he has to say for himself.

      Reaching inside the car, he grasps a bottle of white wine, then closes the door with a quiet puff of air. “Please call me Jack, I use Mr. Courtland for business.” He gives me a coaxing smile.

      I glue a smile onto my sweat-streaked face while tucking a clump of stray hair behind my ear. “Would you like to step into the shade?” I lead the way to the welcoming table-scape. I hear the van start outside the barn. The delivery man is making a quiet departure.

      “Do we have a cork-screw?” Glancing down at the table, he doesn’t see one. “I bet there’s one in the basket with my name on it,” he chuckles.

      I do some digging into the gift basket and, “Ta-da, you’re right, complete with your name.” I hold it up, showing his Spanish Hills logo.

      He looks proud of the decadence. Using a practiced hand, he takes the screw and removes the cork. He sniffs it and proclaims it to be a wonderful vintage. He would, it’s from his own winery.

      Squinting my eyes, I wonder out loud if cork sniffing is just an old wives’ tale. “Is that really the way to tell if the wine is good?”

      “Yes and no. It can sometimes tell you it’s turned. I’ll be happy to explain the other ways of judging quality; by the aroma and the bouquet.”

      He fills the two glasses to the, I assume, appropriate height and hands one to me. “Cheers.” We carefully touch bell to bell. Meaning the bowl part of the glass, not the rims which are fragile, but everyone clinks. I’m glad I read about not-clinking in one of the brochures. I haven’t embarrassed myself yet.

      I briefly lock eyes with him. I sip after swirling my glass to release its bouquet or whatever it is. “Mmm, crisp and satisfying.” I leave out any reference to wet stone, minerality, lively green apple, melon, gooseberry… or any other flavor that it may or may not have. Some creative writers have made a mint describing saddle leather, graphite, and tar as something you’d want in a bottle of wine.

      He smiles with pleasure. “I thought it would go well with the meal you missed last night. Let’s begin with a European cheese.” He reaches down and removes the silver cloche that was protecting a plate holding triple cream Brie, Bleu and a yellowish one I assume may be Asiago. I think perhaps there’s also a white Cheddar from somewhere where cows get to graze in pastures, like New Zealand or Ireland.

      I slice off a small chunk and drag my front teeth across it. “Mmm, this has a wonderful nutty flavor.” It’s delicious with little crunchy bits mixed in.

      “So tell me a little about yourself. Luke mentioned you used to be a police officer? That’s unusual for a woman.” He sounds slightly condescending. “Though I have to admit, you have strength. Do you ride horses?”

      I’ll go along with it, and see where the conversation goes. Is he a chauvinistic jerk or not? I appreciate good food, especially now with my meals limited to protein shakes and bread. They say the way to a man’s heart is through his stomach. Food works for me too since I’m not into cooking. I’ll tell my story as if it’s an interesting adventure, and see what kind of reaction I get from him. I still need to clear the air about last night, but it can wait awhile.

      “I joined the police department after years of watching exciting crime shows. It gave me a good income and supported me and my riding habit.” I grimace. “Of course, my mother wasn’t pleased with the danger, but she liked that I could make enough money to save for a house, buy a nice dressage horse, take lessons and get a truck and horse trailer.” I evaluate his interest then continue, “I worked patrol the whole time, but got burned out working nights and testifying in court during the day. I only got about four hours of sleep a night and I was exhausted most of the time. Plus, I was always commuting on the crowded L.A. freeways. It felt like I was spending my whole life working doing a job I’d begun to hate.” I pause for a moment. “Then I met the man who became my husband and combined our resources. I started working in his insurance business and resigned from the department. I was married for 4 years and now I’m not.”

      “And now you’re not…,” he repeats, encouraging a response.

      “We had different ideas. We each kept to our own path which created problems that festered. You know, when you talk and talk but nothing gets through? He ‘checked out,’ as he calls it and found someone else. I understand why he left, but I’m still frustrated we couldn’t fix it.”

      “It doesn’t sound like you’re harboring too much ill-will.” He sounds interested.

      “No, I’m not really. I’m frustrated I lost four years, but I try not to think of it as a loss.” I shrug, “I’d have been doing something else and the years would have passed. Now I make conversation a priority. If there are any problems at the beginning that are deep and systemic, I walk away.”

      “A good relationship comes with a lot of work and mileage.” He tops off his glass. “Would you care for a refill?” he holds up the bottle.

      “Yes, thanks.” I take a sip from my glass. “So you’ve been married, or you are married?”

      “I’m ending my second marriage. I tell you, talking doesn’t always work out, even with counseling. When someone changes from how they were when you were dating, it makes you question the institution. I’m finished with marriage, it’s too expensive and too destructive.”

      “It sounds like your marriage is different than mine. I thought I could find someone better than my ex, but without his issues. So far I’m not having much luck.”

      He nods. “It seems harder now we’re out of our 20s. Perhaps we have more baggage, or maybe we’re less tolerant.” He shrugs. “There are things I simply won’t accept in a woman now. When I was younger anything was okay. Maybe I got lucky with my first marriage.”

      He continues, “I think when we’re young, we have common life experiences. As we get older, we move further from home and head down different paths. You really can’t come back together again. Perhaps, if you never moved away from that small town, but in the big city too many things change us.”

      “Yes, you’re right.” I nod in agreement. “And I think a lot of it is timing; finding the right person at the exact time you’re both looking. I tried online dating, it sounded easy because you have access to a lot of people. You can just scroll down the photos like you’re looking for the perfect horse.” I feel a look of disgust slide across my face. “There are so many men with issues and ulterior motives. I kept notes about my dates. They’re kind of amusing, in a depressing way. I don’t want any of those guys, and I’m not going to rescue them.” I take a sip of wine, smiling to myself, then I continue, “Not finding anyone, I’m getting to where I accept who I am, and what I need to be happy. I’m finding things that bring me satisfaction and contentment. It sounds easier than it is, I’m still a bit lonely.”

      Oops, I just said I’m lonely. Oh no, never say that to a man. They run when they hear those words.

      “I always keep my eyes open, just in case I find the right person somewhere in my travels…” he replies.

      Oh, so he isn’t anti-relationship after all. Or maybe he isn’t looking for a relationship, but he wants a woman. At this point, I don’t have enough information to know which.

      He doesn’t seem bothered by my loneliness, and that makes him more approachable. Since I opened up to him, maybe it’s allowing him to say things from his heart. And no, I don’t have any illusions that he would be interested in me. Or would he?

      Picking up the book of matches, he lights the two candles. The flickering lights are pretty against the backdrop of a beautifully set table.

      Our conversation moves downward to the feast. The quiche, and the vegetable pies, look and smell good. I’ve been riding all day, so I’m running on empty. I don’t mind eating in front of people, who cares if they see me chewing? I show my appreciation by nudging over the mounting block to sit on, and I ask if he’d care to have a bite. He declines, but I don’t. Slicing the quiche, I slide it onto my waiting plate. I give an appreciative groan of delight as I take my first bite, and my second.

      “This is delicious!” I smooth a crumb off my lip. “You won’t have any?”

      “I’m glad you like it, but I’ve eaten.” He grins.

      Bite by bite, I’m finishing the quiche. It was only a small one, so it’s okay.

      “It’s nice to see a beautiful woman eat.”

      How should I reply to that? “Thank you, I love good food.”

      Since he doesn’t seem bothered, and the food is good, I’ll try a sliver of the meat pie. Just a tiny piece, since I’m not really a meat eater. I slip this one off the serving plate and onto mine. Just one forkful tells me this was baked by someone with skill — the meat flavor is hidden with spices. I take one forkful after another until it’s gone.

      We’ve been talking the entire time; about wine, tourists, California, and the job market. Pretty much everything newsworthy. His pies satisfy my actual hunger as well as my soulful hunger. I feel less alone now that he’s in the barn, he’s buoying me up.

      “There is so much left. I want you to know I really appreciate your gift, but I’m slowing down,” I admit.

      “You’re the best eater I’ve seen in a long time. I like watching you.”

      “Okay then, I’ll have a small piece of the lime pie.” Just a small piece.

      As I’m about to reach for the pie he says, “Allow me.” He selects a clean dessert plate and picks up the pie. He cuts a small wedge, then slides it onto the plate. Choosing a dessert fork, he takes a sample and slides it into his mouth… as I sit here watching. “It’s good,” he pronounces, then hands me the plate with his fork.

      This is a test, I feel it. So… I use the same fork and slip it into the green pie. Looking directly into his eyes, I raise it to my waiting mouth. I take the bite, then slide the empty fork back out with a slow smile.

      My heart gets a lift because, right before me, I see his face go red and his breathing increases. I don’t know what is going on beneath the table, but based on the view topside, I’d say I scored a hit.

      “Did you choose the contents of the baskets or did the chef.” I give a little smile. I can’t imagine him doing the actual work.

      He admits that his event coordinator chose from last night’s banquet.

      The conversation moves to his winery. He proudly tells me about his plans for an expansion. He’s thinking of an exclusive B&B with a spa. He says the location is unique because it lets you get in tune with yourself and with nature. I bet he has been regaling me for an hour while I sit and listen with interest. I can imagine royalty coming to stay, I can also imagine all the lovely princesses within arms-reach.

      “It’s been an unexpected pleasure meeting you tonight,” he says with a smile, then he stands, signaling the end of the evening. “I have a few calls I need to make.”

      “I’ve enjoyed meeting you, thanks for reconsidering my position in your office,” I add with a hint of word-play. I’m also referring to my position on my back on his desk.

      He pauses and I wait expectantly — but he only says, “I had the police run the license plate on the guy. They cross-checked the registered owner’s name with his driver’s license photo. His name is Wayne Pickett and he has convictions for forgery and identity theft in Vegas.” He pauses with a sad look. “He befriends older women and gains their trust. Just keep an eye out and let the police know if you see him.” He pulls out his wallet and hands me his business card. “You can reach me on my cell, and call the police dispatch so they’ll send a unit. Sorry — of course you know how to call the police.” He remembers my former career.

      “How did you get his license plate?”

      “We have cameras at the gate and on the building. They caught his plate.”

      “Who is Mr. James and why did he throw me out without investigating my story, or this Wayne Pickett guy?” I’m puzzled.

      “He’s the tasting room manager—or, he was.” His expression turns dark.

      “Why didn’t he give me a chance to explain?” I look back at him with a frown, “You know what happened, right?”

      “Yeah, I do now. Veronica called me this morning. His actions were unacceptable, and I have handled it,” he states with finality.

      He gives me a brief, strong hug. He’s attractive and warm, and I’m definitely interested in getting to know him… as long as I’m not going to fall for an uncatchable man.

      “Do you like dessert wines?” he asks.

      “Oh definitely, especially Port. Do you make them?”

      “I’ll give you one of my samples, it’s in the car.” We leave the table and I follow him to the car. “I’m considering branching into that area, I was just wondering.”

      He hands me a bottle with an imaginative label. With a slow smile and strong eye contact, he turns to leave, but he’s still looking at me. Then he drives off… and I’m standing here alone, as usual.
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      The following days are frustrating for me. First, nothing has come of the crime report. Second, I’d like to see Jack, but I don’t have an excuse to call. I go about my daily routine. I pack away the empty containers and continue snacking on the cheese and crackers. I slather the new jams on bread in the morning and for my between-meal snacks. I jot down a thank you note to show my quality upbringing, and also to provide him with a reminder of me. I’ve opened his bottle of experimental Port—it has nuance and depth of flavor, it’s also thick and sweet. As they say, it has good mouthfeel.

      Today we only have riders booked for the morning. I’m leading an interesting ride with a woman who taught desert warfare in the Army. Her stories are amazing; she endured hazing that I didn’t have on the police department. One soldier even put a rattlesnake in her satchel. I disagree that boys will be boys—what they did was vicious. She says by the time she retired she had a terrific reputation, and the guys were sorry to see her go. She is an amazing woman and full of fun. I wonder if I should stay in contact with her, or just enjoy our day on the trail. We exchange email addresses just in case.

      Veronica comes to meet me while I’m hosing off the horses. We haven’t spoken about Jack since I told her about the picnic he brought.

      “Do you think Jack is interested in me, or what? I swear I think he’s interested,” I begin the conversation.

      She gives me a motherly look. “He is a very handsome man, I can see why you’re attracted, but I’ll advise you against it. He goes to Europe all the time and he usually comes back with a gorgeous woman on his arm.” She stops for a second. “If he’s interested in you, it’s because he thinks you’re cute and you caught his eye.”

      I stand in silence, digesting this. “He seemed so interested, but it’s been three days already, so you may be right. I’ll have to think about it.”

      “Don’t chase him,” she advises. “If you want him, you must be subtle and different from the rest.”

      “Fine.” I wonder how to be different.

      “We need to schedule your days off.” She changes the subject.

      “But I have nothing to do,” I whine.

      “Of course you do! Go to town and check out some of the wine cellars. There’s also the feed store, a nice tack shop and several art galleries. You need to get out of the saddle and live a little. We have a cute little town right down the street — GO.” She makes shooing motions with her hands.

      I finish with the horses, then shower up to rid myself of the horse smell I never notice on my clothes—until I’m somewhere nice. I check through my tourist brochures, looking for discounts. Being on a budget, I can’t afford to spend $15 at each tasting room. Inflation has caught up with wine tasting, it used to cost $5 and we got to keep the glass. Now they keep the glass and the cost is more than I want to spend.

      My relaxed drive to town takes ten minutes because I’m looking at vineyards and neighboring estates. I could make it a lot faster if I stepped in the gas, but we all know I’m not in a rush to go anywhere. I don’t have a destination besides the town itself. I find a place to park up past the flagpole, at the north end of Grand Ave.

      Strolling through this cozy town should be fun, but I feel alone. I don’t want to — I want to feel happy and free. Darn it, how am I supposed to feel happy and free? I want a partnership with a man that’s more than just physical. I have to rebuild my goals and dreams. My whole emotional being needs bolstering.

      As I wistfully meander along, I keep seeing happy couples joined hand in hand. I stop to look in store windows and see pretty artwork, and people enjoying their life… or at least their day. I feel sad and lonely. I mentally give myself a little slap, I somehow have to get over it and get on with life. But how? I need to start at the beginning, wherever that is.

      I’ll stop by the art gallery and see what they have. I think it’s a Co-op of several artists, with the rooms partitioned off for each one. They filled the first area with small 12 x 12-inch acrylic paintings of desserts. The tiramisu, cherry pie, and biscotti are my favorite ones. That’s a cute idea for a decorating a kitchen, but it probably would make me snack after dinner… and that wouldn’t be good for my waistline.

      I spend about ten minutes looking through the gallery. Each room exhibits huge amounts of talent and beautiful work. I think I missed out that extra spoonful of artistry while I was in the womb. On my way out, I quietly mouth thank you to the lady at the front desk. Her Field of Sunflowers painting is on display, and she is explaining her vision to a potential customer.

      I step back into the sunshine and look both directions. I wonder where to go next.

      Passing in front of me are several women dressed in, I assume, the latest fashion. They look like a bunch of friends moving along, taking in whatever meets their eye. I stand here for a minute watching as one runs her hand through her hair, then tosses her head in a feminine way. The other tips her head back in laughter. The third is a little more reserved, but is so elegant she could be a dancer.

      They make me feel rather plain. Is this why my husband left me? Should I have put on a flashy show and looked more like them, should I become more vivacious? I could play the part until it becomes second nature… it’s called ‘Fake it until you make it.’

      I make a quick dash across the street to avoid being hit by traffic. I’m mulling over the idea that I should act more feminine. The elegant tasting rooms and shops make me feel a little out of place. I pause at the tack store and peer in the open door. I won’t go inside since I could be tempted to spend money, and that won’t advance my feminine look.

      There’s a garden shop around the corner from the park. Its entire yard is filled with garden ornaments and treasures. This is my type of store. I see dozens of wind chimes in all sizes, including the giant six-foot pipes that softly gong in the warm breeze. This is an outdoor shopping paradise. If I had a garden, I could spend a fortune here. They have colorful sun-catchers, miniature gardens, and refreshing fountains. I pick up and put down so many things I know I’d really like. It isn’t an impulse purchase when I buy a small wind chime for my horse trailer patio. They wrap it in tissue paper, and I walk out with my purchase in a cute little bag. I have become one of the happy tourists, bringing home something that reminds me of a day in paradise.

      The walk is helping. I’m soaking up Vitamin D and getting my blood moving. I also like to people watch, it gives me a distraction, unless I start to feel insecure. I know things are changing in a good way for me, but I also know it will take time to become whole again.

      Sniff, sniff, I’m getting a whiff of a bakery. Sweet scents are wafting out to the sidewalk and they’re drawing me in. Hmm… I’ll stop in and see what they have. The bold letters on the sign advise me that I’m entering Monica’s.

      Displays of two-bite treats, rich dark brownies with exotic spices, and mini-eclairs filled with a variety of flavored creams are lined up under the glass. Reading each little name tag makes me smile with anticipation. Clear crystal bowls are spilling over with chocolate covered morsels. Granite slabs are piled with pastries. I like all the usual chocolate covered things like cranberries, raisins, coffee beans, and almonds; but what else does she have?

      “Would you like a few samples?” The lady behind the counter smiles. “I have shredded coconut mounds infused in lime liqueur, then rolled in dark chocolate.” She places a small slice on a monogrammed cutting board and passes it across the counter.

      “Thanks, I’d love one!” I remove it from the board and pop it into my mouth. “Mmm, the lime liqueur is wonderful.” It’s refreshing, yet sweet/tart. “Wow, it has a unique flavor!”

      “How about chocolate-covered candied-tangerine-peel? I soak the rind in liqueur.” She places a sliver on the board.

      “Oh yes, please.” I take a nibble and I roll my eyes in delight, “How about a handful of those, to go.”

      “And this is chocolate-covered candied-lemon-peel.”

      “Well that’s an easy decision, I like all marmalades, so I’d better try one of these too.” Sampling is becoming purchasing; they taste fabulous, unique. I wonder what flavors she added, do I dare ask?

      “This is the key to my heart.” I laugh as she sets out more treats on the little board. “That one was good, oh, this one is amazing as well.” I take another nibble, “What are these you just gave me?” I hold up the little tidbit.

      She smiles a knowing smile. “Raisins soaked in a spice-infused liqueur. It has good mouthfeel with the flavor of the liqueur. The secret is in the length of the soak and,” she laughs, “a few other secrets as well. Try this one.” She places another on the board and passes it to me. I nibble the end, to savor it.

      I let my eyes slowly roam the eclectic room with old style whitewashed wood cabinets. I’d love to explore the bin drawers and see what secrets they contain. The white wood shelves are stocked with unusual jars of jams, preserves, and honey. In the middle of the store is a Carrara marble table stacked with pretty dishes and table decorations, little marble mortar and pestle sets, and travertine coasters. Everything I don’t need, but somehow feel I do.

      A stand of brochures next to the cash register catches my eye. ‘Creative You: Classes designed to give meaning to your life.’ I unfold the glossy paper, scanning the list of creative classes. The photos of art, wine, and happy women grace the pages and make me wonder if I should enroll.

      She sees me looking at the brochure,.“If you’re interested, speak with Liliana, she’s an amazing woman.”

      “My life could do with a shot of B-12 right about now, I’ve just come out of a divorce. Well, come to think of it, it was a while ago, it just feels recent,” I murmur.

      “I was also stuck in a rut,” she explains, “Liliana showed me how to grow into the woman I wanted to be. She does life coaching and it really works.”

      “Your shop so inviting, I came in here feeling a little sad, but seeing what you’ve done is inspiring. Your chocolates are magic.” I look around, taking it all in. “Oh, I should introduce myself, I’m Jessica.”

      “Hi Jessica, I’m Monica.” She wiggles her fingers at me. “Are you here for the day?”

      “I work with Veronica Martin leading her wine tasting trail-rides, and I’m staying at her place.” I omit the part about sleeping in my horse trailer.

      “That sounds fun, do you meet interesting people?”

      “I sure do, our riders are mostly women, some with great jobs, and others looking for a new one. It’s fun to hear their stories. When there are only a few riders it’s more personal, it makes me feel like a hairdresser, hearing all the gossip and offering my opinion. The bigger groups get so involved and rambunctious with their personal stories. If a girl has a problem, I get to hear ideas and feedback from all her friends,” I laugh.

      “I like to hear people’s stories too,” she chuckles.

      “It’s like reading their diary, they let it all out, and I just ride along — listening.”

      “Are you staying permanently, what are your plans?”

      “I love Los Olivos and this whole area, I’d like to stay and change my life. That sounds like a big demand. I’m not sure what I want to do, or how to go about doing it… it’s so frustrating,” I admit.

      In a soft, inviting tone she asks, “If you don’t mind my asking, why are you sad?”

      “I’m divorced after four years of marriage… he found someone else. It’s been rough on my self-esteem, wondering what I want to do, and how to do it.” I keep my answer short to control my emotions.

      “It sounds like what you’re doing is working. You need friends to help you through the hard times.”

      “Yeah, you’re right. Maybe I’m just a little dreary at the moment.”

      “Don’t think like that! Here, have one of these,” she hands me another chocolate liqueur delight.  “So, what do you like to do?” she inquires.

      “I don’t know, I want to be creative, but no one makes a living at that. Employers want someone with business or computer skills; at least I have some of those. I have enough to get a job I don’t really want.” I pop the chocolate in my mouth. “I want to feel alive. Is that okay, or should I just be a drone and shut up about it?”

      “You can feel alive and get paid. Sometimes you have to dig deep to find the answers,” she advises.

      The bakery door swings open and four women, dressed to impress, crowd in. There goes my brainstorming session, but being in here with them puts me in their same cheerful mood. They are excited about the chocolate samples Monica is handing out. One gal is perusing the jars of jam and spiced preserves. Another is flipping through a cookbook. Each one is encouraging the others, “Get this, you’ll love it.” I’m amazed at the growing collection of goodies each one is taking home. I’m happy for Monica and envious, in a good way.

      One woman leans forward and waves her hand in a ‘come here’ motion to Monica. She speaks in a low tone I can’t hear.

      After they leave, she tells me she makes special order marijuana cookies for people with chronic pain.

      “I’ll pat myself on the back, because it takes skill to hide the taste of marijuana, and it costs a lot to get the best ingredients.” She continues, “I feel virtuous since it’s a natural painkiller. It’s so weird, people will gulp down pain pills from a bottle and think it’s okay. But they won’t touch marijuana, and it’s a natural plant. When you’re in pain and nothing is working, it’s time to reevaluate what you consider forbidden,” she declares.

      “I used to write people a ticket for possession of marijuana. It’s funny how times change. I never knew it had a medicinal use.”

      She continues, “I baked with it because my husband had cancer and he was in a lot of pain. This was a good way of getting a natural painkiller into him.”

      “How is he doing?” What I really mean is, did he make it?

      Slowly she tells me, “He passed away two years ago, and I’m still working my way through it. The bakery keeps me moving forward, it gives me a goal… I need that,” she gives a heavy sigh. “So, let’s introduce you to Liliana. Check into taking her classes, plus she knows everyone, she’s a great networker.”

      “Okay, that sounds like a plan, I’ll call her and see how it goes,” I’m feeling more optimistic.

      This might get me rolling in the right direction. It was a great idea to come to town and get out of the barn. It may be life-changing to have met Monica. That’s the thing about life-changing events… you never know when they are, until you look back and analyze them.

      Monica says she still goes to some of the classes and has a lot of fun while developing herself, “I think you’re ambitious, you can channel that into something productive,” she advises me.

      “That’s what I need,” I laugh. “I want to channel my life and enjoy myself at the same time.”
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      I slowly drive home thinking about how to diligently march on. I will overcome my past and make my present, my now, something special. I motor past the grape vines perfectly trained in their rows, in perfect alignment. They too are marching on, and their future is special.

      The horses hear me driving up in the truck. I can tell because the herd that had been quietly standing in groups of friends splits apart in restless anticipation. Horses are unlike a school of fish.

      Preparing the night feeding for the fifteen hungry horses requires me to climb to the top of the new stack of hay and knock down a few bales. The unstacking process is pretty easy once I make a dent in it. The following days will be easier since I won’t have to climb to the top of the stack.

      The horses are making themselves understood… they say I’m taking too long. Some give cute little nickers, and others loudly broadcast their hunger. They charge at each other with pinned ears and bared teeth. Some of them paw the ground or bang the feed barrels causing destruction and a lot of noise with each strike. I know it’s theoretically wrong to feed the troublemakers first, and it’s rewarding bad behavior, but I do it to keep the peace.

      We feed alfalfa and I’ve never had a problem with it. It keeps the weight on and their coats are glossy. Some people think horses don’t need that much protein, but ours seem to manage just fine. It’s a California thing, I guess. The farmers get seven hay cuttings every year, but that hasn’t stopped the steady rise from $8 a bale upwards to $20. It makes horse ownership only for the wealthy, or the dedicated and broke.

      At last, I sit at my table in the barn aisle jotting down ideas. I keep nibbling Monica’s chocolates and looking through the Creative You brochure. I spend an enjoyable ten minutes reading through all the possibilities for learning and fun. I tap in the phone number and get a recording that tells me to “Press 1 for the class list, Press 2 to leave a message for Liliana.” Each class has an intriguing summary. I leave a message on #2 and see what happens tomorrow.

      Liliana is either a good businesswoman or has nothing better to do because she returns my call almost immediately.

      Her cheerful voice on the line states, “Hi, this is Liliana calling for Jessica.”

      “Hi Liliana, this is Jess, thanks for getting back to me.”

      “Yes dear, what can we do for you? Monica is a gifted client, and I’m glad you met her. Tell me what you’re looking for, and let’s see we can find something perfect for you.” Her spiel has a professional polish.

      I give her a quick synopsis, “Briefly, I’m newly divorced, looking for a makeover for my life and career. I’m looking for classes that stimulate my creativity and give me realistic goals.”

      “Goodness, you’re very concise putting your wishes in one sentence,” she jokes. “Life makeovers take a while and are a lot of work. We can start you off with a few classes of your choice. I have contacts throughout the U.S. who are always looking for a good employee.” She describes the classes and I get a whiff of the cost and have to gulp. I’m sure they’re amazing, but I don’t know for a fact that they will change my life for the better. I hate to spend my really hard-earned money on an experiment.

      I back off a little, thinking of my wallet. “I’d like to try something local, maybe the one-night introduction to wine tasting. I’m not sure about the others at the moment.” I think I’ll read and go online to do some of this on my own.

      “The wine class begins next week, that’s the one night class. We also have Monday classes that are wine tasting with appetizers. The Friday classes cover wine tasting with dinner. Then we have career winemaking classes for beginning vintners. I bring in an expert from UC Davis to teach those. Would you be interested in enrolling in one?” she asks, very sales-like.

      “I’d like to get a general overview so I don’t make a fool of myself at tastings, but I don’t need to be an expert. I think the one night class will be a good place for me to start.”

      I know I’m not jumping in with both feet, but I don’t believe she can change my life. From what I hear, life coaches don’t change your life, they teach you to change it.

      She enrolls me for the one evening in town. “When would you like to meet with me to discuss your career path? I will be out of town for the next two weeks. We can schedule a date now since my schedule is a bit hectic,” she chuckles. “I’ll send you a questionnaire to fill in and return to me, so we’ll have a lot of the basics covered before our meeting.”

      The closest meeting date for her personal consultation is a month away. One month, wow, she is busy. I haven’t asked how much the consultation costs.

      “In the meantime, go to the introductory wine class. If you have a chance, get together with the gals from the class. I rely on a lot of networking to get everyone’s creativity started. There is always someone who can help us on our paths.”

      “I like Monica, she seems to have it all together.”

      “She’s a great gal and she’s very talented. She pulled herself up and is doing well. Go see her again, and load up on some of her fabulous pastry,” she instructs.

      “I’ll become robust if I eat too many of them,” I hedge with a laugh.

      “Yes, I found that as well,” she muses. “Well Jess, I need to let you go, I have a few calls to make.”

      Good, I’ve enrolled in a wine class. That will help with my confidence and knowledge for our wine tasting after the ride. Plus I’ll meet the locals and get to network. I’ll take her suggestion and see about meeting with other people to get out of my funk. There’s an art class that begins in a month and it’s somewhat self-paced. That may be fun though it wouldn’t be much of a career choice. I’d better not go too crazy with classes. I can see becoming a professional student would drain my resources when I need to fill up my bank account. I’m not yet 100% secure in joining the Liliana pep-squad. I have to take things at my own pace. I tend to walk my own path, but maybe I should walk down someone else’s path who has already trodden down the weeds.
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          Wine Class at Citronelle

        

      

    

    
      I’ve had several long, hot days leading trail rides. The riders have been young, and I couldn’t bond with them. We’ve had nothing in common, so I just led them and pointed out various things of interest. I didn’t get to network, which would have boosted my enjoyment. I’ve been spoiled by so many good customers. Oh well, I shouldn’t get upset, my life is pretty good.

      The wine class is this evening at 7:00. My dress is casual because that’s the only way I want to look. My limited wardrobe is stuffed in the horse trailer. I need a few more cute tops, kind of filmy and flowing. But I’d have to drive down to L.A. to get what I have stored at Mom’s. I couldn’t be bothered to drive all the way there just for clothes. I’ve always been told that a smile goes a long way toward dressing a woman. If I use that philosophy, it will save me a trip.

      The wine tasting class is being taught by the owner and cellar-master of Citronelle. It’s just down the road from Monica’s. I park in front, and I’m taken in by the landscaping. I’m passionate about using plants to create emotions. Here, they’re using a hedge of white roses. This variety tends to be casual and they’re not fussy about the weather. They’re growing exuberantly along the front of the property; I can almost hear them commanding the sidewalk to stay back. They’ve done their job well, protecting the inner garden from the concrete and foot traffic.

      I step down a brick path that winds through a small grove of lemon trees. It looks and feels like a real orchard without the acreage. Wood chips are bedded deep around the trees and smell good in the cool evening air. I know farmers use chips to keep the water from evaporating too quickly. They also keep the surface roots from being baked by the sun. It’s a winning combination.

      Lemon trees always seem to be in bloom, and the scent of their blossoms is one of my favorites. I take a minute to stop, inhale, and feel pure emotion enter my lungs. The twinkling lights strung around the trees and roofline of the tasting room welcome me to a well-tended little yellow house.

      The open door is my invitation to step into the colorful room. I accept the invite, step inside, and gaze around. The paintings on the walls are large, with bold depictions of lemon trees. I notice the scent of lemon blossoms that followed me in the door.

      A woman dressed in a yellow caftan comes around from behind the bar. “Hello and welcome to our wine class, I’m Lisa and this is my place,” she says with obvious pride.

      I can hear my other classmates coming up the path. They sound boisterous and it breaks my spell. With them, they bring in a festive mood. All are dressed in a feminine cute-casual style, with gorgeous hair and lots of sparkly jewelry. The room is filled with talking, introductions and air kisses. These women have the time and money to treat themselves and to expand their opportunities. I love this and I feel included; that’s such a good feeling. I’ve been alone far too much.

      “Hi ladies, let’s all have a seat at the bar. I have folders with information on what we’ll cover tonight.” Lisa begins the overview. “This class is for newcomers, so I won’t overwhelm you with the intricacies of how I get my grapes from the vine into your glass. I’ll give you general background information that will help you appreciate the work we vintners go through. Then we’ll cover etiquette. My goal is to make you feel comfortable with your glass of wine and of course, your appetizers.” She speaks professionally, though with a touch of anxiety.

      “Let’s spend a few minutes introducing ourselves. We all take classes from Creative You and benefit from knowing each other. Each one of us is a resource for help, support, and knowledge. Jessica is new to town so let’s start with her brief story.” She stops speaking, and everyone looks at me.

      I stand and move down to the end of the bar. Liliana told me it’s a casual class, and everyone is friendly and would like to get to know me. She said I should make my introduction personal with a bit of humor. She told me that everyone wants to help everyone else, so the more they know, the better.

      “Hi, I’m Jessica and I go by Jess…” I take a few minutes to explain about my divorce, my job search, and my hunt for something that brings satisfaction to my life. I make sure to keep my tone light even though I am talking about heavy topics. I’m on an adventure and a journey, so if I look at life that way, I will flourish.

      The five other women look engaged. I guess I infused enough humor to garner interest. As I start to sit down, their questions begin. “Have you tried… have you thought of… what about…?” Everyone is eager to help me with their advice and ideas. This is productive and some of their ideas actually sound good.

      After a few minutes, Lisa brings us back under her control since this is a tasting class, not a help Jessica class. So I sit, and everyone gives her their attention. “We’d all love to dig into Jess’ life, but I need to stay on time, or we’ll be here until midnight.” We comply, though we wouldn’t mind being here until midnight.

      Lisa keeps her own story short. She explains that she owns the winery and got into winemaking because she visited Los Olivos every weekend. She hated leaving on Sunday night to drive back to the city. She loves the lifestyle in the wine country and the way she feels being immersed in it. She admits to using her entire retirement to fund the winery. It was a big and potentially hazardous step, but she said she’s doing well, and it was worth it to escape from city life to begin her dream.

      I prick my ears when she tells us that her son Jason owns 40 acres near here. That’s where she gets her grapes. Jason also painted the art on the walls and he designs her labels… he’s very talented.

      “Yes, my son is a great guy, and yes I am biased,” she laughs.

      “Married?” I ask.

      Everyone laughs. “Yes, with two delightful little girls,” Lisa replies.

      Darn it.

      We all looked around the room with admiration. Lisa is amazing, she just turned 65 and look what she has created. She is a hard worker, she worked her whole life, and then she took a chance and rolled it into her passion. And me, I’m starting almost from the beginning. I’ve lost a lot of time with my divorce and splitting our assets. Will I look like her at 65? A proud passionate owner of, of… something? I had better get started… fast.

      The other gals go into their backgrounds, which are individual and interesting. Everyone has their own history, dramas and goals. I jot down a few notes on each one, so I can keep them as contacts. I see we all have a common thread—we want to enjoy our work and our life. This is a good place to start.

      Lisa brings our thoughts back to the wine theme. “Imagine you’re on a date or conducting business over a glass of wine. You don’t have to be an expert, but you do need to complement the wine selection with a few well-chosen words. You should speak with confidence about the aroma, the bouquet, and the mouthfeel.”

      She pulls out 3 bottles of chilled white. “First, we’ll sample three whites.”

      “I’ve heard it’s a rule to serve white wines first,” the older lady named Meg asks.

      “It isn’t actually a rule, it’s a guide because they’re lighter and more subtle. Generally, you should begin with a lighter white wine, and then move into those with tannins.” Of course, you can change things around if you have a reason. For example, if you have a plate with powerful cheeses early in the evening, you can serve a red. Then later, if you have a mild or white meat, you can complement with white wine.

      Lisa is emphatic, “Some people only drink reds and that’s okay, drink what you like, there aren’t any rules.” She laughs. “This isn’t like elementary school where you get dinged for coloring outside the lines.”

      “How do you explain how the wine tastes and smells?” I tell everyone about my wine picnic at the barn with Jack. “I had to dig through my limited vocabulary to find a compliment. I faked it, but I would have been mortified if he caught me,” I grimace.

      The woman in the green silk dress asks, “What are the options to describe the aroma?”

      Lisa begins her explanation into the study of scents. “The reason you swirl the wine in your glass is to release the aromatic compounds that blend with oxygen,” she shows us her gentle swirling technique. “Then you smell the scent it releases,” shoving her nose into the glass she inhales deeply with her eyes closed. “Honeydew melon with a hint of rose,” she smiles.

      Other options are fruit flavors like raspberry, melon, and citrus. Then there are herbal scents like peppermint, spearmint, and oregano. Finally, the flower scents like honeysuckle, rose, lavender, and so on.

      “Your choices are what you’d taste in a grape,” she plucks a little red grape off the plate and takes a bite, “I taste a hint of raspberry and violet in this one,” she passes the plate around so we can sample and try to identify the same flavors she has.

      I think I have this. It comes down to three aromatic categories: fruit flavors, herbal flavors, and flower flavors.

      I’m trying to cram this into my head, so I when I need it I can sound reasonably intelligent. To me, a grape tastes like a grape. I pull another grape from its stem and try to think deeper more complex thoughts to make it taste like raspberry and violet. This class seems to be moving faster than my palate can learn.

      “Everyone is doing so well, I’ll move to the bouquet.” She pours a generous amount in our glasses. “Let’s have a taste, but first swirl and aerate it in your mouth.” She makes a slurping sound I’ve been taught is rude. “This will give you more answers...”

      “The scents and flavors come from fermentation and could be yeast, sourdough and sometimes Band-Aid. Yes, you heard it right, it’s an acknowledged flavor.” Looking at our expressions she shrugs, “But aging also brings in what we all love, such as vanilla, brown sugar and several nut flavors.”

      We swirl and taste our way through the whites and reds. I like both and for different reasons. The reds seem more complex and interesting to me.

      The spice options I like are vanilla and roasted nuts. It cracks me up to hear other flavors such as burned wood, tobacco, saddle-leather, wet stone, and graphite. I can’t identify most of them, it’s all a wild guess. She says you’d want to eat a steak to pair with the strong flavors of the wine. I won’t be dining on steak anytime soon, so how about an earthy mushroom ravioli in wine sauce?

      Most of the girls are better than me at figuring out which fruit they taste: blackberry vs cherry vs blueberry. I find that I like a ‘mouthfeel’ that’s thicker, rather than thin and watery. Lisa supplies us with peppery crackers as well as some mild ones to dip into bowls of tapenade.

      After a while, my taste buds stop working, and I know I need real food. The wines end up tasting the same, without any subtlety. I like wine, but now I see why it needs to be paired with food.

      The tasting wraps up with a couple of varieties of Port and a Muscat.  We learn that these Ports aren’t from Portugal, so they have to be called fortified wine or Port-like. Some late harvest wines are so late that the grapes become raisins. I like the dessert wines because they’re thick and have luscious flavors. We also have pieces of chocolate to pair with the heartier ones.

      I’m feeling pretty happy and somewhat under the influence of all this wine. I slide into a conversation with a retired woman who knows what she wants. At 76 years, she’s healthy and spry. She and her husband moved here a few months ago because they wanted to live in a ‘lively place.’ Their idea is to hang out at wineries and have all their out-of-town friends come to visit. She says everyone wants to absorb the California lifestyle.

      I guess I’m absorbing the California lifestyle. I have nothing to complain about.

      The five of us stand around talking about ourselves, about what we find interesting in the area, where we’ve been, and what we’ve discovered.

      A while later my phone vibrates with a text from Veronica. She did the final night check on the horses and is heading to bed with a bad headache. It looks like there may be a problem. “Bunny isn’t feeling well. I wanted to give you time to enjoy the class, but have a look at her when you get home.”

      “I can leave now. Class is over, I’m just chatting.”

      At least the evening has wound down, so I say my goodbyes and head for home. Bunny is my horse and my responsibility. She may have a slight tummy ache, or it could be a lot worse. I’m not driving fast, this way it will give her time to get better or to make me certain she needs a vet. I generally wait to see if it generates into a full-blown colic, or if it’s just a gas bubble that works its way out.
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          Charlie Simon DVM

        

      

    

    
      It’s nearly 11 p.m. and Bunny is still looking depressed. She has the symptoms of colic; unhappy ears, nostrils curled back, she keeps looking at her stomach and has a light gloss of sweat on her coat in the cool of the night. I’ve been walking her a little, but it’s time to call the vet. There’s no reason to leave it till the wee hours, it will only become more exhausting.

      Dr. Simon is new in town. He is taking over for the retiring vet who has been here since time began. His number is written on the whiteboard in the tack room, along with the horseshoer and other important contacts.

      I leave a concise message and I’m relieved when he calls back within ten minutes. I explain her condition and the details a doctor needs to know. He says he’ll be here in about fifteen minutes. That sounds good!

      There is a theory about pulling a horse's ears. Ears have meridians, something like we have in our feet. Supposedly you can fix different parts of the body. I don’t know which point influences which organ, so I’m pulling her entire ear. I’m using my thumb to stroke the insides, hopefully giving her a little relief from the pain. I don’t know if it works, but I may as well do it, as not. I stop walking her so she doesn’t get worn out. Now we’re standing at the barn, waiting.

      Oh good, here he comes now. The gray Chevy pickup vet mobile pulls up to the barn. The doctor slowly gets out and stumbles. He looks haggard, and his clothes are rumpled and grubby like he hasn’t been to bed yet. I’m sorry to call him out at this hour of the night. The man will age fast at this rate.

      “Hi, I’m sorry to call you out of bed so late.” I show my concern.

      “Thanks, but I haven’t been to bed yet, this my second colic tonight.” He rubs his palms across his eyes. “I guess I can sleep when I’m dead.” It looks like he will be there soon if he doesn’t get some rest.

      “Well, then we should get this going. I’m Jess and this is Bunny,” I lay my hand on my mare’s sleek, dark neck, and stroke it.

      Usually there’s time spent getting introduced to each other. We haven’t met before, and I’m a new client. Generally, you let the vet assimilate the scene and filter out some of the crazy ideas that most horse owners have. I think my ideas are brilliant, but I’m keeping my mouth closed except for the minimum essential information. Especially at this hour, without sleep, when I’m sure his sense of humor has been turned off. I want him to look at my horse with compassion and knowledge.

      “How is she feeling now?” He gives her a concerned look as he reaches back into the compartment to get a stethoscope and thermometer.

      “The same—uncomfortable.”

      “Hello Bunny, you aren’t feeling well? Let’s see what we can do for you,” he tells her as he stands there for a few moments while getting a temperature reading. It’s 102° and it should be 99°.

      I’ve heard that Dr. Simon is a fantastic vet. He doesn’t immediately go for the sedatives and restraints. He gives the horses time to settle down before he messes with them. Having a vet walk up and stick a needle in a horse’s neck is likely to cause anything from hurt feelings to an emotional reaction, also known as panic, kicking, or 1500 pounds pulling away from my grasp.

      He strokes the mare’s neck, then checks her capillary refill time when he presses her gums. There’s enough light coming from the barn to see that her refill is slow. At least her gums are a normal color. To check for dehydration, the doctor lightly pinches up the skin on her neck, to which she takes exception. Poor thing.

      “She doesn’t like being poked. I can’t even pick off her chestnuts without getting a nasty look.”

      He nods. “Good to know I’ll be dealing with a difficult horse.”

      “Well, she isn’t really difficult.” I make excuses for her. “I don’t like shots and being poked either.” I bet he hears owners explain away a lot of bad behavior.

      He doesn’t reply. I guess the doc’s in work-mode now.

      He unfolds the stethoscope from his jacket pocket, and places it on her side to listen for gurgles that indicate digestion in the intestinal quadrants. He checks her heart and respiration. “She doesn’t have any gut sounds. I’ll give her a rectal exam to feel what’s going on inside,” he heads back to his truck for the KY Jelly and a shoulder-length clear plastic glove.

      He returns with a syringe in his hand. “I’ll give her this, to keep her in a good mood.” he injects a sedative into the jugular vein in her neck. We wait a few minutes for it to take effect. The exhausted doctor rubs his own eyes a few more times as we wait.

      After palpating Bunny’s intestines via her rectum, he tells me, “I’d say she has an impaction, her manure is dry. I don’t think she is in enough pain for it to be a twisted intestine. From what I can feel, everything is in its place, but nothing is moving.”

      Dr. Simon asks me fill his pail with water from the hose. I don’t know how much he needs, so I fill it half way; he can pour out what he doesn’t want. I return to the back of the truck and place it on the ground at his feet. He pours in almost a gallon of mineral oil from a clear jug. He pulls out the nasogastric tube and a little hand pump.

      With the pail and the archaic looking implements, he approaches Bunny. It’s a good thing she is sedated, because even still, she doesn’t like the plastic tube run up her nose. She sneezes and tries to pull away. He makes sure he’s running the clear tube down her esophagus (not the trachea which is right next to it) into her stomach. Next, he sniffs the end he’s holding in his hand. He’s checking the stomach contents for an off-smell that would mean it would be dangerous to add more liquid, because the stomach is blocked. He says it’s okay to pump in the gallon from his pail. Afterward, he gently pulls out the stomach tube, and the waiting period begins.

      He returns his tools to the truck, “I’ll stay for a few minutes to make sure she looks stable.”

      “Thanks, doc. I’ll be up for a while tonight.” I could do with a snack. “Would you like a chocolate from Monica’s?” I offer, as I walk a few feet away and dig into my stash on the shelf.

      “Sure, I’d love one. Is Monica’s that bakery in town?”

      “Yes, and she is a great chocolatier. Here, I only have a few left.” I pass him the little bag. “It’s hard not to gobble them all at once.”

      He reaches in, takes only one, and gives it a nibble. “I like chocolate, so I try to savor it.” His eyebrows rise and his eyes light up. “Hey, this is great!”

      “I met Monica about a week ago. She makes delicious liqueur-filled chocolates and pastries. If you need something tomorrow to wake you up, drop by,” I suggest. “She’s on Grand Ave, you can’t miss her sign.”

      “Sure, I think I’ve seen it.” He finishes the morsel. “I may have to stock up on these.” He gives his finger a lick.

      I laugh, “I see you’re a real horseman, you’re not too worried about dirt and germs.”

      “I’ve been playing with horses since I was four. My body is used to everything.”

      We both lean against the truck and chat about the locals and the area. It’s amazing what a little chocolate can do to open a conversation. No wonder he is awake at all hours, he’s a really nice guy and a good conversationalist.

      The topic moves to ESP and telepathic communication with animals. It becomes even more interesting when he mentions that Jack Courtland took his sick gelding to the vortex.

      With all my recent drama, I’d forgotten about the vortex he has on his property.

      He nods and raises his eyebrows, “At first I was skeptical, but there was a big difference between the horse that he had to coax up there, and the one who pranced out with bright eyes.” Taking a deep breath he says, “They called me out to put him to sleep, but we tried this weird last resort, and it worked.”

      “Really?”

      “Both Jack and I think it saved his life,” he admits.

      “I’ve heard you’re a vet who goes for alternative medicine, but this more than acupuncture,” I laugh.

      “You’re not kidding,” he agrees. “This isn’t public information, so try to keep it under wraps.”

      “Got it, I’ll keep it quiet,” I zip my fingers across my lips. “What does the vortex do?”

      “It’s a magnetic field in the earth’s crust. But it seems to go beyond logic. I know this sounds very woo-woo, but I think it’s like the energy and chakras we have in our body.” He looks at me, testing my reaction, then continues, “The earth’s energy probably enhances our own energy and produces a strong compounding effect. That’s a simplified version, and it’s also just a guess. It’s possibly what helped his horse.”

      “Huh, that’s neat.” I pause and chew on my lip. “It healed him?”

      “Yes, maybe, but there are questions; such as how long it lasts, if it works for everyone, if there are side effects, and how long to stay in there.” Looking up at the stars. “I don’t think it’s extra-terrestrial or anything weird. It’s just energy, which we Westerners have a hard time understanding.”

      “Did you feel anything?”

      “I don’t know,” he sighs. “When I saw the horse become more alert with each passing minute, I knew something was happening. I was worried about the placebo effect, but I didn’t feel anything. I wish I had.”

      “Maybe you didn’t have anything that needed healing. You could take your sick horses there and do a clinical trial,” I eagerly suggest.

      “It’s an odd thing to propose to some people, and it’s on Jack’s land. With lawsuits and all that, I doubt I could do it.”

      “Well thanks for telling me, I’ll keep it in mind. Maybe I can go there and rejuvenate my body,” I laugh, but I’m serious.

      “Maybe it’s the cure for life.” He smiles.

      “Thanks very much for coming out.  I’ll let you know if I get anything from the vortex.”

      “You’re very welcome, and welcome to the neighborhood. Your mare should pass the oil in about 48 hours. Keep an eye on her, but don’t feed her,” he advises as he gets in the driver’s seat.

      The truck rumbles off leaving me to think about the vortex, and how to wrangle another invitation to Spanish Hills.
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          A Day in Town

        

      

    

    
      As usual, the horses are rattling their feed bins anticipating breakfast. Out the window I can see Bunny looking relaxed, she’s standing in the shade. The sun is already baking down on the dry ground. The air is still and dusty. I’d better drag out of my sleeping bag and get my chores done before it gets even hotter. Yes, I’m still sleeping in the dressing room of my trailer. I’d rather be safe than sorry.

      Here comes Veronica now, she greets me with a slight smile. “I’m glad you took care of Bunny last night, I had a terrible headache, and Marc had to stay overnight in Santa Barbara.” She glances at Bun with concern. “How’s she doing?”

      “She’s doing her favorite thing, relaxing,” I joke. “She seems okay, but we’re waiting for the oil to pass.”

      “I got a migraine and couldn’t do anything but go to bed,” putting her hand to her brow. “I’m okay now, sort of.”

      “You poor thing; between you and Bunny this place is like a hospital farm.”

      “No kidding,” she agrees.

      “Dr. Simon is really down-to-earth. He’s a neat guy, he’s kind of like a hairdresser… each time you go, you catch up on all the barn gossip and intrigue. He stayed after he oiled her. We got into a conversation about the vortex.”

      “I haven’t spoken with him, he’s new in town, but he already has a good reputation,” she admits. “What does he think about the vortex? I see you’re intrigued.”

      “He thinks it’s real, but he has concerns about it.”

      “We don’t have any riders signed up for today, what do you have planned?” she changes the subject. The vortex isn’t high on her list of importance.

      “I don’t know, I’d like to do something creative.”

      “If you’re going into town will you pick up some things at the feed store?” She looks guilty. “I’m sorry to keep sending you there.”

      “No problem, it’ll give me an excuse to get some more goodies from Monica’s.”

      “Oh.” She rubs her hands together with a mischievous smile. “If you’re going there, will you get me an apple strudel? Hers are so much better than those in Solvang. Make sure you only give me half at a time.”

      “Why? Oh, I know… so you don’t eat it all at once.” I give her a look of mock disapproval. “Perhaps I should get extra in case there’s a disaster, and we only have strudel to eat,” I suggest with a grin.

      “Good idea, get me two… in case of emergency.”

      “What about your diet? Do you know how many calories are in each one?!” There’s no way that I’ll get her two. What kind of friend would that make me?

      She sighs, “Fine, kill-joy,” she’s trying to keep from laughing.

      “Will you keep an eye on Bunny? She should be okay, but it’s a long wait before we see the oil come out.”

      As I turn away she tells me, “As far as the vortex is concerned… it’s not like it will change your life or anything.”

      I motor down our driveway through the dusty stone pillars and replay Veronica’s words in my head. Has anyone in the past hundred years even tried to see if it works? Jack tried, and it worked. I wonder if his horse is still alive.

      As I swing into the yard at the feed store, there’s Joe on the top of a haystack. He’s dropping bales into the bed of a pickup truck. He gives a wave. “Be down in a few,” he yells.

      “Take your time, I’ll look at your new chicks,” I shout back as I head inside to peek at this week’s new arrivals. From what I hear, he only bought the store a few months ago and has already turned it around. He’s one of the good guys. I’ve come in several times and we’ve had nice conversations.

      In the store, he has several breeds of fluffy new babies. There must be 20 of the little-girl-chicks milling around in a big box with a heat lamp. Each breed varies in personality, color and egg production. Those are the three most important things for me.

      I used to stand guard over my hens when I gave them the freedom to scratch in the manure pile. They would come running when I called “girls” in a high pitched voice. They had to hold their wings out for balance as they ran. Early one morning, my neighbor’s dogs broke into my coop and killed them. She didn’t show any remorse and she isn’t even white trash. She is just entitled and thinks her dogs should be able to run loose on other people’s property. I have a lot of memories I need to overcome, and a lot of animosity toward some people. I also have an issue with untrained dogs.

      Joe comes in and pulls me away from my thoughts. “Hey Jess, what will it be for you today?”

      “Veronica needs the usual, three bags of rice bran. How’s life treating you?”

      He rolls his eyes. “Did you see that gal who just left, the one with the low cut tank top and breasts pushed up to here?” He points to his throat.

      “I guess I missed it.”

      He laughs in frustration. “She keeps coming on to me, and she knows I’m married. I’m not interested, but can’t tell her that, I need the business.”

      “Is this another one?” I ask in amazement.

      “Yeah, they think I’ll give them a discount if they dress like that. I’m not interested in loose women who want discounts. I’ve got a marriage on the rocks and I don’t need an affair.”

      “Well, you’re young and good-looking, and you look great in a sweaty shirt.” I laugh, keeping it light. He’s tall, fit and muscular. I can see his muscles straining through the cotton. And he’s super nice, what’s not to like?

      “Thanks, in that case maybe I should change into a dry shirt,” he modestly replies.

      “Don’t change your shirt, it’s good for business!” I laugh.

      I’m not coming on to him. He’s too young for me, and I have a theory about married men: They don’t leave their wives. I had a friend who was seeing a married guy. Sure, he complained about his wife, but he never divorced her. She finally understood he never would. Although come to think of it, I know several guys who left their wives to marry the other woman. One of them was my husband. So much for that theory, I guess they do leave their wives.

      We chat a while longer, then I remember to ask something else. “Does Jack Courtland have horses?”

      “Yeah, he has some old racehorses. I deliver to his place once a month. Why?”

      “I heard about an old horse who was about to die. They took him to the vortex and he got well.”

      “That vortex is a weird thing,” he agrees.

      “Have you been there?”

      “Yeah, a while back, after dropping off a load of oat hay. I got talking to his barn manager. He wanted to show me the vortex, so he took me up the canyon. That area is way back in the hills. It’s kind of different back there, you know, strange. It doesn’t have a natural feeling,” he pulls a face. “It felt creepy.”

      “Oh, what was creepy about it?” I’m intrigued.

      “It was really quiet. It’s like it’s back in time, like from the dinosaur days. There weren’t any birds or animals around. Outside, there’s a tree that’s twisted like a corkscrew, and oak trees don’t twist. I felt the need to leave,” he says with a laugh.

      “Do you think you can take me on your next delivery, will they let me see it?”

      “You must love ghost stories at camp-outs.”

      “Well, it sure sounds interesting, and it’s closer than Sedona. If the guy is around, do you think he’d take me?” I’m trying to sound calm.

      “Sure, you can come. I don’t know if he still works there. I haven’t seen him for a few months. I can ask the other guys.”

      “When are you going again?” I ask, eagerly.

      “I don’t have a delivery for another few weeks. I’ll call you and let you know—if you really want to go. I’m not sure I want to go back. I’m not a wuss, but I don’t like it,” he admits.

      “Thanks, I’d like to see what it’s all about. Here comes your next customer. I’ll talk to you soon, and thanks,” I give a quick wave.

      “Sure thing.” He gives a mock salute and gets back to work.

      So I’m in town and I need to do something else productive. I’ll head to the bakery. I can justify it because Veronica needs an apple strudel. I need a strudel as well, I’ve been good lately. I’ll allow myself one. Come to think of it, a few chocolates aren’t too bad for me either. A little sugar and cocoa never hurt anyone.

      It’s a quiet morning for wine tasting. I like to see people flowing around town like a stream. It gives the place a happy, active feeling. This town is small and loves its day-trippers. It also loves its quiet star-lit nights.

      I slide my truck into a space in front of Monica’s.

      The door makes a little chime as I enter. She has easy listening music playing, I hadn’t noticed that before. The scent of spice and sweet baking is in the air. When did she hang those larger-than-life photographs of chocolate? Huh, I see a lot more today than I did last time. I’m in a better frame of mind.

      Monica walks out carrying a tray loaded with fresh pastries. “Jess, great to see you again.”

      “Hi Monica, you’re looking good. I have apple strudel on my shopping list, do you have any today?”

      “I wouldn’t dare run out. What brings you to town?”

      “It’s a slow day at work, so I’m doing errands.” I reach out for a small chocolate bite she pushes toward me. “I called Liliana and enrolled in her intro to wine tasting class. It was great, I learned about etiquette and flavors. Though I’m having trouble identifying flavors. I just go with ‘this one’s good’, or ‘wow’, that’s really nice.”

      “You mean like Merlot vs Syrah vs Pinot?”

      “That, and the fruit flavors of the grape. For example—raspberry flavor. Is it sun-dried, snow-covered, shade grown or what?” I think I made up some new flavors.

      “Oh, no,” she laughs. “You’re funny. You’re feeling better today aren’t you?”

      I stop and think for a moment. “Yes I am, now that you mention it.” And she thinks I have a sense of humor. That’s another thing HE didn’t think I had. I feel even better after her comment. Thanks, Monica!

      She’s arranging the pastries in the display cases behind their corresponding signs. There is a full row of Apricot & Amaretto pastry. I should buy one of those, I could really use one.

      “It seems, I need to amend my shopping order to include the Apricot & Amaretto.”

      “Jess, don’t get plump like me,” she passes across a small piece that broke off another pastry. “Here, try this.”

      I pop it into my mouth. “Mmm, what is this!?” It’s heavenly.

      “Orange liqueur with chocolate.” She grins.

      “The liqueur jumps right out. You use a generous amount!

      “That’s the way I keep happy customers.”

      Her phone rings, interrupting my next comment. It looks like bad news. She answers the caller, “Yes, I understand, I know it can’t be helped. I’ll figure something out. Get well, bye.”

      “Hell,” she growls, looking frustrated.

      I don’t want to intrude on her call, but she looks upset. “Someone’s sick?”

      “My pet-sitter, she has a bad case of the flu. Real flu, not just a runny nose.”

      “Are you going somewhere?”

      “Yes, tomorrow night. I’m going to my mother-in-law’s birthday party for the weekend. It’s in Oregon, I already have it booked. But I can’t leave Nicki alone,” she looks distraught, her eyes flitting left and right for an answer. “I don’t know what to do.”

      “Who is Nicki?”

      “My cat. She’s 18, I can’t take her to a kennel.”

      That would help my cat withdrawal problem. “How long are you going? Perhaps I can look after her?”

      “It’s only 2 nights. I live in Solvang, just down the road,” she looks hopeful.

      “I’m a cat lover going through withdrawals… I’d be happy to look after her.”

      “Are you sure? I hate to impose,” she says. “Since you work for Veronica, I know you’re trustworthy. She came in last week and singing your praises.”

      I’m glad to know I already have a good reputation. “I can stop by to feed her, or stay overnight, whichever you prefer.”

      “Can you possibly stay over?” she sounds hopeful, “I don’t want to leave her alone all night. When no one is home, she wanders around crying, it’s so sad.”

      “I’ll come with my iPad, and search the internet for wine tasting videos.” It will give me a break from my sleeping bag.

      She passes me an Apricot & Amaretto pastry. “Enjoy, it’s on the house.”

      “Thank you.” I take a small nibble, then a second. It’s not too sweet, and oh, so flavorful, “There are benefits to befriending a fabulous baker,” I compliment.

      “Thanks to you, I’ll be even more fabulous when I return, because I’ll actually get some sleep.” She smiles. “Do you think you can come over this evening? Nicki will get to know you, if you can stay for a while.”

      “I’d love to, it’ll be nice to get away from the ranch.”

      The first group comes through the door. Monica grabs a pen and paper. “Here’s my address. I’ll try to get home by 8:00 if that’s okay.”

      “Being self-employed doesn’t give you much time off… see you at 8:00,” I give a quick wave and step outside into the warm morning.

      Hmm, what can I do now? If I return to the barn, I can check on Bunny and clean tack for a couple of hours. Then I’ll head into Solvang for a peek around before going to Monica’s.

      Back at the ranch… my girl looks comfortable, that’s always a good sign. She still needs to pass the oil, but I hope it’s only a matter of time. There’s nothing I can do except wait. It doesn’t help by sitting in a chair, watching her.

      I find Veronica and place the bag of strudels in her eagerly waiting hand. I doubt they’ll last long.

      “Remember you’re on a diet,” I playfully admonish.

      “Yes I am, but I need to keep my energy up. I’d better have a bite to test them,” the bag crinkles as she looks in and nearly swoons. She dips her hand in and removes one pastry. It’s beautifully wrapped in celadon-green tissue paper painted with a flowing silver script. She takes a bite, chews, and moans. Another bite. And another, properly self-paced, until it’s half-gone.

      “Your willpower is lacking,” I good-heartedly sneer.

      With a mouthful, she says, “Oh shut up,” while holding in a laugh.

      “Should I hide the bag?” I hold my hand out to her.

      “Ye fjoi lajrf aljdfl,” she mumbles with a few crumbs falling from her mouth.

      “What are you saying? Your mouth is full,” I can’t help but needle her.

      She swallows, says nothing, but hands me the bag for safekeeping.

      “I’ll be watching Monica’s old lady cat while she’s out of town. I’m going to visit tonight. I’ll be staying for 2 nights but back here each morning. I just wanted to let you know. You’ll be here, right?”

      “Yes, I have piles of paperwork. I’m glad you’re getting to know people.” She looks into my eyes and asks, “Can she pay you in baked goods?”

      “I’ll make sure of it,” I laugh, agreeing.

      I keep busy until about 3:00, then shower up and head to Solvang for the rest of the day.
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          Exploring Solvang

        

      

    

    
      The afternoon crowd is in full swing. A bicycle touring group passes through town with at least a hundred riders in tight spandex, spattered with company logos.

      Finding a place to park is a problem. I have to cruise up and down the streets, looking. I try several streets over, to Alisal Road, on the east side of town. Whew, here’s a spot. I pull in, drop it in park and jump out. Just in time for my adventure.

      In front of me is the windmill I always see on the Solvang postcards. I snap my own photo. It hits a different place in my memory when it’s from my camera.

      There are lots of restaurants, but I’m not really in the mood for food. I had my usual protein shake just before I left. But it would be fun to do some ‘recon’ and check out a few bakeries in town, to judge their quality against Monica’s.

      Good, here’s a tourist-magazine stand. Reaching in, I select the glossy one. It will have the places to see. For now, I’m flipping through the pages for a map to the bakeries. There are five, but I’ll take three that are closest. That’s a lot of competition in one town, unless there are so many tourists that they’re all busy.

      I plot my route and begin with anticipation.

      First: Petersen’s Bakery. I make a mental note that it has a cute exterior, but a generic interior. The showcase is full of pastries. “I’d like an apple strudel, please.” I’ll compare something they all make. Since I’ve tasted Monica’s, I can judge them against hers. The man places it in the bag. I thank him, pay and exit. I write my notes on the bag, but save the actual taste test for later.

      Studying my brochure, it shows bakery 2 is in the middle of town. Solvang is small, but navigating the crowded sidewalks takes a while. That’s okay, I can always use the exercise. Unless they taste awful, my pastry taste test will increase my daily intake of calories. Even if they aren’t great, it’s doubtful I’ll actually throw them out. If I save them for later I’ll be hungry, and it will make them taste better.

      I arrive at bakery 2: Sven’s Bakery. Old world exterior, fantastic even older-world interior. Several people are at the showcase deciding how to indulge. Looking around, I see the owners have paid attention to detail, giving it a look of an Old Danish tavern. The walls are brick and have dark stained wood beams. It looks rich with history. The showcases have wood tops and glass cases. Inside, the pastries look really nice. Again I select the same, “An apple strudel, please. Your bakery is gorgeous.”

      “Thank you, I’m Sven.” He elaborates a little, “I saw you looking at the walls. We used imported wood and did the work ourselves. My grandfather is a brick mason,” he states with pride.

      “You’ve done a great job with the European look.” His strudel is pricier than the first bakery. I guess he has to pay for the decor. Again, I write my notes on the white pastry bag.

      Then, bakery 3: Coffee-Hus. It has a charming exterior, the inside is nicer than the first bakery, but not at all like Sven’s. “An apple strudel please.” After he bags and hands it to me I walk out, making notes.

      Now, the good part. There’s a bench right here, but it’s in the full sun. Looking around, I see a wooden one in the shade of a lovely old tree farther down the road, and it’s calling my name. I stretch out my walking stride and claim it before anyone else gets the chance. I sit down with a happy grin. Now—to begin my taste test.

      How do I want to do this? I remove each strudel and lay it out on its bag. Darn, I don’t have a knife. I’d like them cut in half so I can taste both the filling and dough at the same time. I’ll have to test the first bite without the filling.

      I take a nibble from each corner to compare against the others. Sven’s pastry crust has the better flavor. Then I break each in half and drag pieces of apple out with my teeth to try the filling alone. His is great. The apples taste real and they look hand sliced and imperfect. You know, not cut with perfect machine slices or little cubes. There isn’t much of that sugary-jell inside, it’s just apples. His tastes like quality food. The other two are just so-so.

      However, compared with Monica’s, while his are good, hers are a cut above. Her apple filling has other subtle flavors complimenting the apple. She has worked her magic on her pastries because she knows spices and secrets, which probably include liqueur.

      I’ll eat Sven’s strudel on my drive home and keep the others for when I have a weak moment.

      I’m still sitting here, looking at my watch. It’s 5 o’clock, so I still have lots of time before meeting Monica. What do I want to do? I guess I’ll wander around. I start by looking in windows, doing the tourist thing, and people watching. There isn’t anything I want to buy in the art galleries. I think I can skip the foot reflexology. I already have a hat. Oh look, here’s a chocolate store. Chocolate is interesting… I could do another taste test. No, I’d better not, not today— I’ve had enough sweets.

      Scanning my magazine, I come upon another idea. There’s a local brewpub, the price is right, and I haven’t been to a beer tasting before.

      While walking back to my truck, a sight stops me in my tracks. That weirdo-suspect Pickett, from Jack’s party, is walking out of a restaurant with an older woman on his arm. He leans in and gives her a kiss on her cheek. Her body language says they are in a relationship… I bet she’s his next forgery victim.

      I wrestle my phone out of my jeans pocket and take a quick photo for evidence. Then I press the speed dial number for the Solvang police. It’s a good thing I always program the local police in my phone.

      “Hello, 911, what are you reporting?” asks the dispatcher.

      “I’m following a suspect wanted for battery. I’m the victim, I made a crime report a few weeks ago. I’m on Copenhagen, the number is um.” I can’t find an address. “I’m at First and Copenhagen, south-east corner. The suspect is walking westbound with an older woman.” I wait for her questions.

      “I’ll send a unit. Where is the suspect now?”

      The dispatcher stays on the line with me while I follow them as carefully as I can. I dodge behind someone every time there’s a gap in the crowd. I have the magazine in my right hand, ready to put up to hide my face.

      They stop and look in many of the shop windows. I hope he can’t see me in the reflection. I’m giving updates to the dispatcher while holding the magazine up to hide my face. That’s kind of obvious, in its own way.

      The lady on his arm has short gray hair and is well dressed. Even from my vantage point two stores away, I can see her cream-colored skirt suit is tailored. She looks to be in her 70s. They’re laughing and chatting like they don’t have a care in the world. He’s doing a nice job of acting in love with her, placing little kisses on her cheek. She looks like a sweet grandmother, but certainly not his. Not with the way he’s draping himself over her. She’s much too old for him. That’s why I think he’ll swindle her. It’s also based on his criminal record Jack told me about.

      He steps into a doorway just as the lady turns around to look at the police car pulling to the curb. The officer steps out almost while his patrol car is still moving. I used to be that fast out of the patrol car. For officer safety, I needed to be.

      I’m watching the deputy as he approaches them. When I look back at them, Pickett has gone! My eyes scan the sidewalk and the crowd… I don’t see him anywhere.

      No freaking way! The deputy is now speaking with the woman. It looks very casual. People aren’t even stopping to look, or give them a wide berth as they pass. The lady opens her purse and hands the deputy her ID. He writes the information on his field interview card. A few minutes later he’s saying something like, “Thank you for your cooperation, have a good day.” Then heads back to his car.

      He calls me on my cell, then we meet around the corner. “I can’t tell you her name. I can’t tell anything personal, except that the lady is a local woman and well known.”

      She told him that Pickett is a good friend. I’d have to be blind not to see he’s more than a friend, and I tell him so. He says he’ll give the info to the detectives in charge of the investigation.

      “Pickett saw you drive up and must have ducked into the store. I was watching you, and he was standing in the doorway. The next time I looked he was gone.” Damn it, he’s cagey. “What reason did you give for stopping her?”

      “I told her the detectives needed information for an investigation. The lady went along with the program. She’s one of the local elite, so I know of her. He’ll have some explaining to do when she sees him again. I was very careful about it. You have to be PR conscious these days.”

      “I see that hasn’t changed,” I laugh.

      I head back to my truck. I don’t really want to do the brewpub now. I have adrenaline running through me and I need to unwind. I’ll just sit here in my parking space in the shade.

      I get a brilliant idea—this will give me a good reason to call Jack. I left his business card at home. I’ll have to see what I can do with the winery phone number.

      I look up that number from the brochure and ask for him. “I’m sorry he’s unavailable.” I explain the matter, and I’m asked if I can wait a moment.

      Like magic, Jack answers. “Jessica, what are you getting into now?” I can almost see him shaking his head and chuckling.

      “Hey, I’m Solvang doing police work for you. I was minding my own business eating pastries, and there he was.” I give him a run-down of the events. “I bet he’s going after this ‘Solvang elite’ woman. Do you know who she might be?”

      “Based on your description, I think so. I’ll call the detective first, then I’ll call her.”

      “Do you think you can set up a sting operation?”

      “I’ll run it past the detective and the woman.” He pauses, “So what have you been up to?”

      “I’ve been getting to know the town. I took a wine tasting class. I met Monica from Monica’s bakery. In fact, I’ll be house sitting her cat for a couple of days. Right now I’m hanging out in Solvang taste testing apple strudel.”

      “Why are you tasting apple strudel when Monica makes the best?” he sounds confused.

      “I thought I could scope out the competition. Then I got into this mess with that Pickett guy. I was minding my own business and there he was, coming out of a restaurant. I was going to the pub for a beer tasting. Now I don’t really feel like going.”

      “I’ll treat you to a tasting later,” he offers.

      “Oh, thanks. I’d like that.” I wonder if that was an offhand invitation.

      “Perhaps next week?” he asks.

      Should I act busy and hard to get? No, I don’t play those games. If I’m too hard to get he might move on. That may be the coward in me, speaking.

      “Great, how about next Wednesday so I can make this up to you?” He’s pinning down a day!

      “That works,” I casually reply.

      “I’ll pick you up at 7:00?”

      “I’ll be ready.”

      We say our goodbyes and hang up. Wow, this turned out to be a great day. I have a date!
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          Monica’s House

        

      

    

    
      Monica lives in a cute bungalow just north of the main road. Her neighborhood is quiet and the homes are cared for. Lamp-style streetlights give it a small town, safe feeling. An older couple is walking their dog. It’s so Anywhere, USA.

      She greets me at the door still wearing her work clothes, which means she’s wearing her light green Monica’s apron covering her black slacks and silver blouse. “Hi, come on in.”

      “Thanks. Wow, your house is gorgeous! Are you a decorator too?” She has dark hardwood floors. White shelves are filled with glass vases and accents in blue and green. I glance around with curiosity and admire her vista out the back patio. The mountains are in view out the sliding door, past the patio and rooflines. The last flash of sunset leaves the sky aglow in pink and purple.

      “Come help me decide what to eat. Would you like something?”

      “I’m fine for now, thanks.” Right, I’ve had plenty of apple strudels.

      There’s Nicki the cat, on the couch. She’s an adorable little black and white. I take a seat next to her and introduce myself. She unfolds her little cat-body from the cushion and steps over to say hello. She actually makes little meow-peep sounds. “She’s adorable, and she speaks!”

      “She always has something to say.” Monica pulls an oven-safe container out of the fridge, organizes the casserole onto a plate, and then places it in the microwave.

      “Microwave? I’d have thought you were old school.”

      Nicki is on my lap, I don’t want to move and have her leave. I’m honored to have her sit on me.

      “I need to eat before midnight. I’m quite modern,” she laughs. “Let me get out of these clothes then we can chat. Feel free to look around,” as she heads down the hall, she calls to the little cat who jumps down and follows at a trot.

      I love investigating to see how she makes her house so warm. She has photos of herself with a man… her husband? I can tell he’s important by the look of love that seems to flow out of the picture.

      The back patio sliding door is open. The cool evening air sweeps into the house. I step outside for a self-guided tour of her small, well-maintained garden. At the edge of the patio are four wine barrel pots. They’re spilling over with gorgeous heirloom tomatoes. Each tomato is vibrant. One is a striped yellow and green, another is purple and there’s even a pink one. I’m tempted to have a taste, but I won’t. When I was about 8, my mother and I lived in an apartment. I had a tomato plant in a pot on the patio. The little girl next door picked my only cherry tomato. Obviously, I was so upset I still remember it twenty-three years later.

      The garden has several picked-over fruit trees with only a few remaining lemons, plums and apricots. I stop beside the lemon tree to see if I can get a lungful of blossom-scent. I get some, but less than the orchard at Citronelle. Lemon trees are nearly always in bloom. They keep producing lemons and are commercially picked three or four times a year.

      There is an herb garden in the raised bed to the right. Little signs identify each plant. Bending over, I look at one marker. I’ve never heard of this one before. This may be one of her secret spices.

      Stepping-stones and gravel are keeping the yard tidy, but a grapevine is allowed to grow with abandon. It obscures the white pergola in the corner. I step closer and see a wood-slat bench hidden beneath the canopy of vines. It looks like a small secret-garden. One that hasn’t been pruned or manicured, she has allowed it to run wild. I’d love to sit on the bench and think, but somehow it feels too private for a visitor. A closer look at the vines reveals bunches of grapes, hanging invitingly. I pick just one of the hundreds—so I won’t be like that tomato thief.

      I chew it and move it around my mouth. I still can’t identify any violet or rose flavors. So much for my wine tasting class.

      “Would you like to sit out here or in the house?” she’s standing in the doorway with a plate in her hand.

      I move away from the pergola feeling a little guilty. “I haven’t sat indoors for a few weeks and your couch looks so soft.”

      “Oh yes, that’s right, you’ve been roughing it with your horses,” she ribs me.

      We go back inside and make ourselves comfortable on the deep cushions. Monica balances the plate in her left hand as she curls up her legs beside her. Her little cat is sitting between us, washing her ears. It’s such a sweet vignette. I don’t want to get emotional now, so I launch into my pastry reconnaissance story. I have to tell her about my visit to the three bakeries.

      “I tasted the three, and yours is absolutely the best,” I announce with pride.

      “Thanks, but I already know that,” she laughs. “I guess you do too.”

      “So you already know about your competition?”

      “Yes, but there is enough to go around. I have my specialties, and they have theirs.”

      “Oh, well then. Let me tell you about the psychotic man from Jack’s party.” I tell her the entire story starting at the party to where we are now.

      “Wow!” she breathes out, “You got the adventure you wanted. Is this normal for you?”

      “On the police department, they reverently called me a shit magnet.”

      “Reverently?”

      “Yeah, a police officer working hard and bringing in bad-guys gets into things. If nothing happens to you, it may mean that you’re not working much.” It might also mean that you control your ego and don’t piss people off.

      “My life is rather tame.” A while later, Monica unfolds herself from her end of the couch. “Let me get you something I’m sure you’ll like—I’ll be right back,” she has an eager look.

      She heads for the kitchen. I hear a tin rattling and something that sounds like crinkly wrapping paper. She returns holding up two plates with small squares of a jam covered mini pastry. “This is my latest experiment,” she nods to the squares.

      I think I’ll treat it like wine tasting. First, I sniff and identify the scents of berry and Chambord liqueur. Of course, it’s made with liqueur. I think Monica’s niche is liqueur. I take my first small bite and the flavor of berries, liqueur and a subtle spice bursts in my mouth. I can’t place the spice, it’s good. I’ll go with that, just like the way I do my wine tasting. The little pastry is so small it would fit in a child’s tea party. This is another of her unique styles.

      “This is delicious. You must have used a gallon of Chambord,” I exaggerate a little.

      “It isn’t Chambord, I make the liqueur myself. I infuse my secret spices with the berries and grain alcohol. It changes everything,” she smiles her little smile.

      “Your baking is amazing. Are you sure you want to be stuck in this small town when you could be world renowned?”

      She looks down at her hands, digs deep into her soul, and tells me the romantic story of how she and Alex met in Switzerland:

      “I grew up in a town of about twenty-four thousand people, Marshall Missouri. I doubt you’ve heard of it. I planned on working my way through college. But I found all I wanted to do was bake and I was good at it. So I got a job at a bakery in town. Little by little, word got out, and the bakery kind of,” she searches for the right words. “The bakery became crazy-popular,” she gives a small smile, “The owner made me half owner because I did a good job marketing it and designing our catalogs. It put us on the map. I stayed there for twelve years, but needed a change, so I went to Kansas City.”

      “What was your major in college?”

      “Marketing. It worked out well for me, it taught me how to build a business.”

      “What happened in Kansas City?”

      “I worked there and went to lots of functions and networked like crazy. I met lots of people who appreciated my baking. One of them told me about a competition in Switzerland. The criteria were strict. They were looking for people who already had skills. The hard part was that one of their alumni had to nominate you,” she reaches out to stroke her cat, “I got lucky because my client was a former student of the university, and she loved my baking,” she gathers her thoughts.

      “And then?” I eagerly ask.

      “They accepted me into the competition. The way it worked was that it was set up like school; every week we had an exam. The winner of the final exam would receive enough money to open their own bakery. It was a very competitive class because the weekly scores were cumulative toward the final. Some students were cutthroat, I had my ingredients tampered with several times. Someone added something else to my main go-to favorite spices. I knew enough about spices to balance it, and I actually enhanced the flavor! Whoever did that accidentally helped me, it changed a basically good flavor into a new, exotic one. The teacher and judges were so impressed, it elevated me in their eyes.”

      “Did you find out who messed with your spices?”

      “No, and it isn’t always the person you think it is.”

      “Right, it can be the nice girl sitting at the other table, not the nasty one next to you.” I agree.

      “Fortunately, there was one student who was really nice, he was also one of the best in the class. He was generous with his time and helped everyone else. Coincidentally, we both roomed in the same apartment building. One night, to be gentlemanly, he offered to walk me home. Then we started comparing notes and stories. It took several weeks, but then we felt more toward each other than just classmates.” She reminisces for a moment, then begins again, “I’d pack a picnic basket for a weekend lunch in a grassy meadow under a ten thousand foot mountain in the Alps. It felt like we were in The Sound of Music. During the week we’d eat at little cafes, looking for unique culinary ideas. We’d walk hand-in-hand through Lucerne by moonlight,” she looks at me and can see I don’t know Lucerne by moonlight, “The full moon over the lake, with the grand city in the background, it’s something I’ll always remember,” she smiles, “And we always sipped liqueur, debating how to make everything better by adding it to our baking. We’d also make our own, after class, in my apartment.

      “I see why you are so fond of liqueur.”

      “We helped each other whenever we could and we were each willing to let the other one win. It was clear one of us was going to win since we usually placed first and second in each exam.”

      “That’s fantastic,” I murmur with a smile.

      She smiles, “I won the competition,” and still smiling, “I also got the man. Alex and I were married in Santa Barbara where he grew up. He’d spent a lot of time with his family here in the Santa Ynez Valley. He wanted to return to this area to work and raise a family, and I wanted a change of scenery from the Midwest. We found this old general store on the corner in Los Olivos.”

      “So that’s why you’re here,” I quietly say.

      “Right and I’m staying. Anyway, the cabinets and woodwork in the shop looked worn, but they had character. I shipped in china cabinets from my hometown where everything is antique, and no one thinks anything of it. We got to work scraping off old paint and refinished wood, and everything became beautiful once again. Life was perfect until Alex started feeling weak. He went for a checkup and had a slew of tests—they found out he had advanced pancreatic cancer.”

      “How awful.”

      “We did everything we could do. Then we started grasping at straws. I baked marijuana brownies and chocolates for pain relief. We even went to the vortex,” she points north, toward Jack’s place. “Nothing worked, it was too advanced.”

      “Wow.” I murmur. “What a wonderful and sad story. I see why you don’t want to move, this was your dream with Alex,” tears are in both of our eyes.

      “Everything I bake is in honor of him, that’s why it’s tastes so good. It has his spirit and love in it.”

      Silence. I’m running my fingers through Nicki’s glossy coat as she purrs. I just sit here—what can I say?

      “So, tell me about yourself,” she quietly encourages.

      “Good heavens, you have an epic love story, and I have a 4-year disaster I can condense into a few lines,” I sputter.

      “We’re not comparing, we’re sharing,” she points out.

      So begin my story. It isn’t set under the Alps in Lucerne, comparing desserts; but on the streets of Hollywood, chasing criminals.

      “We met while I was on the police department. I always worked night-watch patrol. I met Steve on a call because his car had been broken into. He was outgoing and friendly, and not stressed-out by his smashed car window. We talked for two hours as I collected the evidence and wrote the report. At the time he was interested in police work,” I stop talking to consider what became of that interest. “Somehow he changed my mood and got me laughing. I wasn’t a light-hearted kind of girl. Dealing with life and death on a daily basis made me a little walled off emotionally.” Yes, very walled off. “He was really attracted to me, and my self-esteem needed a boost. So when he asked if I’d like to meet for coffee I said yes.” What a mistake. “That led to more dates and it evolved into a relationship, then marriage. He had an insurance business and I started working with him. He wanted me to help make it bigger with more clients, so I quit the police department,” another mistake. “The business grew so much that we were tied to it 12 hours a day. I had my horses and I spent a lot of time with them. He had the business and it consumed him. It went along fine for 4 years, then he hired a new girl to help with the secretarial work.” Hire no one but an old lady. “She was cute and perky and wore low cut shirts and high cut skirts, you can guess the type of girl she is. She hung on every word he said and she acted so excited about everything he did. Yup, she became his new wife.”

      “Do you have children?”

      “No, I was too busy with my horses and the business. The timing was never right, and I think I held back not wanting them with him.”

      “Infidelity sucks, I’m so sorry. You’re too nice to have that happen to you.”

      “Thanks, I have a lot of baggage and I’m really trying to work through it.”

      “What are your plans for a career? Are you going to stay here?”

      “For now I’m leading trail rides. I’m not making a lot of money, but I’m enjoying life and I’m healing. My needs are low at the moment, but this won’t last forever. I may try to integrate insurance work back into my life. I’ve been trying to figure out my wants vs my needs. I also own a house that I’m renting out to supplement my income.”

      “Well Jess, you’re a strong woman, you’ll make it. You have at least one thing going for you, you’re not living in the past. You’re moving onward and looking forward.” Sounding very sad she says, “I’m living in the past and I don’t intend to come out of it. Alex was the love of my life. If someone could tell me he’s with me, I’d feel better. I don’t want to go on alone,” she tears up again.

      “You may not be able to prove it, but you know his spirit is with you,” I quietly say.

      “On another note, I see Nicki is happy with you here,” she strokes the sleeping cat.

      Five minutes later, she shows me the cat food and cat box supplies. “I have the guest room made up, let me show you.”

      The room is lovely and I can’t wait to sleep in a soft bed. I’m overjoyed after the small confines of my horse trailer’s dressing room. She also has towels, little shampoos, and lotions set out for me.

      The kitchen is stocked with food, and there are a few goodies I’ll try to ration.

      We lean against the wall, talking for a while longer. I see she’s looking tired after a long day. I’d better head home and let her get some sleep.

      “Thanks again for staying. I’m so glad we’ve become friends,” she gives me a hug and the front door key.

      I leave with a smile. What a lovely, soulfully sad love story. Is it better to have sealed yourself off emotionally like I have, or to have found the love of your life, and lost him so early?

      The streets are empty, the small town has rolled up for the night. As I drive through quiet Solvang, the little twinkly lights in the shops make this seem like a fairytale village.

      It’s chilly, so after a minute I turn on the heater, blowing wonderful hot air. I promise myself to keep learning and growing. I want to be happy. I have always been older than my years and a bit uptight—so I’ve been told. I’m not going backward, I’m moving on. On to a fun, bright future.

      Before bed, I check on Bunny. She has finally passed some manure coated with mineral oil. It looks like her digestion is starting to work. I rake it up and hope to find more in the morning.
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          Sage Healing Remedies

        

      

    

    
      Today dawns glorious. The sun is bright, but not too intense. We have puffy clouds drifting up from a storm in Mexico. I’d love some rain, but that never happens. Even with an 80% chance of rain, it would somehow never materialize. Welcome to our dry Southern California weather.

      Two riders today are from Texas. I ply them with questions, and they are happy to fill me in on what Texas is really like. My only knowledge of Texas is of the old TV show with J.R. Ewing, big hair and oil money. They give me the real scoop on life in Dallas, and I set them straight on Malibu and Hollywood. It’s a lot of fun, and I’m getting paid for this!

      For the second ride, we have a naturopath doctor looking for native medicinal plants. I had no idea our native sages have pain-killing properties. Jim explained to us how the Chumash Indian healers used to make concoctions to ease pain and even cured rattlesnake bites. He points out several varieties of sage plants. Then tells us we can soak black sage in water for a few days, and soak our feet in the mix. It’s good for minor pain relief. The properties absorb through the skin in your feet, but the pain doesn’t have to be in your feet to work.

      White sage can be made into a tea for light pain relief. He said something about putting a leaf in your water to drink from it throughout the day. It doesn’t relieve pain since it hasn’t been broken down by the sun or a pot of hot water. It does something good for you. Darn it, I don’t recall what it does, but it isn’t addictive. It does something like clear your spirit. That doesn’t sound logical, but it sure sounds good.

      The most amazing pain relief is from Artemisia californica—California sage. This is the light green, citrusy sage I see growing everywhere in the hills. He says to soak handfuls of the stems and leaves in alcohol mixed with a natural oil. After about 6 weeks, the liquid has become an elixir for amazing pain relief that rivals Vicodin, plus it doesn’t have any side effects. There is no way to patent the plant, so the big drug companies don’t spread the word.

      The first thing I’ll do is collect sage to make tea. Then I’ll soak the elixir of Artemisia californica in a small jar. He says to use rubbing alcohol, but I already see a way to improve the recipe and keep it natural by using cheap vodka. I’ll also buy locally grown olive oil from the lady down the road.

      I’m whispering all of this into my phone notepad as fast as I can, without disturbing everyone else who are trying to listen. Now he’s telling us about the Chumash Indian healers and their remedies. He says most of the knowledge was lost when the U.S. Army arrived sometime in the 1800s and told them to leave, or they’d be killed. When they went south to Mexico many of the remedies and secrets were lost. It’s such a shame that most of the remedies were considered demonic because they didn’t come from the Catholic Church.

      Jim gives everyone his phone number and website information. I make sure to enter it in my phone for future reference. He’s passionate about educating people about the healing plants and getting the word out.

      When we return from the ride, I see the mineral oil Dr. Simon pumped into Bunny has finally made its way through her intestines. What a relief. She can go back into the herd and I can stop worrying. Such stress. Horses are fragile, and I always have a low level of permanent stress, worrying about their health and well-being.
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          Cat Sitting

        

      

    

    
      At last, tonight has arrived. As I let myself in Monica’s front door Nicki comes to greet me. The friendly little cat makes her house a home. She walks me to the kitchen with her tail carried high, making little hungry-cat noises. I bend down to stroke her sleek little body, then proceed to the fridge for her canned food.

      On the refrigerator door is a yellow sticky-note “Look inside for dinner.” With interest, I look in the fridge for dinner… and she wasn’t kidding. She not only bakes, but she makes great looking lasagna and crusty bread, toasted with butter and garlic. My stomach growls in anticipation, I’m sick and tired of protein shakes for two meals a day.

      Nicki and I sit at the kitchen table. I’m dining, and she’s watching me. She may or may not be allowed on the table, but I don’t mind, she can sit on the corner.

      Each forkful of lasagna is bursting with flavor. I can taste the fresh spices instead of dried Italian seasoning from a jar, it makes a real difference. The whole wheat noodles look homemade, they have flavor and taste like real food. I know she slow cooked the sauce for hours. No one does that, except an Old Italian grandmother I once knew. I’m used to thin, boring, store-bought pasta sauce. Eating her great homemade food isn’t a good idea, it will ruin my acceptance of mediocre food. When I return home, I’ll be stuck with the bland stuff I normally eat. The lack of flavor, as well as the lack of quality and freshness will be obvious. Salt is not a seasoning, that’s what a chef says. Yet I always use it. I’m irked with myself for sliding into mediocrity, but I don’t want to take the time to create a great meal.

      After dinner, I do a quick wash up, then head into the living room to melt into her deep couch with my iPad. Nicki joins me, and together we watch a British baking competition on PBS. The castle grounds are British green. It’s never British green here, even after two weeks of rain. In fact, we never get two weeks of rain. The creativity and passion of the contestants makes me crave something really important in my life. I need to get passionate about something, but what?

      Monica left me her online library card. It’s the greatest thing in the world. Now I can look online for books and check them out, all without leaving home. I’ll read them, then return them with a tap of my finger. All this knowledge is available without getting off her couch. I’ve checked out a several books of different types, but don’t know which one to begin first. I’ll start reading two at once and see which one grabs my attention.

      The first one is about feeling better and growing again after your divorce. I think I’m coming along pretty well. I still have lapses, but I’m changing. They tell me it’s a state of mind, a feeling, and a belief.

      I know I am feeling better these days. I think it has to do with changing my life. I left my old life behind. I’m listening to my soul, or my spirit, whichever one is speaking to me in the wee hours of the night. I’m meeting charismatic people with life stories that can either make me sad or make me envious.  We’re each on our own journey and there isn’t a right or wrong path. I won’t kick myself anymore, because mistakes are part of the journey of life. I’d sure like to avoid problems, so I’ll tread carefully and listen more to my intuition.

      Some things resonate with me, so I jot them down in my own words:

      1. It is best to be single if I can’t find the right man. I don’t want to be stuck with the care and maintenance of the wrong one.

      2. Don’t pretend to be someone I’m not. It will damage my essence.

      3. Don’t settle for a dull life. Become passionate. I’m trying, but I’m not sure how to find my passion.

      For the rest of the night, I slip into an adventure novel with an idealized husband and wife team. The couple is up to their eyebrows in danger while trying to find ancient artifacts stolen from a museum. They’re both good-looking, intelligent and talented. It’s fun and easy to slide into the story for a few hundred pages. I’d like to have their relationship. How do I find that kind of Mr. Right? I head to bed, bleary-eyed and groggy, but happy. Nicki tip-toes along with me and curls up on the bed for the night. I love having a cat to keep me company.

      My eyes flutter open to the morning sun and see Nicki staring at me. “Hi, cutie.” She gives a wide yawn, then stands, expectantly. “Fine, I’ll get up.” Together we make our way to the kitchen for a quick breakfast.

      “I’ll be back this evening and we can read again,” I pick her up from the sofa and cuddle her for a few moments. Then I head out for a day of riding.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It’s Sunday afternoon and it’s been a very pleasant day leading rides. I feel more relaxed than usual. I know I’m looking forward to this evening at Monica’s. I love her house and the ambience—yes that includes her cat and the dinner.

      Unlocking the door to her house feels as natural as coming home. Little Nicki has already stationed herself at the door to greet me. This time, I scoop her up and carry her to the kitchen. We select the ocean fish cat food for her, and lasagna with garlic bread, for me.

      Oops, I missed it last night—Monica left me a bottle of Chianti to go with dinner! It’s on the counter, but the yellow sticky note had fallen off. ‘Enjoy with your lasagna’, it advises me. I will certainly do that tonight.

      I heat my large portion and carry it to the kitchen table looking out on the garden. It looks so peaceful and I especially appreciate the low maintenance aspect. Life is too complicated to work on your days off. This may be my question for this evening: How do I keep my life simple, yet fun?

      The sun finally dips below the horizon and darkness slips in. It’s a peaceful darkness.

      I tidy up in the kitchen, then Nicki and I proceed to the deep couch, and make ourselves comfortable. She gives herself an after-dinner wash, and I scroll through wine tasting videos. This is interesting… the orange-ish color indicates an older wine. I thought it meant it had turned.  As I watch the videos I’m beginning to understand a little more. I guess it takes some of us longer. Then I search for how to make Chambord. Oh, I can do this too! You take berries and soak them in vodka for a couple of weeks.

      After filling my head with knowledge, I flip to the other side of my brain and read the adventure story until after midnight. Then we head to the warm, deep mattress, sink in and drift off. Nicki stays with me all night. She’s either on a corner or by my shoulder. I miss having a cat of my own.

      Morning comes all too soon, and I have to leave. “Goodbye Nicki-dear,” I again pick her up and snuggle my face into her slick well-groomed coat. She’s adorable. I’ll definitely encourage Monica to take more trips!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            16

          

          The Brew Pub

        

      

    

    
      I’ve been looking forward to my date with Jack for the past few days. I’m dressed and ready to go when the phone rings, and he says he’s running late. He can’t pick me up but offers to send a car. It isn’t really a problem, I’m reasonably flexible and I don’t want to seem demanding. However, once a guy gets used to an accommodating attitude, he may expect it all the time. I tell Jack that it’s okay, I have an errand in town, and it’s a quick drive into Buellton… this time. I don’t have an errand, but I don’t want his car to pick me up, it feels too weird. Maybe I should have agreed to it. I should be open to new things, I guess.

      I pull into in the full parking lot see that I’ll have to park in the back, where there’s room. Jack walks up to the truck just as I’m swinging my bare legs out of the cab. He must have been watching for me.

      “I’m sorry I couldn’t pick you up, I was on a business call to France. You look lovely,” his eyes flick down to my feet and back. I’m wearing one of my summer dresses and slip on sandals. I have enough makeup on to look cute in a dark pub, but not garish in the bright daylight. “Your long hair is beautiful, you’re a real California Girl.”

      “Thanks, you look good too,” I reply with a gleam, so he knows I’m not just being polite. Yes, he looks good with his 3-day beard. He’s a rugged and handsome man, not pretty, and not metrosexual. He looks a little tired, but still worthy of a second look. Wearing jeans and untucked cream-colored shirt makes him look sexy, and he has that aura of a man who commands a room.

      He directs one hand toward the entrance. His other hand lightly touches my back for a few strides as he guides me toward the door.

      We squeeze out to the patio with the growing crowd. He points to the table he reserved for us. We slip into our chairs and look at each other with a smile.

      “I’m glad you could meet me, I’m looking forward to getting to know you better,” he says.

      Again, I admire his masculinity. I must stop being attracted to his looks. Must Stop.

      Why must I stop? Because being handsome and wealthy, he’ll be used to women flocking to him. I don’t want to be the 200th in line. I start to argue with myself. Give him a break, he may not be like that. He could be a nice man, raised with good values, who did well for himself in business and is nice to look at.

      “You’re thinking about something?” he innocently inquires.

      “Oh, nothing important.”

      I quickly put on a smile. I wonder if he lives with his soon to be ex-wife. I’m a little keyed up and stressed. He really is a great catch, and I’m thrilled to be seeing him tonight.

      I return to the present when a man walking past our table stops to speak with Jack. It distracts him so that gives me time to relax and unwind from days of waiting for this date.

      I slouch back into my wooden chair and take a deep, soothing breath. I’m here at last. I want to absorb the atmosphere and remember this. I let my eyes pan the scene from left to right. Taking in the young crowd of nice looking people. It’s a dating scene, so the girls are dressed in cute clothes, and the men are attentive. The waiters are busy turning on the space heaters to keep the patio a pleasant temperature. Everyone is on their best behavior. Bigger than life beer labels hang on the walls, they have the same idea as at Citronelle; but done with beer labels, instead of wine. The pub has done a great job of making their place crafty. It’s welcoming and quaint with their paintings of country scenes and brand logos.

      I hope I like their beer.

      Jack turns his attention back to the table. He asks what I’d like to drink, and it proceeds from there. It’s been ages since I’ve had a beer, since I don’t buy it for everyday use, nor order it in a restaurant. The server explains that if I’d like a tasting, they offer 5 little glasses of different brews. That sounds the best for me, it’s like a smorgasbord.

      While the server is away, we chat about beer versus wine. He’s a wine-man but appreciates beer as well. Then we move on to that psycho-Pickett and whether he’s trying to scam the old lady. I know what I saw, he was kissy-kissy with her. His interest in her is especially questionable because he jumped on me. Jack spoke with the detectives yesterday, but they haven’t been able to find him yet. They also haven’t been able to reach Mrs. Johansen, the future victim. At least Jack agrees with my theory and he doesn’t think I’m making up an implausible story.

      My beer tasting arrives with five very different beers. They range from pale ale to a darker, richer stout. First I take a sniff and then sip each one. I like the citrusy flavors. The more yeasty ones remind me of bread and aren’t my favorites. I’d really like something to pair with this—pizza would be perfect. A few minutes later the scent of pizza wafts toward us from their outdoor oven. Hey, someone else has the same idea!

      Soon we’re eating slices piled with mushrooms and the works. I taste the beer again and now it tastes good. The alcohol content is low, so I’m able to drink without getting smashed. He orders another round of samples, but I don’t remember type which I like. I’m just enjoying the conversation and my evening with this amazing man.

      “What do you plan on doing with your life, long-term?” he casually asks.

      I need to answer carefully as I tread through this minefield. “I’m mending from my divorce and don’t want to make any quick decisions. Right now, I’m just enjoying riding my horses and living without too many responsibilities,” I take a sip of beer. “If we have a wet winter, it’ll hurt the trail rides. I still have my insurance business, so if I need to I can go back to that.”

      “You have your own business? I wondered what you were doing between the time of your divorce and the trail ride job.”

      “Oh yes, I’m a regular person with a regular job.”

      We chat a while about the health insurance business. He knows about insurance which surprises me. Being a businessman, he has his fingers in a lot of enterprises. That’s appealing, he’s a man of many talents.

      “Do you handle liability insurance?” he asks.

      “No, I specialize in health and long-term care insurance. Do you have a problem or just a general question?”

      “Remember I told you I’m looking at expanding my winery? I need to decide whether it’s worth it, or if I should keep doing the same old thing. I’ve met my goals for the winery, so I’m asking myself if I want to go out on a limb and expand. It’s a tough question,” he runs his hand through his hair. “I’m getting quotes on everything I’ll need.”

      “Right, I think I understand. It’s the same with my life, I’m happy enough at the moment.  I don’t want to work long hard hours to buy things I don’t need. Money is great, but earning it takes so much time. It’s like a hamster on a wheel, you’re always running, just to keep up.”

      “You aren’t interested in money?” he queries.

      “I am, but I have what I want. My horses are important to me. My life is easy since I’m living in my horse trailer. It’s temporary, so this works for now. I own a house in Ventura that I’m renting out. This way I have my freedom and time to figure out what I want to do with my future.”

      I’m living in my horse trailer sounds pitiful, I shouldn’t have said that!

      “I understand. You’re an independent woman and you want to do it right, but don’t you want to get married again? Wouldn’t you prefer to worry less about your financial security, and have a partner to share life with?”

      “Yes, in theory, I’d like to get remarried, but only if he’s a lot better than my ex. You’re married, but not happily married. Though as a man, you’re free to build your business. You’re the one with the power, and ability to grow and develop it as you want. My marriage stifled me. He refused to take my advice on the business, so we grew apart… and he found someone else. I want to be recognized for who I am and how I contribute,” I pause, “I guess I’m not as over it as I’d hoped, and I don’t really believe I’ll find someone.” I’m getting worked up.

      “You need a husband who acknowledges your contribution. Now you’re starting over and questioning your life and relationships with men. Not all men are jerks.”

      “I guess I’m lugging around a lot of baggage.”

      “Baggage… I think we all have some,” he admits.

      “So what’s yours?” Come on, tell me.

      “Like everyone else, I hoped to find a good partner, but it turned out otherwise.”

      “But you’re still married,” I point out.

      “Yes, but most of the time she’s down in L.A. There isn’t much left of my marriage.”

      We covered this when he came to the barn with his picnic, so I won’t keep digging if he is only willing to give me general information. I could keep asking, but he wouldn’t like it.

      “What do you want from your future?” he casually asks, once again.

      It’s like he’s feeling me out, testing the waters. I’ve often had these questions from first dates.

      “I need to figure out where I want to live and what I want to do with my life that has passion in it,” I pause, looking for a better answer. “For so many years I felt stuck. It’s hard to combine two very different personalities into a marriage. I’m enjoying my freedom from being controlled, pushed and guided.” I hope this doesn’t scare him off.

      “You’ve spoken about freedom several times. I see it’s important to you.”

      “Yeah, it is. I’m not in a hurry to get married, or even into a relationship. I’m so sick of the whole thing,” I tap my finger on my chin, thinking. “On the other hand, there are a few good men out there, and I’d like one—though I’m wary about the whole dating process.”

      “Right, like with my wife. Some people pretend to be one thing, then later you find out they aren’t like that at all,” he reveals.

      That’s pretty much all he says about his relationship. I’ll have to give this some thought, later. For a while the conversation swings back to beer and pizza.

      “I had Dr. Simon out the other night for a colic. He told me about your vortex and that it saved your old horse.”

      “Yes, it did. I had nothing to lose with Old Glory, he was having problems,” he nods his head. “I can tell you, the poor thing hobbled up the canyon. Then he jumped around like a colt after being in the vortex for a while. I also wrapped his legs in native plant poultices. He’s still looking good and it’s been a few months.”

      I look down and take a sip of beer, “It sounds long-lasting.”

      He explains, “I use sage as a pain reliever. I make it into a lotion and it seems to work. When I use it on Glory he moves better.”

      “Can I have the recipe, or is it an ancient secret?”

      Wow, he’s into natural healing.

      “Sure, it’s on a .PDF, I’ll send it to you.”

      “You’re lucky to have a vortex in your backyard. Did you feel anything?”

      “What happened is weird. It felt like I was spinning and off balance. I got goosebumps, and it felt something like little rivers flowing through me. My thoughts were floaty and vague,” he recalls. “A healer told me to think good thoughts, so I was trying to do that,” he twists the paper napkin on the table. “Glory pulled me around, and he reared and kicked a few times. I lost hold of his rope. He stayed in there but was still acting up. I stumbled around, then rolled out of the entrance and got back to normal,” he takes a deep breath. “I watched him stand still for quite a while… maybe 15 minutes. Then he shook like a wet dog and galloped in a circle. I grabbed the lead rope as he ran past me and I pulled him out. Leading him back to the barn, he was jumping around like he was going to a race. I didn’t like the feeling, but if my other race horses have trouble I’ll do it again.”

      “I think Monica said she tried it with Alex, but it didn’t work.”

      “I was out of town. It might have been too late for him, even if it had worked. I don’t know. When you get down to the last resort it’s often too late. Poor Alex, he was a great guy. The good ones go too soon,” he gives a soft smile, remembering.

      I wait a few moments, “Would it be okay if I went there to see what it feels like?”

      He slowly answers, “Well, I’d rather you not. We don’t understand what it does, it may do bad things to healthy people. I’d hate for you to get hurt, I don’t want you to be a guinea pig. The wild animals stay away from it.”

      “Okay, but I’ll keep it in mind if I need substantial help.” I won’t mess with something that’s out of this world and unknown, without having a good reason.

      We keep talking for a while, and I see he’s a down-to-earth guy. He doesn’t seem to have any issues… he isn’t too macho and I don’t think he’s a snob. From what I can tell he has good business sense. He’ll be doing more to bring community events to his winery. That sounds fun. I’d like to see him again, that’s for sure.

      “Well Jess, I’ve had a nice evening with you, but I have to get back to work. I’m going over building plans with the grader. The less dirt you move, the less expensive it is. Plus, I hate to mess with this land. It’s so beautiful, I’m trying to keep it as undisturbed as possible.”

      “I had a great time, thank you. And I’m glad to hear you care about your land.”

      “I try.”

      He signals to the gal we’re ready to leave. He settles our tab and walks me to the truck.

      I unlock and open it, and wait in the doorway for a second. He leans his right arm against the back door, sort of barricading me in, and then looks deeply into my eyes. He smiles, takes a deep breath, but then hesitates and steps back. He again thanks me for the lovely evening. I thank him, get in, and drive out of the parking lot toward home.
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          Ssssss!

        

      

    

    
      I know he was going to kiss me. He was setting it up, leaning toward me… but he changed his mind. At least he finds me attractive, that’s the first step. But I have to face reality, he may not want a relationship with me. He might just want to sleep with me, but maybe he didn’t want to broach that subject right now.

      He seems stuck in his bad marriage. Hey guy, if it’s that bad, then stop complaining and get out. I don’t feel that I’m stepping in and ruining it. He told me he’s getting a divorce and his wife lives in L.A. Things take time, and hopefully I’ll be available when the right time comes. I also think I should keep doing my own thing. I won’t bet it all on Jack Courtland.

      It was a good evening. I got to know him a little better and I didn’t throw myself at him. No stress, no pressure. I enjoyed myself, so even if nothing happens I had a nice evening. I went beer tasting for the first time and it got me out of the barn.

      My drive home is through the quiet roads east of Solvang. There are few street lights and the road is empty. I’m humming along with a Billy Joel song playing on the radio. My right is hand making musical circles in the air while my head and shoulders are moving to the rhythm.

      There’s a rustling noise in the back of the cab. It sounds as though something slipped off the seat. The truck is a diesel and makes quite a racket, so I can’t be sure. I flick a glance over my shoulder… I don’t see anything.

      Wait… there’s something on my right leg… it’s cold and moving against my thigh! I look down and see…

      A snake!

      I take my foot off the gas and take a quick look down. My eyes bulge and I suck in a gulp of air, then stop breathing for a moment or more—many more.

      It has brown splotchy diamonds on its back. Gopher snakes have brown diamonds too… Please be a gopher snake.

      My mind keeps repeating, “A Snake. A Snake.”

      I’m not afraid of gopher snakes, but this one is pretty big. This one is now sliding onto my lap.

      “Get off me!” I whisper in panic.

      I don’t see the low center island in the middle of the road as I drive bumping and jarring across it. The truck shakes and makes a metal scraping noise. My body is yelling for me to do something, but my head doesn’t know what. Jamming my foot on the brake, the truck skids to a stop, spewing the smell of brakes and rubber into the air.

      Looking down again, I see it isn’t a gopher snake… no, not at all. It has a large white rattle at the end of its tail!

      It’s a rattlesnake curled up in my lap, soaking up the warmth of the heater blowing on it… just like a cat.

      We’re both sitting quietly, neither of us moving… except for his tongue, flicking in and out of his mouth. Testing the air for prey.

      I’m keeping absolutely still. I’m not blinking, I’m barely breathing. My heart is pounding.

      This is like creepy artwork, ‘Rattlesnake on a Summer Dress.’

      My hands are still on the wheel in the 10 and 2 position. That has nothing to do with anything, but my mind has gone blank. I’m trying to stop tunnel-vision panic from setting in.

      I wonder if I can I open the door and try to slide outside – without angering the serpent. I’ll make a plan to open the door, then I’ll somehow swivel my butt out. As I keep looking at the thing in my lap, I realize I’m completely glued to the seat. I don’t have any leverage to move. When I even think of moving a muscle, my body refuses.

      Minutes pass. I have to do something. I’ll practice moving one muscle.

      When I slightly move my right thigh, just a tiny muscle contraction… its tail makes a little rattle noise. Is that a warning? I immediately stop trying to move, it would be too dangerous. My muscles are tight with adrenaline and are beginning to shake on their own.

      Okay, I’ll move my left hand from the wheel and reach down to open the door. All I have to do is let my arm move down to the armrest, then I’ll touch the handle. I’m telling myself to do it. Commanding myself. Go slowly, don’t stress the snake. I get my hand wrapped around the handle, then I pop open the door a crack. I slowly push it most of the way open so he can see his big escape route. Cold air pours into the cab for a few minutes. He starts moving. Good, he’s getting off me!

      But no. The snake hates the cold, he’s looking for warmth.

      He’s readjusting by going underneath my dress. His heavy slithery body is partially on my lap, and partially against the side of my right thigh, under my dress. I’m squeezing my legs shut.

      Shit, shit, shit! My mind is empty of thought, I’ve run out of ideas. I’m getting cold and my teeth are beginning to chatter. The snake is also cold and refusing to leave… so much for that terrible idea.

      Little by little I’m trying to calm down. It hasn’t bitten me yet. It must be about 5 minutes since I opened the door. I’m shivering with cold and adrenaline, and I’m sweating too.

      I know I have to close the door. I shouldn’t have opened it.

      I’ve seen nature shows where a rattlesnake bites a mouse. The poor little mouse dies, and the venom starts digesting him. I don’t want my cells to break down, my skin to die, and my heart to stop.  I’m seeing visions of people with a snake-bitten arm; the cells have died and the skin turns black, swollen, and peels off. I can’t let that happen to me, my life is good right now!

      Headlights in the distance!

      They’re coming closer. Keep coming, keep coming!  And they do, driven by an old man in a dusty pickup truck.

      “Are you okay dear?” he pulls up to the driver’s side and peers through his window at my open door.

      “No, there’s a rattlesnake in my lap. Will you call the fire department, call everyone,” I accidentally move my arm. I’ve just made the snake unhappy. He’s moving, his tail swings free and gives a little shake. I can feel my body cringe, expecting fangs to sink into my skin at any second.

      “A snake…? I don’t see a snake,” he speaks in a befuddled way. He gets out of his truck looking at my face, knowing something is wrong. I’m a female in a dress, sweat running down her face on a cold night, stopped sideways over the center meridian. Yeah, something is very wrong.

      “Just call the fire department, please!” When he doesn’t immediately respond, I get more commanding, “Jeez, call the fire department… and will you carefully close my door…,” then I soften it. “Please.”

      Finally, he figures out he needs to make the call. He goes to sit in his truck looking up the road and then back at me. I suppose he’s ready to flee if this is a set-up.

      It takes a while for everyone to arrive, and more keep coming. Every available firefighter, police officer and highway patrol car is speeding up to help, to gawk, or to direct nonexistent traffic. Now I have the truck door closed, the window down, and the heat venting hot air on my legs. I’m still cold, but least I’m no longer alone.

      A big fireman, dressed to fight a fire in his helmet and heavy yellow coat, approaches my window. He has a quizzical look. “Are you okay? Where is the snake?”

      By using only my left finger to point, I direct his attention to my lap and right side of my thigh. “Under my dress… see the lump?” I whisper

      He looks for a few moments, scowls in thought and says, “I see the lump, are you sure it’s a rattlesnake?”

      “Positive.”

      He runs his hand across his mouth and ponders the situation. “Well… we need to get you out of the truck,” he takes a deep breath. “I’ll request a snake expert, be right back,” he slowly backs up, then turns toward the others walking with purpose toward us. He holds up his hands to stop them. Everyone looks at me while they speak among themselves. My eyes glaze over as they discuss, and look, and speak on their radios, and do who knows what else.

      “Jess, are you all right?” Jack’s voice cuts through my haze.

      “Jack!”

      He looks in the window, “There’s a snake in your truck?”

      “Yeah, it’s under my dress,” I point to my lap and cringe. “Look, it’s moving!”

      The others have quietly crowded around the truck and are looking in. At least they see the movement, so they don’t think I’m making it up.

      Jack reaches out and touches my arm. Realizing it is cold, he wraps his warm hands around it, “You’re freezing.”

      “I was sitting with the door open. I thought the snake would leave, but it got cold and went under my dress.”

      “You’re sure it’s a rattler?” he looks down at my lap again, but the snake is still under cover.

      “Beyond a doubt.”

      “I wonder if we can add more heat, you know, to make it so cozy he leaves. Has anyone suggested that?” he asks.

      “That’s a good idea. I tried making it cold, but that was a terrible idea. I’d like a good idea for once.”

      Gazing at the floor while his mind is thinking, a look of shock comes over his face. “Don’t move!” he commands.

      “I’m not, I haven’t moved since I opened the door,” I carefully reply.

      “Don’t move, there’s one under the other seat,” he whispers in horror.

      I’m in a den of rattlesnakes!

      He reaches down to the armrest to click the passenger door unlocked, then runs around to the passenger side and slowly cracks open the door. This generates activity from the crowd of uniforms.

      “What’s going on?” one of them strides over.

      “There’s another under the seat!” he barks, as he ever so slowly inches the door open.

      Only moving my eyes, I see another head looking out from under the passenger seat. The triangular head of a viper. I didn’t know it was possible to feel more fear. I feel the skin on my calves prickle, expecting it to sink its fangs in me.

      The snake slides toward me. He moves in that slithery, snake way. I can’t even pull my legs up. I can’t do anything, I have nowhere to go. It’s like I’ve been tied to a post by an evil man in a movie.

      I lock my eyes on the snake slithering toward my feet. It’s moving toward the hump in the middle of the floor. There is nothing to stop it from coming the whole way. It is only inches away when, Jack’s hand reaches in and grabs it behind its head!

      His muscular arm grips the viper in a death lock. It will be the death of Jack if he lets go. The snake opens his mouth, either in anger or in fear. His fangs are huge, his body is writhing and flipping around. Jack uses his free hand to support its heavy body. Then he steps away with it.

      The firemen crowd around. Everyone is now looking at Jack and the snake. “That’s one hell of a rattlesnake!” a masculine voice declares. I see a fireman run up with a shovel and I look away.

      “Good job man,” I can hear Jack being congratulated on his bravery with lots of manly back-slapping.

      And I’m still sitting here with this snake under my dress.

      He returns to my door. “If I didn’t believe you had a rattlesnake, I do now,” he looks jolted. He too has a flood of adrenaline in his veins.

      If I weren’t so sick with fear, I would be in love with him. Perhaps later, if I live. I feel sick. But this isn’t over, I can’t fall apart.

      They decide they need to roll up the window to hold in the heat. “Oh no! Don’t do that. I’ll be stuck here.” I need Jack at the window.

      “There’s one option… that I get in the other seat,” he bravely volunteers.

      “Don’t risk getting bitten!” That’s tremendously noble of him.

      “I’m a rancher, I can take care of myself. When the snake comes out, I’ll deal with him,” he sounds just like a stoic stockman.

      Hoping to encourage the snake to step outside, they shut down most of their emergency lights and diesel engines. “We don’t want him taking one look outside, then turning around and refusing our offer,” the captain says.

      Jack bravely slips into the passenger seat and carefully pulls the door so it lightly clicks closed. He reaches forward and turns the heat on full. It’s blowing heat, directed down toward my thighs. Now we wait.

      They leave enough light to provide a nice glow. Now it feels like it’s just the three of us on a country road. Just us.

      “Thank you,” I tell him, as we sit in silence.

      Within a couple of minutes, the windows are fogging. It’s getting hot in here… and the snake is starting to move.

      It’s uncoiling and sliding down to the floor. I feel repulsed by the silky motion of the serpent moving across my leg. Every inch of my skin is prickling as it glides down. It feels like a soft goodbye caress from a dangerous man. Its tail is the last to cross my leg. The rattles feel bumpy, like beads dragging across my skin. Then it’s off me.

      It cautiously moves toward the passenger floor mat.

      They wrench open the driver’s door and a sturdy firefighter hauls me out. A second later, Jack pushes his door open and jumps out.

      The snake pokes his head out the open passenger door, decides it’s a good place to be and slithers into the night.

      They turn the emergency rigs back on. It’s like being on a movie set as it floods the whole area with light. The blue flashing lights from the police cars and the yellow strobes from the fire engines make this surreal. I’m exhausted. When Jack approaches, the fireman releases me from his secure hold. My legs buckle. They have pins and needles like they’ve been asleep. Both men grab for me at once. I’m enveloped in Jack’s arms and everything feels a little better. The fireman reaches out and gently touches my arm, then he moves a few paces away. He has relinquished me to Jack’s care. I’m mentally numb and physically exhausted.

      A police sergeant wants to speak with me. “When you can talk, we need to find out how this went down,” he looks at the truck. “It’s unusual to have two rattlesnakes in your vehicle,” he says with a touch of irony.

      Jack leads me to the police car where I’m deposited in the front passenger seat with a blanket wrapped around me. I slouch down and wrap my arms around myself. Everyone crowds around to hear the story.

      Jack explains that we met for pizza in Buellton, and the truck was parked at the back of the lot. Then it’s time for my side, but I have little to say. I was driving, the snake came out of the backseat and slithered onto my lap. With all this attention, I wish I could make it more dramatic. But the drama has ended and I don’t have anything to describe, apart from my fear.

      “Where did you park your truck today?” asks the sergeant.

      “I was in Solvang all day, then we were at Figueroa Mountain Brewing on Industrial for an hour or so. I didn’t park in the hills.”

      “If you can, I’d like to go back to your truck to look for anything unusual.”

      Deep sigh. “Yeah, yes, I’ll just get up…”

      Jack sees my flat expression and depleted body. “Come on sweetie, I’ll help you look, then get you home,” he helps me from the police car and props me up, as I stagger back to the truck.
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          Discovery

        

      

    

    
      “There could be more,” the captain cautions.

      Hell, a third one?

      A brave fireman wearing the face piece from his breathing apparatus looks under the front seats. He thoroughly inspects the floor and other hiding places. He uses a long handled hook to remove my extra coats, market bring-your-own bags, baling twine for emergencies, a box of flares, water bottles, a canvas sack and umpteen boxes of granola bars for emergencies. All carefully examined by the fireman in a thick turnout coat and heavily gloved hands. There aren’t any more snakes.

      Jack has been standing with his hands on me the whole time. At first, he had his arm around me for moral support. I immediately notice when he changes his touch. He starts caressing my shoulders and stroking my hair. It’s not sure it’s helping me keep calm, but it’s distracting, that’s for sure.

      The sergeant looks into the truck for something of evidentiary value. The cab is completely empty. Everything is on the ground. I don’t see anything unusual as they return each item to the back seat. They’re neatly folding everything, that’s nice of them. “Granola bars, jacket, a rain slicker, bailing twine, market bags, white canvas bag…”

      “Wait, that’s not mine.” I look at it with a questioning frown.

      The sergeant turns the white bag over and finds a yellow sticky note with a hand-scribbled un-happy face taped to it. “You don’t recognize this?”

      “No, I’ve never seen it before!”

      Looking inside, he finds a bit of grass, and what looks like mouse droppings. “This could be how the snakes got in. This means it’s something other than just a natural encounter with wildlife.”

      Jack looks furious. “This means it’s attempted murder.”

      “Yes, it’s looking that way. I need to get this truck set up as a crime scene,” he gets on the radio and calls for a tow truck. “Jessica, I know you’re exhausted. We will photograph and print everything. It will take a few hours.”

      “How about we come to the station in the morning. I’ll bring her in,” Jack states with finality.

      “You know the whole story. Right now I barely know my name,” I slur a little.

      “Okay, I’ll handle it from here. Take her home. They’ll let you know what time to come in,” the sergeant agrees.
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          Jacks house

        

      

    

    
      Jack opens the passenger door and gently folds me into his luxurious car. The scent of leather and the way it hugs the road lulls me into a slumber. Best of all, the heat is on full blast. No words are spoken as he takes me to his house.

      “Come on sweetie,” he helps me up the steps to the front door.

      He dims the lights making the room look warm and peaceful. It’s a house designed like his winery, it’s built to impress with an old-world aura. Wide open spaces and high wood beams enhance the room. Living here would be living the good life.

      Leading me to the buttery-soft leather sofa, he carefully lowers me down into it. I sit here, numbly watching him select a chenille throw from the cabinet. He returns and tucks it around me.

      “Would you like a cup of soup? My housekeeper made fresh chunky vegetable.”

      “Thanks, I’d love one,” looking around, I see the attention to detail he put into building his showplace. Wood with touches of wrought iron makes it look solid and able to last for centuries. I hate to admit it even to myself, but I’d love to live a higher lifestyle than I do. Now I feel I’m like everyone else… wanting riches and luxury. It’s alluring.

      While I’m having my soup, he pulls me out of my reverie with his wonderful sense of humor. He tells about his racehorses, the ranch and its history, and his cattle business. He has me smiling in no time. The way he is looking at me makes me feel happy.

      “I didn’t know you had cattle too.” Not that I know much about him.

      “Yeah, I went into free-range beef, but the drought made it too expensive. There wasn’t much grass on the range, there hasn’t been for several years. It forced me to haul in tons of hay. There’s plenty of land, but no summer grass. So I moved the cattle up north to free range, then sold them and made a small profit. In dry years it isn’t worth the effort. If we get rain, I may try it again.”

      “Could you try goats?” I hope I don’t embarrass myself. “It’s not macho for a cattleman, but I’m sure they’d be easier to feed.” I pause, to evaluate, then continue. “They’re smaller and grow faster and leave less of an environmental footprint.”

      He sits silently with a studious look, “You know, you’re pretty smart. That would probably work,” his eyebrows move up as he assimilates. “It’s a good idea, but you’re right, it isn’t cattleman friendly. I’ve grown up around cattle,” he nods his head. “I’ve heard of a few ranchers in Texas raising goats.”

      “My next suggestion is to make cheese, but I know that’s going too far,” I laugh.

      He gives a smile, “I like your ideas. You’re spontaneous and calm under fire. I don’t know anyone else who could sit with a snake as long as you did,” he smiles a beautiful, crinkly eyed smile.

      Fifteen minutes later, I’m finishing my second bowl of 9-summer-vegetable soup accompanied by crusty Italian bread. Finally, I’m satisfied and I know the food is working magic in my body. I think highly of his housekeeper’s cooking skills and tell him so.

      I think my adrenaline has finally run its course. Leaning back, I breathe a deep sigh of contentment. I glance over at him…

      He gives me an intense look and his face loses its humor. His eyes bore into mine with passion.

      “I’m starting a fire to warm you up. You’ll like the guest room,” he asserts.

      He offers his hand and leads the way to the regally appointed room. I sit at the end of the bed that looks elegant enough for a Spanish lady. I’m watching him as he bends down and selects the right logs. He nudges them into place on the heavy grate. Then turns on the gas, quickly starting the logs crackling and bringing heat into the room. The moment he stands, I feel like I’m watching the beginning of something.

      As he comes over his eyes have a look… A look that heats me as quickly as the fire. He sits next to me, then reaches up to stroke the hair back from my brow. “You were amazing tonight,” he leans in and presses his lips to mine with finesse and a hint of mastery.

      I respond like a woman who has seen a man pull a rattlesnake from her feet. Like a woman hungry for a handsome, powerful man. I respond with every ounce of forgotten passion I possess.

      My response flips a switch in him. A switch that every woman longs to flip, with the right man. This one is the right man. He has so much control and skill, so much experience in business, and life. This is the man I want, one of the few I would defer to.

      What I feel is ground-breaking for me. It’s as though I’m a new person, a new woman. Jack has opened a new world for me. I want this to go on forever, together in this deep, delightful passion.

      He leads me through the night with artistry and finesse.

      I wake as the sky is brightening in the east and I am wrapped in his arms. I feel the peace that comes after a night of passion.

      “Thank you for rescuing me.” I have a wealth of meaning in that statement. Rescuing me from my previous life, from the snake, and from things I can’t even remember.

      “It’s been my pleasure,” he replies dreamily, then we both drift off, once again.

      I’m feeling cozy and secure as I wake in the deep, soft bed. Daylight streams into the room. I look around and see Jack on the chair in the corner. He must have heard me groan. “You got up?” I ask.

      “It’s nearly 7:30, I rise early. You needed your sleep,” he comes over to the bed and leans in to give me a sweet kiss. He draws back with a smile, “We need to be at the police station soon. You woke just in time.”

      “I feel good and surprisingly well rested.” I feel great, actually.

      “You were an unexpected delight last night,” he smiles at the memory.

      “I’m glad. It feels like I’m waking up to a new world.”

      “The detective texted me a few minutes ago. He would like meet with you. We’re tossing around the possibility that the snake has something to do with Pickett,” he touches my hand. “You called the police on him. He may have seen you driving around town, and taken revenge. I need to get hold of Mrs. Johansen and find out what’s going on,” seeing my look he explains. “She’ll talk to me, I’ve known her for years. She’s a sweet lady.”

      “You tried to reach her before,” I remind him.

      “If she isn’t home, I’ll leave her a message to call me.”

      We continue discussing the situation, and I wonder aloud if is at all possible the snakes got in by themselves. “Is it possible we’re making this into something that it isn’t?”

      “Snakes don’t climb into pickup trucks. Remember the canvas bag?” he points out.

      I don’t have enemies. My ex-husband is somewhere down in L.A., with his new little wife. He doesn’t have that kind of animosity toward me, and no one has a life insurance policy on me. That leaves Pickett. I guess I do have an enemy.

      His housekeeper leaves stacks of home-made dinners in the freezer. She also has containers of fresh cut fruit and several salads. The full refrigerator is fabulous. I’m intoxicated by the sight of real food. Mine was always empty, except for the basics. When I cooked, I would eat my leftover casserole for more than a week, and never had a variety of other meals.

      “I have her make plenty of good food, so I can eat healthy when I’m home. You are what you eat,” Jack lectures me.

      “I guess I’m protein shakes and sandwiches.” I’ve been thinking about getting avocados and creaming them onto a sliced bagel. Really tasty and they’re good for me. I need that to balance out my apple strudel taste test. There’s a fudge maker in Solvang, I’ll try that when I get a chance. I hear they have chocolate-orange flavor, I can’t pass that up.

      He makes coffee for himself. I guess I’ll splurge and have a cup, it smells rich and well roasted.

      “Would you like breakfast?” he inquires.

      I hate to be more of a bother, so I decline. “I’m okay thanks.”
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      We drive to the station on Mission Drive in Solvang. The detective comes out to greet us and walks us back to his desk. The three of us have a lengthy discussion. They found evidence of Slim-Jim entry on my passenger door. There are little scrapes at the window I’m sure I didn’t put there. The canvas bag is being examined as are the duct tape and sticky note. He takes my fingerprints so they can eliminate them, and hopefully find the suspect’s.

      “You should bring Pickett in for questioning,” Jack demands.

      “I’ve been thinking about this. I wonder if he guessed it was me or if he has a friend who saw me following him,” I rub my hand across my eyes. “He could have seen my truck driving around. It’s big and rather obvious.”

      “We’ll check the public video footage. I’ll see what I can pull up on a computer search. I’ll also speak with Vegas PD to see what M.O. he used there. But at this point, we don’t have a lot to go on. There isn’t clear evidence that points to him,” the detective points out.

      Jack mentions a sting operation. Perhaps we can catch him at something. Otherwise, there may not be any evidence, just a lot of guess-work. He puts the idea out to entice the detective. I’d be willing to take part. I don’t know how to catch someone for fraud. I was a patrol officer, I only handled street crimes and crazy emergencies that required on-the-spot decision making.

      I tell the detective my history with the suspect, beginning at Jack’s party, ending with the snake episode last night. He says he’ll get back to me with other questions. For now, I’m free to go.

      I sign the paperwork so they can release the truck to me. Everything was photographed, and the fingerprint guys were all over it with their tape and print dust. Jack and I walk out to the back where it’s parked. I stop and stand in the sun for several minutes having flashbacks, feeling the thing on my leg.

      Isn’t this great, I have PTSD from my truck.

      “You’re looking squeamish. Would you like me to drive it back to your place?”

      “Please!”

      Once at home, Veronica hurries out to hear my story first hand. She and Marc have the ranch on alert and will get a few closed circuit monitors. That’s generous of them. I haven’t gotten as far as figuring out where I’ll sleep. My trailer feels unsafe, he could set a fire and block the door. All those thriller novels I’ve read are coming back to haunt me. I’m flooded with emotion about the danger and how I should respond. It’s just me and my gun. I feel unsafe at home. I actually am unsafe at home. On the department, after working P.M. watch, I’d drive home needlessly watching my rear-view mirror. Now I’m here in the wine country and the suspect knows where I live. He can attack at his convenience. We discuss these possibilities and Veronica says she will make the place a fortress with hi-tech devices until this has settled. She also insists that I sleep in their guest room. She is such a good friend!

      Out of the blue, Jack asks me if I’d like to go to the vortex. He says it’s worth a try if I want to go.

      “Yes… count me in,” I exclaim. “Oh wait, I’m supposed to lead rides today,” darn it.

      Veronica gives me a smile, “It’s okay, I’ll cover for you. See the vortex. I know you’re curious.”

      “Thank you!” I give her a quick hug, something I rarely do.
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      Jack tells me, “I’m happy to play chauffeur, just leave your truck at the barn.”

      “What am I supposed to feel at the vortex?”

      “There is no guarantee, it’s different for everyone. It may be turned off today,” he jokes.

      “Well, I hope it’s a life-changing event. I’ll accept even a bit of vertigo as proof it exists.”

      “Jess, it’s real,” he says with a straight face.

      When we arrive at his barn, he shows me Old Glory, who looks happy and healthy even though he’s old. The vortex healed him.

      He backs the ATV out of the garage. “We’ll drive to avoid the long trek, or are you feeling good enough to walk?”

      “Right now I have low blood sugar. If the vortex does anything I’d like to have the strength to stand up to it. Can we have a bite of something delicious from your fridge? Eat good food when it’s available, that’s my motto.”

      “You’re a special woman, you know that?” he says with a gleam in his eye. “Come on, let’s get you something to eat.”

      Standing in front of the open fridge, I have so many choices.

      In my peripheral vision, I see him, leaning against the island with an amused expression.

      Eagerly, I pull out the stack of glass containers. I remove the one labeled ‘quiche’ and replace the rest. This sounds good. He selects two plates from the cabinet and puts them on the counter.

      He guides me to the bar stool and sits me down. Then returns to the quiche and divides it into two large wedges. When the microwave beeps, he removes it and places my half in front of me.

      Twenty minutes later I’ve stuffed myself with a delicious meal. “I’m full, really full. I could almost go to sleep,” I murmur.

      “My dear, of course you’re full, you just ate a wedge of spinach quiche. You’re a good eater, that’s nice to see,” he chokes down a laugh.

      “I love good food. Salads are alright as long as they have everything on them like pecans, pears, and gorgonzola. Otherwise, they’re just leaves.”

      “Now you’ll have enough energy to handle the vortex,” he notes.

      We go back to the barn and mount up on the four-wheeled all-terrain cycle. Slowly motoring up the canyon, past oak trees, and sage; I’m sitting behind him, and since we’re going so slow, I have only one arm wrapped around his waist. I’d have to be dead not to feel the outlines of his hard stomach. I like traveling by ATV!

      Each bend of the canyon brings a new scene. A flock of shy California quail takes flight in panic. He points out a fennel bush that must have about twenty tiny gray birds, hanging upside down and twittering. They’re picking at bugs. I’m amazed at the beauty of the wild canyon beyond the controlled, pruned and staked wine grapes. We keep going deeper into the hills where only the wild plants grow with abandon. A coyote trots up the hill looking calm but keeping out of our way.

      As we putt around another bend, it looks and feels different. Jack down shifts and stops. “We’ll walk from here.” I appreciate his concern as we walk the last few yards. Speaking in a voice barely above a whisper, he points to the area to the right of the dry stream bed. Its dimensions are something like 24’x 24’, in a secret cove at the base of the sandstone bluff. There’s a twisted oak tree growing at the top of the canyon. That must be the tree Joe mentioned.

      “It also affects the oak trees,” I point out to Jack.

      “You might think the stream carved out this area. But you see the opening is small, it’s about six feet across. Once you’re inside, you can see it’s larger. Water would have opened up the entry and washed it away,” his eyes sweep across the canyon walls. “So what else could it be? I’ve ruled out wind erosion since nothing else around here is shaped like this. Monument Valley and Canyon Lands are examples of wind and water erosion. The vortex is unique to this spot,” he points to the entrance.

      We move toward the bluff surrounding the entrance. He shows me it’s made of sandstone.

      “Isn’t Sedona made of sandstone? I haven’t been, but I hear that some people feel things there.”

      “Yeah, it’s sandstone,” he answers, then returns to his explanation. “There’s something else interesting; when you enter the cove the temperature gets warmer. Oh and it’s also a magnetic anomaly! One time I brought a compass inside to test and it went wild,” he turns to look at me. “Now you know as much as I do about the vortex.”

      “It’s damp.”

      He points to a little spring in the center. “It’s keeping the area wet even in a dry year like this. The water keeps bubbling up. There’s no other water around and it isn’t run off from the hills. Maybe it’s coming from an underground stream. But why would it come up here?”

      “Maybe there’s a crack in the bedrock,” I make a guess.

      He nods at my suggestion and continues pointing out anomalies. “What also makes this odd, is that when you stay still and look around, there aren’t any birds. There aren’t any lizards… look around. Even the plants are different. There is lichen growing on the walls. It looks like a little prehistoric world in here,” he steps over to the wall and points out little plants clinging to the sandstone. “There isn’t much growth in here, despite the water. You’d think this place would be overgrown with plants and animals coming to get water.”

      “I wonder if they feel something strange and stay away,” I muse.

      “Do you feel anything yet?” he brings his attention back to me.

      I shake my head no. I’m keeping alert and waiting for anything strange.

      “Let’s sit over here,” he directs me to a log that’s big enough for two people. “I had this brought in a few years ago. There was a nice old lady who used to come here to meditate. I don’t want it becoming a hang-out, with beer bottles left around, so I’m keeping quiet. It’s a special place, and we don’t know enough about it.”

      We sit companionably on the smooth wooden bench. It looks like a hunk of wood that was sanded to remove the splinters. I tell him it’s a nice touch to make it smooth when it’s such a big log. “I haven’t sanded it. The last time I saw this it was just a log.” It’s still a log, but it’s smooth on all sides. It reminds me of the handrails at Disneyland that have been worn smooth by millions of hands.

      He reaches over and takes my hand. At first, I think ooh-la-la, he’s getting cozy. But, no. I’m feeling something like dizziness come over me. I look at him and I see he’s feeling it as well. We each give a questioning grin and sit silently. A strong scent of sage comes into the circle, but there isn’t any sage in here. I feel a circular movement of air, the air seems to be swirling. I see the sand moving at our feet. I’m trying not to get creeped out. I clench his hand tighter. Sand swirls faster in the circle. I bet this is how the log became so smooth. I’m getting light headed. Like when you have a cold and your head feels like it’s in the clouds. My thoughts are becoming hazy and I’m incredibly relaxed. I feel like I’m sitting next to someone who will help answer my life questions; that our paths are crossing. This continues and I feel content. I have a knowing feeling that everything will be alright and that everything is alright.

      Did time slow, or is it racing? I have no idea. The vortex slowly releases its hold on me. I come out of my ‘drunken’ state with a deep sigh and a smile. After a while, Jack releases my hand and looks at me with a questioning eyebrow.

      “Wow, that was weird,” I admit.

      I won’t tell him that he’s my soul mate. I will tell him it made me feel relaxed and light headed and gave me some insight into my life. That I had a deep, knowing feeling that everything is right with my life and I’m on the right path. I realize I’ve relaxed and am not afraid of the snakes anymore.

      “Yeah, I’m not thinking about work right now, and it’s given me other things to think about,” he says.

      Why does he keep looking at me, then looking away, like he’s trying to decide what to do? Do we have the same destiny of being soul mates, or is it something else? Does it tell you what you want to hear, or does it tell you the truth?

      “Did you have any pain before this?” he queries.

      “No, you?” I reply.

      “Yes, my ankle was sore. I twisted it jumping from the truck.”

      “You never told me, I’m sorry.”

      “That’s okay, it was worth it to be your hero,” he moves his foot and raises an eyebrow, “The pain has gone.”

      “Did you smell sage, like I did?” I ask.

      “Yeah, I did,” he sniffs the air. “I don’t smell it now.”

      “We both smelled sage. Your pain went away and my soul feels better. I wonder if it fixes what needs fixing,” I question.

      “I have to decide whether I want to do this again, it’s otherworldly. Don’t come here without me, all right?” he gives me a serious look. “I can see you coming here by yourself and something going wrong.”

      “When do you want to try it again? I’ve heard people who work with energy don’t do it more than once a week.”

      “I don’t know about this. My ankle feels good, but it’s a little creepy. I did it for my horse and if it helped you, great, but I…,” he trails off, looking uncomfortable. “I haven’t felt it this strong before. The wind came up when I brought Glory in, I lost hold of him and got out, and watched from the outside. He felt something, but he didn’t run out.”

      “He felt better staying here, that’s why.” The horse was smarter than the man.

      “I may leave this to the old ladies and sick horses. Promise me you won’t come here alone,” he insists.

      My eyes look up and to the right, searching for something that isn’t a lie. I need to avoid making a promise. “Yeah, you’re probably right and it’s a long walk,” I add more fluff to lead him away from a promise… “Good thing I don’t have rattlesnake problems all the time. I really don’t need to come back.” Need? Perhaps not, but I want to.

      He looks at me with a scowl. I raise my eyebrows and shrug my shoulders. Sorry bud, I’ll be back. Live a little. This is too interesting to let it slip under my radar.

      He chauffeurs me home in silence. We’re both deep in thought. I’m planning on taking any sick animal there, to see if I can save it. I need to make this a clinical experiment. I’ll only do it once a week or so. I promise. Ha, there’s my promise. At least he hasn’t forbidden me from trespassing on his land. That would be a little uncomfortable. Especially if I get caught.

      We pull up to the barn and he shuts off the engine. It looks like he plans on talking. He turns to face me.

      “Jessica, you’re a very interesting woman, I’ve never met anyone like you,” he looks down at the ground, thinking.

      “Thank you. My ex-husband told me I was boring. I guess I’m not anymore.” They say you’re boring when you disagree with what they want.

      “Boring? He was probably trying to get you to do something stupid.”

      Wow, I just thought that… we must be soulmates!

      “I’ll be going to France on business. I’ll be away for 10 days.”

      “That sounds fun, I went several years ago with my ex. We stayed at bed and breakfasts and got to know the owners. They even asked if I would house-sit their 200-year-old stone fortress the next summer while they vacationed in Biarritz. They had two show jumping horses and didn’t want to leave their care to the help. I felt honored to be asked.”

      “Did you go back and house sit?”

      “No, the next summer I went to Italy. I didn’t want to return to Paris that soon.”

      He gives me an odd look. I think he’d return to Paris.

      “I’ll text you to see how you’re doing. Let my staff know if you need anything. I’ll tell them to help you with whatever you need,” he gives me a stern look. “Don’t do anything heroic about Pickett. We may not have his prints on the bag, but he’s the one who left the snakes. Don’t go off alone and don’t sleep in your horse trailer.”

      “I promise you that,” I agree.

      Jack deepens his look, his pupils dilating. Last night’s passion flickers through my body. He leans in, gently cradling my cheek in his hand. He tastes my lips with his. Slowly, softly, enticingly.

      My whole body swoons in response. My spirit sings. It is pure bliss for about a minute until he breaks it off and looks at me with surprise.

      “I think the vortex affected me. I should go,” he looks a little pale, or at least he acts pale. He gives me a strong, long hug. “Jessica, I don’t know... I need time to think about things, about this, about us. It’s moving fast. It’s a good thing I’ll be away for a while.”

      “Okay.” There’s nothing else can I say.

      “I’ll text you and send pictures,” he starts to get out of the car.

      “Don’t worry about walking me to the door, I can manage, though I appreciate it.”

      Before he turns to go, he takes a long look at me… almost dazed.

      Then he drives away.

      I think I need to sit down. The haystack makes a good place, it’s sweet smelling and peaceful. So, how am I to interpret this? I go through several possibilities… He saved me from the rattlesnake. He responded and we slept together. I know he liked last night. He took me to the vortex and held my hand during our insight. Then he looked out of sorts after he thought about what he discovered.

      Did he have the same insight I had? Does he believe he’s my soul mate?

      He looks like he’d had an epiphany and it scared him. I wonder if he feels the same about me, but is afraid of it. He’s such a businessman and he’s in a loveless marriage. He is a genuinely nice man, but I bet he is careful about being chased. Most are after him for his money, status, looks, car and what he can give them. Plus he’s heroic, nice, creative, and loves his horse.

      So, I won’t chase him. It’s only ten days. I can handle that. He smelled the sage, just like I did. That means something.
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          More from Mrs. Johansen

        

      

    

    
      Later in the day, he calls to let me know he spoke with Mrs. Johansen. She doesn’t believe Pickett is a bad man. She thinks it’s all a misunderstanding. She said she discussed it with Wayne and he told her I jumped on him in the winery and am now spreading lies. They’re planning on getting married in the fall, which is just around the corner. He has given her an engagement ring. She’s upset that we subjected her future husband to this kind of scrutiny.

      “What? Is she demented?” I’m trying not to screech.

      “That’s what I’m wondering. Jess, I carefully laid it out. She can’t see the truth. I spoke with the detective and he said his hands are tied. He can’t swear that Pickett only wants her for her money. He hasn’t committed a crime against her,” he grumbles to himself. “Sorry, I was just trying to remember if she has any relatives who can help. I don’t think she has anyone since her husband passed away. She’s been alone since then and she’s perfect for Pickett to pull her in.”

      “I know there isn’t anything that we can do. He hasn’t commit a crime, except with me. I bet he says it was all my fault.” A July-December romance after a few weeks. He has a criminal record for fraud, and she’s wealthy and going a bit senile, and thinks she’s in love. Look where love gets her. Suckered and about to lose her fortune. I hope she has her money locked in a trust or gets a prenuptial agreement before marrying him.

      “We can’t do anything,” he sighs in frustration. “We know what kind of man he is. He’s dangerous and could do anything from kill her, to convince her to give him large gifts. There is no way of looking into his head to see what he is planning.”

      “I wonder if we could have one of her employees watch them. No, I guess not, that would mess with her privacy,” I reject the idea.

      “I’ll send Luke over to meet him, but not actually threaten him. He’ll tell him in a certain way, to watch his step.”

      “Luke has a certain way about himself. He’s big, muscular and acts pissed off,” I remember well.

      “He perfected the tough-guy act years ago. He’s actually a pussy-cat.”

      “Yeah, right. But do you think I should see if I can befriend her and do something? I hate to sit by, but what am I going to do, offer my services as a concerned citizen?”

      “Jess, stay out of it. It’s not worth it. We already know what he can do and I’m not sure he’s finished. If it was him. We know he’s a crook. I know people who take care of things, but I don’t want to call in the big guns. It’s not our battle.”

      “Okay, I’ll steer clear, it makes sense. I’ll also watch my step.”

      “Nothing heroic!” he insists.

      “Not unless it falls at my feet,” I agree.

      Jack says goodbye once again. I will steer clear of Pickett because I can’t be on guard every second. I have too much to lose with my horses alone out here in the middle of nowhere. I don’t have a bodyguard, nor can I live that way. But still, I hope it ended with the snake incident. It may not have been him, but I don’t think I have any other enemies. I was on the police department too long ago for it to be related unless it is a convict out on parole.
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          Texting Problems

        

      

    

    
      Jack has been away for 2 weeks! I’ve been glued to my phone waiting for messages and photos. At first, he sent selfies, with backdrops of vineyards and lovely old castles. He had nice things to say and told me he missed me. Then his communication tapered off to every couple of days, then finally I get this short and stiff text, three days ago… “Been busy. Heading to Portugal to develop contacts for making Port. Actually, it would be called fortified wine in California. LOL.”

      That was three days ago. Hello. Nothing since then. No personal words, not even a photo?

      He told me he would be away ten days, now it’s been fourteen days… yes, I’m counting. The way I feel about men is if they aren’t interested I’ll let them go and I’ll move on. The soul-mate thing with the vortex was great, but it doesn’t seem to be happening. He over-rode it with his willpower.

      I understand that he’s engulfed in a European adventure. He’s building his business and learning how to make the best Port. Excuse me, it's fortified wine. What do I know, there may even be a lovely lady on the trip who is distracting him. Is he even thinking of me? I made sure I replied to this texts with interesting remarks and questions. He must think I’m just being friendly because he isn’t answering my questions. I sent updates letting him know that all is quiet here. I’m not writing mushy poetry, just happy and offhand things. I know not to chase a man, they panic and run.

      Here in my little corner of the wine region I’ve been leading rides. I’ve been killing time, waiting for my man to return. I’m getting pissed me off. I haven’t been living. I’ve been waiting. Just waiting. Now he goes to Portugal. So, I’m not that important. Or he’s running from his feelings, or, or what?

      Time for me to get back to living.

      Before I crucify him, I’ll call his office. He said to call if I need anything. I’ll speak with his assistant and see what I can find out, without appearing needy.

      It’s an informative conversation. She tells me Jack asked her to help me in any way she can. That sounds great, but then what happened? He made plans to go to Portugal at the end of the first week, but he didn’t tell me until the end of the second week. She says she doesn’t know how long he’ll be gone, or where he is going. He will be touring wineries and vineyards. She sometimes books his travel, or he goes with friends on their private jet. He calls her daily to get his business problems resolved.

      “He’s such a busy man and he’s such a wonderful boss, I can’t say enough about him. Do you know, last Christmas he gave all of his employees a bonus and a raise because the winery was doing so well…” she continues gushing on in a sweet voice, telling me his attributes, while I listen, feeling irked.

      I ask about the police investigation and she says there is nothing new, it’s all quiet. I’d already called the detective, but I thought I’d ask her anyhow—just in case they left me out of the loop.

      And so it’s been three days since he last texted. He isn’t in the hospital nor did he tumble off a cliff. I understand that he has to call his assistant for work. But doesn’t he have enough time or interest to text me? He has either put me in a place to be dealt with later, or he isn’t that interested now I’m out of sight.

      For another week I go about my self-healing. I’ve been sleeping in Veronica’s guest room for safety. She said they wouldn’t have it any other way. The bed is plush, I sink in and don’t want to get out. I’ve been reading books about strong, independent and happy women. Women choosing their own paths in life. I’ve also been reading adventure books, but I have NOT been reading romance novels.

      I’ve emerged stronger. Prince Charming doesn’t exist. When you find a man, you have to deal with his wants and needs, his fears, his stress, his problems, his children, his ex-wife, his baggage, his pain, his dilemmas, his poor business decisions, his bankruptcy, his Visa bills, his drinking, his clothes on the floor—that if you pick up becomes your chore, his dishes and dinner, his dreams that aren’t yours and you see holes in a mile wide, his parents and sisters and brothers who may not approve of you, or you of them, and a hundred other things I can’t think of at the moment.

      Hey woman, I will get myself back on track. I am wonderful, I am fabulous, I make my own decisions and am no man’s servant. I earn my own income and have my own life. I have friends who care about me. I don’t actually need a man.

      For many years, I read romance novels where the man was gorgeous and wealthy. He finds the cute little heroine and they live happily ever after. They come in a series of three books, with brothers and sisters who are all fabulous. I recently read a book set in a small, perfect town. The woman is beautiful, and sweet, and finds love down the street with the handsome small animal veterinarian.

      I’m in a small, wonderful town, with wonderful horses and wonderful people. Where is my wonderful man? That part is fiction. There isn’t a wonderful man. He looks wonderful from a distance until I land him. Then it will be clear, I should have stood on my own two feet.

      I feel better now after my strong woman speech.
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          Eric and Calypso

        

      

    

    
      Since we have different schedules, Veronica and I rarely see each other in the house, and Marc is often away on business. This morning she pops down to the barn to say hello.

      “Do you remember a guy at Jacks party, his mother was visiting?”

      I think for a moment, trying to remember. “I think so, he’s nice looking and has a horse?”

      “Right, that’s probably the one. He’ll be trailering his horse in. His mother wants to go on a trail ride before flying back home. He wants to show her the vineyards on horseback.”

      “Fine with me, everything’s good. I’m strong, I am a woman,” I exclaim.

      She gives me a strange look and a smile. “They’re the 3:00 ride,” she gives a wave and leaves me.

      We have a full contingent of riders today. There are people milling everywhere, asking questions and watching me saddle up. I’m having fun answering them and introducing them to the horses. I’m finding out about their riding skills. Their riding histories vary: Many haven’t ridden since they were children. One sat on a horse once. One is a former Equestrian Trails queen contest winner of ‘Miss Trail Ride 1980.’

      There’s energy coming from this group, every group has it. Some are silent and some are a little quarrelsome. These people meld well and fit with each other. They’re in an upbeat mood. The day is neither too hot nor too cold. It would be perfect for Goldilocks.

      Everyone is mounted and waiting on their horses. Where the guy who’s trailering in? “Who is with the guy bringing his own horse?” I raise my voice above the clamor.

      The cute older lady on Garth speaks up. “Eric is on his way. I’m sorry, I think he’s running late.”

      Five minutes later, an expensive truck and horse trailer literally skid off the hard-packed driveway. Good heavens, what kind of idiot is driving? His poor horse!

      The rig barely comes to a stop when the driver springs from the truck, taking long, fast strides to the back of the trailer. Opening the rear doors, he backs out his perfectly calm, pre-saddled horse. Who trailers a horse already saddled? He leads the horse a few strides away, then swings into the saddle like an Indian. Huh, he seems to be an athlete. I don’t know of anyone over the age of 16 who can spring like that.

      They trot up to the group and he smiles a light-up-the-sky smile. “Sorry I’m late, there was a traffic jam. Hi Mom,” he nudges his rather nice looking gray Thoroughbred next to her, leans over and gives her a peck on the cheek.

      The man is nuts. It’s like he hasn’t a care in the world. Thankfully ‘Mom’ is riding Garth who doesn’t mind having a strange horse squashed up against him. Otherwise, Mom might have ended up in the dirt.

      “Hi you must be Eric, I’m Jess, the trail boss. We were just heading out,” I advise him in a peeved voice.

      “I recognize you, we met at the Spanish Hills party,” he recalls.

      I give him a look over. His sun tinted blond hair is covered with a baseball cap and he has sunglasses on. “Oh yes, with your mother. Now I remember.”

      “I think I wronged you and I feel deep remorse for skidding on your driveway,” he laughs.

      Amid my foray into his wrongs, he breaks into my concentration. I accidentally give him a nasty look before I remember he’s a paying rider. Oops.

      He gives me a pesky little brother smile. Then he squeezes his gray next to me on Bunny who, good girl, gives his horse a nasty look, flips her ears back, and threatens to bite.

      I give her a little stroke with my hand, which he could interpret as either ‘Good girl for showing your opinion, or it’s alright, settle down.’

      He laughs at me, “You’re allowing her to make nasty faces at my fine steed?”

      “Your fine steed found himself in her space,” I dryly remark.

      He laughs, “You’re a tough woman. Are you willing to overlook my minor sins? By the way, I really am sorry for skidding in, my trailer brakes need adjusting.”

      “Okay, fine, I’m overlooking,” I give him a small smile. I can’t hold a grudge over something like this.

      I have to admit that over the next few minutes, he gets me over my grudge. He asks questions without making me feel like it’s an inquisition. I tell him about my riding experience. He doesn’t ask personal questions, and of course, I’m happy to talk about the horses.

      I respond in kind, with questions about his horse. I’m amazed that he is so calm after that trailer ride.

      He laughs, “Calypso is a once in a lifetime horse. He’s cool under pressure and likes his job. I never ask for too much, because he gives his all,” he reaches down to stroke the sleek dapple-gray neck. “We’re good partners, aren’t we boy?”

      Hmm, so he’s aware of his horse and cares for him. That says something even if the guy is over the top.

      “Enough making friends and mending bridges, I need to get back to mom. She’s only in town for a few more days, and I wanted to get her back in the saddle on a safe horse. She used to love riding. Talk-at-you-later,” he stops and carefully backs the gelding out of the way of the other riders. It looks easy and well timed. He has an impressive technique and handles a horse darned well. I can tell, even at a walk.

      “Hi everyone,” he waves to the group then rides up to each person. He gets their names and chats as we head up into the hills. I roll my eyes. Jeez, what can I say?

      The ride settles down to a nice pace, and I’m pointing out scenic points of interest. All the women are laughing and joking while riding in a cluster around Eric, Mr. Friendly. It puts me in something of a snit. Why? Well, he’s just so outlandish, friendly and happy. Everyone seems attracted to his buoyant attitude. I overhear him telling stories about his horse and their exploits while training for long distance trail races. His horse seems pretty nice. He looks well fed. Not the skinny-long-distance-runner type of horse. The guy has a nice truck and trailer, but still, he acts like a chick magnet. Yuck.

      It ends up being a fun ride. Everyone is alive with good cheer and it isn’t even the holidays. It’s as if they drank from a special flask of Fun Elixir. The horses are perfect, the riders are happy, the weather is lovely. The vibe is invigorating. Eric seems to be the cause. I’m secretly watching him easily move from one little group of gals to the next. It’s seemingly effortless.

      Many of the women are tittering about him, making little suggestions of taking him home. Oh brother. I guess he’s interesting if you’re into good looking, outgoing, friendly… superficial types? Let’s see how he is after the ride at the wine tasting.

      A little over 90 minutes later, the sun is lower in the sky, and we’ve returned from the ride. The horses are tied up, patiently waiting to be unsaddled and turned out to pasture for their dinner. I’m scurrying around getting additional chairs that have gone missing. Soon everyone is sitting and chatting companionably.

      I break into my sommelier routine, explaining about the wines I’m pouring today. I bring out three bottles of Grenache from local wineries. I think it’s interesting to compare them this way. Some riders like the lighter one while the others prefer the bottles with more mouthfeel. It seems that Mr. Friendly likes the one I prefer, the thicker one.

      The group stays quite a while longer than usual, owing to him, no doubt. Come on dude, I need to get this wrapped up!

      Two gals finally say their goodbyes, exchange Instagram and phone numbers and then leave. Good, that starts the trickle to the exit. Two particularly greedy women have been eyeing Eric. It seems that he deliberately turns his attention to his mother. The two are soon laughing about old times. One woman saunters up and hands him her phone number while making an inviting suggestion. He takes the offered paper with grace, gives her a nice smile, and says that tonight he’s his mother’s date. The woman looks a bit put out but, in my opinion, figures he may call her later. The two women sashay out to their cars. That leaves just him and his mother.

      Mom turns her attention to me begins to engage me in conversation. She’s the type who gets information out of you in a sweet grandmotherly way. I don’t feel like she’s digging, it’s just a pleasant chat. She tells me about her home in Ashland, Oregon where she went to retire. She loves the touristy vibe with lots to do and great places to eat. She asks me about the trail ride business and my history in town. About half an hour later she admits she’s getting tired, takes my hand, and tells me I’m a lovely girl.

      That leaves him. “Oh joy,” my mind screams with sarcasm.

      “It’s getting late, let me help you with the horses,” he walks toward the crew tied to the stall doors.

      “Oh, uh, well thank you!” I begin to tell him no, then I change my mind and realize it’s actually a good idea. It will cut my work in half.

      “Do you have a procedure you like to follow, or does any old way work?”

      “The cinches are already loose, so if you begin next to me we can work our way down the row. Follow me to the racks with each saddle,” I lift mine off Bunny and he removes the saddle from the horse next to her.

      We work like this with all the horses. Then comes the brushing, checking feet for stones, and giving everyone a once over. They all look happy and healthy. Carrots for all, then we lead them by twos to the communal pasture. I put the final horse away, and toss flakes of hay into the steel feeders. The sound of happy munching fills my ears as ten contented horses begin their dinner.

      “Thank you very much. You saved me a ton of work,” I’m impressed. He’s efficient and easily takes direction.

      “You’re welcome, I couldn’t let you do all the work. It was a big group,” he looks a little embarrassed then continues. “I know I caused a couple women to stay later than they should.”

      “You seem to collect them, I noticed phone numbers going your way,” I comment, without noticeable judgment.

      “I’m not interested in that type of woman. Someone who’s desperate enough to chase a guy she just met. What does that say about her choice in men if she’ll settle for me?” he jokes.

      “Well, you’re fun, good with horses, nice looking, I guess it’s not her fault,” I’m being reasonable.

      He shrugs, “Thanks, but I’m not interested in them.”

      That’s unusual, I thought men were interested in any woman who acts available.

      He changes the subject. “I’m getting Calypso ready for a ride next month. Would be possible to trailer in and train here. I need to vary his conditioning terrain.”

      “I’ll speak with Veronica, I don’t see why not. Give me your number and I’ll let you know.”

      He laughs, “See the difference, I’m giving you my number.”

      I smile, watching as he saunters away to load up his horse.

      As I’m tidying up the empty glasses and plates, I find folded $20 bills tucked beneath both his and his mother’s plates. “Tipping is optional and appreciated.” So says the chalkboard nailed to the tasting room wall. It tells me something about a person… something nice.

      Veronica says it won’t be a problem for Eric to trailer in with Calypso. He must sign a release, not that it does any good in California.

      In the afternoon of the third day, I see his rig carefully drive off the driveway. Ha-ha, the guy learns.

      It’s time for our 3 p.m. riders to mount up, so I stop looking at his rig. I pull my attention back to prepping riders and getting them settled on their horses. A few kids are with us and they’re already yelling at each other. “Mom, Tommy called me a bad name!” Followed by, “I did not, she’s lying.” I have issues with bratty, loud kids. Our horses are very well broke, but it’s stressful for everyone. Their mothers aren’t doing anything to stop it. They must be immune. I have to say something or it will ruin a very nice ride for the rest of us. How should I approach this?

      Careful to place a benign look on my face, I nudge Bunny over to their mother. I’ll use my ‘blame the horse’ technique. It’s like the ‘blame the husband’ technique. That’s how I get out of something onerous by saying, ‘My husband has already made plans for the weekend, and we can’t make it, so sorry.’ I tell the mothers in a syrupy voice that the horses could get upset and may buck if their children keep screaming.

      It works, the mothers yell at their kids. That’s where the yelling comes from… mommy. It’s interesting how some families have to yell to get obedience. Others only need to give a certain look. I came from the ‘look’ family.

      The rest of the ride goes well, I give my usual tour guide routine. Pointing out special sights, wild animals, and ancient oaks. I include the kids, so they can gain knowledge and hopefully, respect for nature. They aren’t bad kids, just rambunctious. At the end of the ride, they’re petting their horses and feeding carrots. The moms are relaxing with a glass of wine and I’m pouring soda for the kids. Later, as they’re leaving, one of the new nature lovers squeals and points in the air. A Red-Tailed Hawk is struggling to take off with a snake dangling from its talons. We get up-close with nature on our rides.

      After I’ve cleaned up the horses and put them out to pasture with dinner, Eric comes back, leading his happy horse. They’ve both had a good training ride. Man and horse looked content. I invite him to finish the end of the bottle of wine. “It won’t keep until tomorrow, there’s too much air in the bottle. You’re welcome to have it.”

      “You don’t take a swig after everyone leaves?” he queries.

      “Nope, I limit my intake. No need to over-do a good thing,” I laugh holding up the bottle for him to decide.

      “Good for you,” he smiles. “You’re self-disciplined.”

      I give a somewhat un-ladylike grunt. “Oh yes, I’ve always had that problem. My ex was always trying to get me to loosen up. He said I was too straight-laced, but it’s just the way I am. I’m happy following the rules and walking the thin blue line.” The Thin Blue Line as they say in policework.

      “I’d love the wine, but what does that say about my self-discipline?” he asks with a grin.

      “I don’t hold others to my standards, you can do what you want. But I will judge you,” I laugh.

      “I tell you what, how about I skip it this time, and next time I’ll bring a little something to eat with it?”

      “Sounds like a plan. When are you returning?”

      “I’ll try to make it here 3 days a week, I’m ramping up for next month. We’re entered in the Wine Country 25 Miler in Santa Ynez.”

      “How fun, I did a 28-mile endurance ride when I was in high school. We came in 13th,” I reminisce.

      “I didn’t know you had those riding skills, we must talk it about it another time. I need to get home. I have work I need to finish since I played hooky this afternoon.”

      “Life intrudes doesn’t it?” I wonder what he does. I’ll ask another time. Women always ask since a career is important to the status of a man. We all want to know what kind of provider he is, or has the potential to become.

      We say our goodbyes and I wander up to the house in search of dinner.

      I’m sitting down at the kitchen table watching the sunset over the vineyards. I’m satisfied with my day and my life. My phone dings a text from Jack. I’d forgotten all about him. This is what I read… “Having a great time, occasionally thinking of you.”

      “Occasionally thinking of you.” That’s a blow to my ego, though I already figured it out.

      For the next few hours, I’m watching happy sitcoms on TV. No other texts, so I guess this is the only one for the next few days. The last one was, let’s see… four days ago. They’re getting more spread out. All I can think is that he’s lost whatever interest he had for me. I’m done with waiting. I won’t wait for the idiot to decide that I’m worth his time. I don’t chase and I won’t grovel. It will be interested to see how long it takes before his next text. Will it be another four days or will it be longer? This may be his way of weaning me off. I’ll turn this into a scientific experiment. It’s his loss, not mine.
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          The Wind

        

      

    

    
      Why is it that the normally incorrect weatherman is always correct about the wind? A miserable gale has been ripping down the canyons since last night. The hay blows away as fast as the horses grab a bite. I’ve had to double feed them, so they have something to eat. This morning I’ll make a trip to town to get alfalfa pellets. It will give them food that doesn’t blow away. It’s a slow drive. Blowing clouds of dirt reduce my visibility and downed tree branches partially block the road.

      Only the hardiest visitors are in town. They’re probably from out of the area. Anyone who lives within fifty miles knows about the wind and rescheduled their day trip for a nicer time.

      And only the hardiest of the hardy come to ride today. The few who brave the weather actually enjoy it. For the guys from the east coast, this is a definite change of weather. One guy, yelling over the howl of the wind, says it feels like the old west. I can see his point, with the dust and tumbleweeds blowing. The horses have their heads down as they trudge into the wind, their manes and tails whipping across their bodies. I have a bandana tied across my mouth, and I’m using sunglasses to protect my eyes. I even put fly masks on the horses though there isn’t a self-respecting fly in sight. They help protect the horse’s eyes from the dirt. When the guys first saw the horses they laughed. They think it makes them look like bandits.

      We’re having the wine tasting in the barn, rather than at the new picnic tables outside. The wind is knocking against the walls, but it’s snug in here. The three men are having a blast and doing their best to pick me up. I’m not pickup-able and I graciously say no. I make it a joke and tell them I have a boyfriend who won’t share. It’s not the total truth. Actually, it isn’t the truth at all, but it keeps the peace. I have to admit, my ego is feeling pretty good right now. It’s all good-natured and they drive away happy. I’ve kept happy clients.

      The rest of the day entails feeding and making sure the poor horses have enough food and water. It’s very dehydrating, and I think this is colic weather. Sadly enough, almost any weather can be colic weather. But, I won’t go there.

      I finally drag my dusty body to the house and see that Eric sent me two texts. I hadn’t heard them due to the wind. “Yesterday Calypso got ripped up by the corral roof. I had the doc suture him up, but he isn’t doing well.”

      An hour later he sent: “You’re good with horses, do you have any ideas. He really looks bad. The doc gave him pain meds.”

      I have an idea, so I skip the texting and go straight to a phone call. He immediately answers.

      “Hi Eric, I’m so sorry I didn’t hear your text. I was leading a ride in this awful wind.”

      He explains the situation. Calypso’s corral roof is made of corrugated aluminum. A corner worked loose and flapped all night. It snapped the spot welds, then tore off and flew into him. He’s cut all over. Some are superficial and some are really deep. The vet has him saturated with DMSO to keep down the inflammation. He’s on Bute for the same thing. I’ve been running the cold hose on him as well. He’s a wreck. I may take him to the hospital. But I don’t know what more they can do.”

      “I’m sorry, he’s such a neat horse. What a shame,” the poor thing. “I want to run an idea past you… are you open to weird things…?”

      I tell him about the vortex; about how Jack’s horse was close to death. He recovered after a visit, and is now doing fine. I describe what happened when I went there. I only had insight, but Jack had a sore ankle and came out healed. Does he want to try it with Calypso?

      “I love my horse, I’ll try anything.” That’s a good horseman’s response. We’re willing to do anything to help our horses.

      “Let me text Jack and see if it’s okay. I’ll get back to you in a minute.”

      I don’t get a reply from Jack, but that’s normal. So I call his office and leave a message. Now what? I made my courtesy calls, now I’m heading over to his property. I doubt I’ll be in trouble, and I don’t care. This is an exception, and I didn’t promise to stay away. I recall sidestepping the promise.

      “Hi Eric, I’ve left messages, no one answers. So I say screw it, let’s go!” I give him directions to Jack’s barn. He’ll trailer Calypso over there, then we’ll lead him up the canyon.

      I arrive first at Jack’s. I find Rafael, the barn manager, in the nice snug barn. Their Thoroughbreds are munching hay as the wind rages outside. Ah, the delights of wealth. I can hear the wind driving bits of dirt and sticks against the outside the barn.

      I turn on the charm since I’m asking for permission or at least leniency. He remembers me from a few weeks ago when I came here with Jack—that’s a good sign. I explain that I tried to get hold of Jack and his office staff; and that we are bringing an injured horse to see if the vortex will help him. I make sure he knows about the drama of the sheet metal cutting Calypso. Any horseman would say yes, and Rafael is no exception. I told him I will take all responsibility. If Jack is upset, he can say that he didn’t give me permission, and I went on my own.

      We hear the crunch of gravel as the rig pulls into the yard. We both rush outside to see how Calypso looks.

      Oh hell! He looks worse than I imagined. I’m surprised he isn’t in the hospital. His legs are bandaged and have medication stains from the DMSO. His mane and tail are stiff with dried blood that wasn’t completely washed out. There are huge slices across his gray coat. He has wounds that have been sutured but are badly swollen and fighting against being held closed. His whole body is swollen. But it’s his attitude. He looks awful, like his spirit has gone.

      “He looks terrible. Is he on Ace or something? He’s so depressed.” This is bad.

      “He’s getting worse. He’s on pain medication, but he isn’t tranquilized. Over the last hour he’s been going down-hill,” he admits. “I hope to hell your vortex works like you say.”

      I turn to Rafael standing beside us. “You can see this is an emergency?” I plea.

      “Si, yes, I’ll take you to the vortex. I have lights, it will make it better for you,” he runs off to get the ATV started.

      The headlight flickers in the blackness as we push into the raging wind. Calypso shows his royal blood by following his friend, step by painful step. It is the longest half mile I’ll ever walk. I hope this works. I hope I’m not stressing this poor horse beyond his limits. He’s in pain and digging deep within himself to obey Eric. His nostrils are flared wide, taking in more oxygen. His body is sweating from exertion. He can only do this because of his fitness. With these wounds, no other horse would make it.

      “I hope this isn’t the worst idea I’ve ever had,” I yell.

      “Hope not,” he dryly replies.

      Eric is coaxing and speaking to his battered horse as they stumble through the sand. We frequently stop to let him rest. The horse seems to understand that he has to keep going. He willingly starts forward again after a minute of rest with his head low.

      Rafael gives a shout. Up ahead I see the dark entrance to the vortex. We’re finally here!
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          The Vortex Again

        

      

    

    
      “Eric, we’re here!” I shout with relief.

      He’s worried, and I can see the frustration on his face. I know he thinks this is a horrible mistake. I have a feeling he is angry with himself for listening to me, for taking a chance. He believes he’s going to lose his horse.

      A horse transforms a human. We are mere mortals until we sit on their back. Then we become superior beings. They make us proud, we are an extension of their power and beauty. That’s why the Bedouins keep their horses in their tents, that’s why rulers and queens ride them, and that’s why I have two of them.

      Rafael turns off the ATV but leaves the headlight pointing into the vortex.

      The wind is whipping down the canyon blowing sand into my eyes. I turn to Eric and try to put on a reassuring look.

      I approach and step through the entrance into the peaceful realm. It’s obvious the wind hasn’t invaded this inner world. It’s still and peaceful. The water is gently bubbling up in the center, moisturizing the ground and the air. My face and lungs appreciate the moisture. I don’t know if I feel relief for having arrived, or if I feel something more. It’s too early to tell.

      Turning to Eric and Calypso, I stand aside and swing my arm toward the chamber in a welcoming gesture. Eric is not giving me eye contact. That’s a bad sign.

      They walk into the moist sand and stop. The horse is panting. His sides are heaving. His head hanging low. He has enough spirit to keep his muzzle off the ground, but he looks exhausted.

      Minutes pass, and more minutes. The light from the ATV goes dim. Rafael turns it off to save the battery.

      Eric is still speaking softly to his horse. I don’t want to intrude. I find my way over to the log that I shared weeks ago with Jack. Here is where I felt insight into my future. But that doesn’t seem to have worked out. I sit and wait, as my eyes become accustomed to the darkness. Over there, stand the man and his horse, hoping for a miracle. How long will it take? Will anything happen? At least it’s quiet and calm in here.

      Calypso puts his muzzle down to the damp sand and moves it around with his lips. He looks like may lie down. Oh no. Don’t give up. Don’t.

      He takes a deep breath and slowly lowers himself to the ground, lying flat out with his whole body on the damp sand.

      Most people have erroneously been told not to let their horse lie down when he is sick. The idea is that a piece of intestine may flip across itself. However, the latest information is that it’s fine to let them rest, just as long as they’re not rolling and thrashing.

      Calypso lies still. Soon he stops panting. His breathing relaxes into long deep breaths. He sighs and relaxes his body into the cool sand. Long minutes pass. Eric sits next to him, gently touching him, running his fingers through his mane, untangling it. Calypso occasionally gives a deep sigh, drawing oxygen into his lungs, hopefully healing himself.

      He lies there for what seems like several hours. I look at my phone to check the time, but it doesn’t work in here. Maybe the magnetic pull is doing something to the satellite signal. I’m just sitting quietly, not tired, but exhausted… if that makes sense. I’ve shifted the responsibility for the life or death of this horse onto myself. If I hadn’t almost sworn that it would work, I bet Calypso would be in the hospital now; hooked up to IVs and alive. He’s alive now, just barely. How will we get him back to the trailer? I’m screwed. I’ve ruined everything. Hold on, this isn’t about me, it’s about him. Eric is still sitting next to him. If he dies, I bet he’ll sit next to the body for days. How do we get his body out? Oh no, Jack will be pissed off. I don’t even want to think about that. When Eric told me about the accident, I should have said how sorry I was, and just kept my mouth shut about the vortex.

      What about Jack? So much for him and his promised words… “I’ll text you and send pictures.” Yeah, right.

      Thinking about that reminds me… where’s my insight? The vortex isn’t working. Is there something I’m not doing? Am I so rattled that I can’t relax into a state of allowing, or whatever it wants? I’m sitting and sitting. I would be biting my nails or smoking if I did either of those. I’d be eating too. I’m hungry, now that I think of it.

      It’s hard to know what to say to someone in a situation like this. “I’m sorry for your pain.” That sounds terrible since I’m responsible. No, I’m not responsible, the metal came from his shelter. It wasn’t my fault; I didn’t build the roof. Why didn’t he watch out for that? Who welded the roof? Maybe he’ll sue the builder for vet bills. But then they’ll point to me and say it was my stupid idea that killed the horse. Damn it, I didn’t want to. I was trying to help.

      “Can you feel that?” Eric’s voice shocks me out of my tirade.

      “Uh, I’m not sure.” That’s a good answer when I don’t know what he’s talking about.

      “I feel like I’m floating, but I’m sitting down. Wait a sec, it’s peaceful. Is this what you were telling me?”

      Maybe I have too much adrenaline to feel it. I don’t feel anything. Why not, what’s going on?

      “That’s what I felt last time, but I’m not feeling anything yet,” I tell him. Yet… hopefully the word is correct.

      I’ll try to calm down and hope the vortex is finally doing something. It may not work if I’m in a dither. Zen, Zen come on Zen!

      I take deep breaths and try not to think. Deep breaths, deep, deep. Breathe out like the gym-rat girls do, through pursed lips. In through the nose, out through the mouth. In, out.

      I think I feel a little lighter. Keep breathing. In, out. Yes, I do feel a little something. Please, yes, be something. I need it to work.

      “Wow, you were right. I’m getting clarity,” Eric whispers.

      Clarity—how can he feel it when I don’t? Maybe because I’m yelling at myself, and he isn’t. Fine, I’ll stop yelling and just be quiet. If I can.

      Calypso takes in a deep breath and snorts it out. Then he starts scratching his neck back and forth in the sand. This is good to see. Wounded horses don’t attend to their sneezes and itches. They only feel pain.

      I’m feeling slightly more relaxed. I’m afraid to leave the reality of a sick horse and my part in it. I don’t dare believe. But okay, I’ll try.

      A little breeze picks up, gently swirling. I remember that’s a good sign. I’m feeling more peaceful and I’m calming down at last. I take a deep breath and allow the vortex to do its work.

      The three of us remain still and silent. We three are in our own worlds.

      The scent of sage fills the space. This time it’s even stronger than the last.

      I’m getting fleeting thoughts. They come and quickly go. My thoughts are telling me that Jack has free will. He’s exercising it, including going in a different direction than I want. I’m not getting any insight as to what the two of us will be. I assume it means that the future can be changed; it isn’t written in stone. I feel Eric has a big part in my future. I also see Calypso back at full strength with lots of laughter and fun. This isn’t soul-mate stuff, it’s just enjoying life. I know I need to enjoy my life. I’ve been on such a quest to find the right man, but I need to settle down and love what’s right in front of me. I shouldn’t pass it over for a mistaken dream. There really isn’t a perfect man. Don’t get myself all wrapped up in an emotional situation. Have fun, just have fun. If I were a kid, the fun would be climbing into tree houses, playing tag, and swimming in a pool shouting Marco-Polo. This is what I need to do. Go for the fun and the adventure. Skip the soul-mate stuff. Jack has his own plans. Too bad guy; go make your Port without me.

      A while later, Calypso moves, indicating he’s going to stand. The gray rolls up onto his sternum. He looks around, then in one smooth athletic movement, powers to his feet. He shakes himself like a dog; the sand flies off him in wet clumps.

      I move closer. I can’t believe what I see. He looks better, much better. The swelling has gone. His wounds are still there, but they’ve lost their angry, red look. He looks happy as he rubs his head on Eric, then nibbles his collar. Eric wraps his arms around him, buries his face in his neck and cries. I give them time alone and move to the other side of the horse. He looks good. I mean to say he looks almost normal. Except for the cuts all over him, with sutures, iodine, and DMSO stains. This is a freaking miracle!

      Eric softly calls to me, we both meet at the tail. He wraps his arms around me and thanks me from the bottom of his heart. “You have no idea how I felt,” he takes a deep shuddering breath. “I thought he was done for. My dog looked like this when she was dying. Calypso was shutting down, I could see it,” he pauses for a second. “A few minutes after he came in here, he began to turn around. He gained strength and healed. This place is miraculous.”

      “I’m so relieved. You came here on my word that it would heal him. I think the walk almost killed him.”

      He reaches up and wipes away a tear on my cheek as I continue. “I know you hated me, but we had to push forward.”

      “Jess, I didn’t hate you. Calypso had that look when he got off the trailer. The only reason he managed to come so far was his obedience and heart. I hated what I was putting him through. Whatever you thought, it wasn’t against you. Those were your fears, but not my thoughts.”

      He releases me and continues, “You’re a very special lady. I want you in my life. I’m thankful you saved my horse; he’s been a good friend.”

      “Did you smell the sage?” I sniff the air.

      “Yes, it was amazing, it was like a spiritual scent. I don’t see any sage, and there isn’t any wind from the outside. It strongly came and went. I can’t smell it now.”

      “Last month, I smelled it when I got insight into the inner me. That’s the part I often ignore. Usually I’m so busy with the outer me that the inner me gets stepped on,” I’m thinking out loud.

      “I’m pretty intuitive by nature, and this made it very clear where I need to go,” he pulls me into a tight hug again. A few moments later he relaxes his tight hold. “With my insight, I saw Calypso galloping around. You and I were laughing and having fun. Like when I was a kid, playing with my best friend. I hoped it wasn’t Calypso playing with us in heaven. I was afraid it was.”

      The darkness is losing its hold as the dawn chases it away. The night healed Calypso and gave me insight. I love tonight for what it gave us.

      Calypso walks toward the doorway, and we hurry to catch up just as he trots out toward a clump of tasty tumbleweed. Yes, a hungry horse is a good sign.
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      I text Jack to let him know that the vortex saved another life. I’m sure Rafael will tell him. I need to let him know that we trudged across his property with a horse, in the dead of night, hoping for a miracle that came true.

      He replies, “I’m glad it worked again. Don’t put too much faith in it. Hope you’re doing well. I’ve been busy.”

      I read it several times trying to read between the lines. First, he doesn’t sound upset about my venture across his land. Good. Secondly, it sounds like the vortex doesn’t always work. I’m glad it did last night! Third, he adds a personal note for me, and an excuse that he’s busy.

      Throughout the day, I think about my insight that Jack is able to exercise free will. I really must relax my tight control, have fun, and learn to enjoy myself. I will, I promise. It’s time to stop looking for a magical man to rescue me. One who has money, looks, land, and owns a vortex. I have a friend in Eric, and he feels the same way. This insight stuff is fantastic. It sure clears the air and also, if you’re inclined to listen, sets you on the right path for yourself.

      Eric just sent a text, letting me know Calypso is healing and is feeling frisky again.

      I lead rides for three days, and on the afternoon of the forth, Eric drives in with the truck and trailer! He unloads Calypso and they amble over to join my riders.

      I hurry over to stroke his horse’s neck. “I can’t believe he looks so good. He’s a little scratched up but looks fine!”

      He nods. “We were very lucky. I spent the last few days welding and securing that damned roof. Now it won’t come off in a tornado!”

      Of course, the ride goes very well. Eric is friendly and entertaining. He mingles with everyone. It’s like he is the welcoming committee. He certainly is good for business. There is one gal who is obviously attracted to him. She is ignoring the rest of her friends and keeps moving her horse next to his. I just happened to overhear him tell her he has a girlfriend. Otherwise, he’d love to meet her after the ride. He knows how to carefully turn them down, so as not to hurt their feelings. He certainly is tactful.

      He’s staying away from the wine tasting, taking care of his horse. When the people drive away, he comes out of hiding to help me with unsaddling and grooming. We give them carrots and feed them a big dinner.

      “I have something for you to taste, I’ll be right back.” He sounds eager.

      Oh, food? What could he have, a meal, or a snack?

      He returns holding up two antique looking bottles. “This is mead. I made it six months ago,” he says with a grin.

      “Mead, like an Old-English druid’s honey-wine?”

      He adopts a scholarly tone and explains that mead was created long before that. It’s simply fermented honey. The honey turns to alcohol the same way grape sugar turns to alcohol. Since honey has a lot more sugar, the alcohol content is a lot higher. The best part is that you can also add flavors.

      “After it fermented, I bottled this one with ginger, and this,” he holds out the other, “is the original.”

      “Interesting.” They look different, not like wine or beer bottles. “Sure, I’d love to try your mead.”

      His bottles have a fun flip-top kind of device to cork them. They’re also old and round.

      “Wait, let’s do this right, come and sit down at the table,” he quickly moves to the tasting area.

      I reach into the cabinet and select two clean wine glasses and the box of crackers. Then I sit and eagerly await the uncorking.

      He flips the wire gizmo top from the ginger mead first and pours each of us the usual ounce pour. We clink glasses.

      “I hope you like it. I had a tiny taste yesterday and liked it. See what you think…”

      I put the glass to my nose and take a sniff. “It smells somewhat like beer, but not. And like ginger.” I take a sip. “Interesting, mild and light. It has a high alcohol content, doesn’t it? I think I like it, I’d better have another taste or two.”

      “You’re right about the alcohol; it can go up to 18%. I’ve been messing around with different flavors for a few months. It’s fun and it’s easy; just add 3 pounds of honey to a gallon of water, along with a packet of yeast. I threw in a slice of orange and a few raisins, then waited a month and tasted. Anyone can make it at home.”

      “May I try the regular one? It’s interesting, it’s growing on me.” I take a few sips.

      He pours another glass for me. I take a sniff, then a sip. “It has a slight scent of orange. It’s pretty good, do you like it?”

      He takes a sip, “I think it needs more time. My friend Ralph makes mead in 5 gallon buckets with all kinds of flavors. Perhaps I should ask him for advice,” he takes another swallow. “His are really good; he pairs them with everything he cooks. He has a garage full of refrigerators filled with bottles of this stuff.

      “I like it; it’s certainly not a byproduct of a grape, but it’s interesting. I bet there are lots of flavors it would mix with.”

      “Mead is similar to wine in that it continues to develop over time. If you try it when it’s too young, it’s awful, flavorless and strange. Give it a month, and it’s much better. A few months later, it’s darned good.”  He takes another sip. “I like to use these bottles because they’re old looking.” He picks one up. “You can get all the things you need at a local home-brew shop, or from Amazon. I like to use the local guy because I also get hands-on advice and help. It literally only costs me a couple of dollars more. The advice saves me a lot of ruined batches,” he explains.

      “It sounds creative, and I like that you can make it at home.” If I had a kitchen.

      “Would you like to practice with a flavor you like? I have the buckets, siphons, and wine yeast,” he sounds eager.

      “I’d love to. I keep sipping this and it has a way of growing on me. I also think it’s like a base, you know, like grain alcohol. You can add coffee, chocolate, and sugar to make coffee liqueur. With mead, I bet we could experiment with lots of flavors.” I’m getting excited about this.

      “Fine, let’s first start with the base. I have a great book on mead making, but I need to work out a few kinks. It’ll take a few batches. They all take time to mature, so we should try this once a week so we have staggered finish dates,” he suggests.

      “Was this supposed to age?” I laugh as I finish off the last of my glass and pour a little more. “I don’t see this aging with the way I’m drinking it.” Actually, I think I’m getting a bit sloshed.

      We set time aside to do some educational work with the book, pencil and paper. I’ll go over to his house tomorrow since Veronica will be leading the afternoon ride. It’s perfect timing.

      “See you tomorrow. I have plenty of honey, so don’t worry about bringing anything.”

      “I’ll bring something for dinner.” Oh dear, what am I going to bring? I have no idea.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll whip up something,” he says with nonchalance.
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      I’m careful to select a cute spandex top from my small collection of clothes. Snug jeans and black leather flip-flops complete the outfit. He may not be a date, nor my potential soul mate, but for some reason I want to look cute. I’ve pulled my hair into a messy twist with tendrils ,and applied a small amount of mascara and lip gloss. I scrutinize myself in the mirror; I look ready. I’ve heard if a woman believes in herself, and has confidence, the man will believe she’s gorgeous. There are many ordinary women who have amazing men draped over them. So I’ll change my attitude to correct what nature didn’t give me.

      Driving to Eric’s house is gorgeous, he lives off Ballard Canyon Rd. It’s an area of 10-acre properties, with cattle grazing in the golden summer hills. I roll down the windows to feel the ambiance. You just can’t get that with the air conditioner blasting and the radio on. Oak trees are scattered by the handful throughout the canyon. It’s as if a benevolent being scattered acorns with both hands and added rain.

      Here’s his mailbox. I wonder if he owns the house or if he’s renting. Is that tacky of me? Either way, there’s a quiet tranquility to it. Old oak trees frame the potholed and cracked asphalt driveway. The drive winds upward, with streaks of late afternoon sunlight slicing through the dense trees. I’m already driving so slowly that it’s no problem to brake for a doe bounding across the road and up the hill. Just being in this dry, late summer beauty is emotional. The grass has crisped to a golden hue. The oak trees are dark green, with dusty dry leaves. Everything is dusty. The natural beauty of California feels timeless. If I were in this same spot a hundred years ago I bet it would feel the same.

      Once I crest the top, I see a charming older home. It looks like it’s been remodeled with big windows to let in the view. They’ve created a natural look. There is essentially no landscaping except for an old stone fountain with a stone pillar in the center. Small copper pipes run the water out into a travertine basin. On the ground, there are a few stone bowls of what I assume is water for the small animals. Sage and other natives are artfully scattered around a decomposed granite garden. A bench sits quietly, taking in the views of the hills and the distant jagged mountains.

      Eric appears at the door with two partially filled wine glasses. They look like wine, but knowing him, will be a fruity mead. What a terrific way to start the evening.

      “Welcome to my house. You have to try this one,” he’s smiling, and raises the glass in his hand.

      Amazing, he’s coming outside to meet me. How could I have missed the fact that he looks so good? He’s wearing jeans that emphasize his slim hips and fit thighs. A brown t-shirt clings so well to his knockout physique. He must have had a shower within the past few minutes since his hair is damp and lightly waving around his head. I haven’t seen him without a hat since the soiree, but he’s without one now. It’s been my experience that men who wear hats are usually hiding bald spots and receding hairlines. Not him. His hair has sun-kissed streaks of summer highlights mixed with the light brown. And no sunglasses either, are his eyes light brown? Wow, he has the golden eyes of a lynx. He’s as strong and athletic as one and has the natural slinkiness of a cat.

      I’ll play it cool and look at the scenery. “This place is terrific, it’s like stepping back a hundred years.” I stand in quiet awe looking at the view. “Is that water in the bowl?” I ask, pointing to the ground.

      “Yep, that’s for the little guys. The deer drink from the fountain, but the little fellas get thirsty too. The yard is low maintenance and reasonably water-wise, but everything gets thirsty.” He lifts his glass again… He really wants me to take it.

      I take it, and we clink glasses. “Cheers.” I take one sip and another. “This certainly isn’t wine. It’s a luscious-fruity-berry-something, but there’s another subtle flavor. What is it? I can’t place it.” I’m never good at that anyhow. “I also get the taste of the honey-mead flavor in the background. I like it.”

      “It’s one of my older batches. This one is blackberry with spice,” he shakes his head. “The spices are a secret because I threw in a little of this and a little of that, and didn’t write it down. I really have no idea what I added,” he laughs happily, with that smile of his.

      We stand here for a moment, looking at each other. An unexpected lull breaks our conversation.

      “Would you like to have a look around the place?” he asks, breaking the pause.

      “I’d love to, it’s so serene up here. I’d hate to leave.”

      “You’re obviously not one of those city girls I’ve run across,” he replies in a testy voice.

      “Oops, I guess not everyone likes it here?”

      “Right, she had something like a two-day limit, then she fled,” he stops for a moment. “I guess I shouldn’t bore you with details.”

      “I’m a woman, I always like relationship details.”

      We walk to the barn to visit Calypso. Eric calls his name and the gray whinnies.

      “He answers you! Bunny answers me too. It really does something to my heart when they speak.”

      “I can’t thank you enough for saving him,” his voice shows his emotion.

      Calypso has his ears pricked toward Eric and is lifting his front hoof in the air. “Is he okay?”

      “Oh yeah, I trained him to beg and now he does it to ask for a snack.” He steps to the side of the barn and pulls a few blackberries off the tangled mound of vines, then feeds them to his big friend.

      “This is your blackberry stash, lucky you! I’d turn purple if I had them growing in my yard.”

      “I eat a lot, the animals eat a lot, and now I’m trying them in the mead. I like to spread the wealth,” he smiles.

      “So… I’m curious, what kind of girl were you seeing who didn’t like it here?” Seems to me he’d go for a natural woman.

      “I went to dental school at USC, but didn’t finish the program—I don’t like dentistry. Anyhow, I met Andrea in class. We dated for 2 years, got engaged and lived down in L.A. We rarely came up here,” he looks off for a moment. “Finally, we came for Christmas break, but it wasn’t good,” he says with a sour voice. “I was in love with her, so I ignored the disaster. A few months later we came up again because I was homesick. I needed to get away from the city noise. But it was clear she hated the quiet and seclusion. We got into a fight, but there was nothing to fight about. Things were the way they were, and we were forcing it. She was a city girl through and through. I tried to live that life, but it was awful for me. We both agreed it wouldn’t work,” he takes a cleansing breath. “I rethought my major and changed it to business. Then I followed my nose, until now here I am, back home again.” That sums up Andrea in just about two minutes.

      “Well, speaking as an unbiased outsider, it’s good you didn’t compromise and stay in the city. It can be pretty bad not being your true self.” I stop with a frown. “That sounds like I know what I’m saying. I have no idea, really. I hope I don’t sound like a know-it-all.”

      “You’re right. I was living a life that wasn’t true to myself. Now I’m being me and I’m happy,” he turns toward the house, “Would you like to try your hand at mead making?”

      “I’d love to.” I’m deep in thought as I follow him.

      He leads the way under a free-standing wood beam pergola. Grape and wisteria vines wrestle for supremacy. He sees me looking at the vines and laughs.

      “My mother planted those years ago. She didn’t know which one she wanted, so she let both have a chance. The winner would get control of the pergola. Some years the grapevines look to be winning, other years the wisteria takes control. We don’t get many grapes, but it’s fun to watch the birds hanging upside down to eat them.” He clearly likes this piece of family history.

      The inside of the house is aged, but inviting. My eyes immediately travel up to the open, vaulted ceiling. It’s the color of light wood, like maple. The walls have been bumped out and it’s open, leaving the living area and kitchen all in one. The island is an expanse of white, old-world looking Carrara marble. There are bottles and buckets, honey containers, spices, and clear plastic tubing taking over the counter.

      “What a massive island. Does anyone actually cook?” I wonder.

      “Not too much these days. Mom and Dad put in the counter after a trip to Italy. The cooking stopped after my dad died. He was amazing in the kitchen,” he fondly remembers. “But now we can use it for mead making. As you see, I have our supplies all over it,” he says with eager anticipation, pointing to everything on the counter.

      Today we vote to make tangerine mead. This is a lot of fun. I’m sampling his older batches and of course, giving my opinion. I also taste a few spoonfuls of wildflower honey he bought from the local bee farmer. It’s delicious. I’d like to go honey tasting one day.

      We spend the next 2 hours laughing and having more fun than I’ve had in a long time. Eric is light-hearted, but not a goof-ball. He’s intelligent and can figure out the future alcohol content of the mead. It was only later I saw the hydrometer already had it marked. Oh well, I know he’s smart. He’s recounting stories of growing up in this house. He used to ride all over the hills with his friends and their horses. What a great childhood. He’s a really decent guy.

      He has his own mead making process, so I just stand around trying to look helpful. It’s pretty easy with all this room. It starts with filtered water, then we dollop in three pounds of honey. For this recipe, he likes the orange blossom the best. You can also use the mixed foreign stuff since is cheaper, but the quality sucks. He has done quite a few experiments and made many batches.

      “You know, you’re not exactly who I thought you were when we first met. I know you’re great with people, but you’re also pretty brainy,” I’m brave enough to advise him in my slightly inebriated state.

      “You thought I was a dumb yokel?” he laughs.

      “Well, no.” How do I put this? “Usually, people who have a lot of people skills don’t have as many marbles in the intelligence pile. You have a pretty even amount of marbles in your piles.”

      “I haven’t heard it put that way before. I guess it’s true when you think about it.”

      We finish the first step of combining the ingredients. There’s nothing to it, just mix, and let nature do the rest. I’m trying to lend a hand in the clean-up process. But he knows where everything goes, so I have little to do. While rummaging around in the fridge, he asks what I’d like to eat. I’m easy, I tell him. Then I remember that I don’t care much for meat, nor seafood. I guess I’m not too easy. In the end, he pulls out chicken breasts, barbecues them, and shreds them into a salad. I get to help by crunching the tortilla chips by hand. Then he adds corn, cilantro, olives, and dressing. And viola, it becomes Mexican chicken salad. How does anyone keep all this ready to eat in the fridge? I have a peek inside and see that it’s completely jammed with natural whole food, real ingredients, and fruits and vegetables. Very impressive.

      “You have an amazing amount of food in the fridge. Are you sure you live here alone?”

      “I go through it pretty fast, but if there’s anything I don’t eat, I toss it outside and it’s gone in the morning. What with the quail, coyotes and everyone else, there’s never anything left,” he explains.

      Carrying our massive bowls of salad out to the patio table, we sit in companionable silence, watching as the evening sky turns to shades of pink and purple. A slight, cool breeze stirs the leaves as peace settles in for the night.

      Our conversation is flowing light and easy. It swings around to the vortex, so I explain more about what I know. That leads to my story of meeting Jack at his winery and getting thrown out with Pickett. Then I continue with my rattlesnake escapade, which leads back to the vortex and my insight that Jack may be my soul-mate. I’m honest about what I feel, except for our night in bed.

      “It’s what the deep-me wants. But I think there must be free-will involved since Jack doesn’t seem to be on the same path as I am.

      “You’re hung up on Jack,” he doesn’t sound pleased.

      “Well, he has some pretty good qualities, and did save me from the rattlesnakes,” I’d better switch to a safer topic. “So you had insight when you smelled the sage?

      “Yes, pretty strong,” he is silent for a moment. “I saw us as very good friends. We’ll have to see if that comes true.”

      “It sure feels like it. I’m really enjoying myself.” I didn’t have the guts to say anything else, I don’t want to lead him on. I wonder if he feels we’re more than just friends. I’m still waiting for Jack, so I’m not going to start too many fires burning at once. I’m going to wait for the best because I’ve learned not to settle. In the past, I haven’t put that into practice; I intend to this time.

      “I’d better not overstay my welcome if I want to be invited back,” I stand with my dish and glass in hand.

      “That isn’t a problem, you’re always welcome. You saved Calypso, you can come over as often as you like.”

      “Great, once a week for mead making?” It’s sort of a joke… or not.

      “Sounds good. Oh, one other thing. Calypso has recovered so well, I’ll be taking him on the Wine Country 25 mile ride, but we’ll go at his pace. Would you be interested in crewing for me? I know it’s an imposition, but you know horses and could give me a second opinion if he looks tired.”

      “That sounds fun. I need to pay it forward because my mother and friends crewed for me. The snacks and juice for me, a bucket of water for my horse. This way I can join the fun and avoid the fatigue of the ride.” And it will get me into the world and stop me moping about Jack.

      “Great, thanks very much. It’s the Saturday after next.”

      “In keeping with the new blossoming me, is there a Friday night BBQ or dance?”

      “I think there’s something, I’ll check on it. What’s this about the new you?”

      “I guess we never got around to talking about my past, only yours. I’ll give you the whole story at our next mead making fest.”

      “I can’t wait, are there any skeletons in the closet you plan on telling me about?” he asks with enthusiasm.

      “I’m a good girl, I’ve only had a few adventures.” I’m a boring good girl. That’s why he divorced me, and I moved to the wine country.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            29

          

          Planning a Date

        

      

    

    
      The following week goes smoothly with the riders. No one falls off, no screaming children. All good. Eric trailers in twice, though he can’t stay afterward. He has work to do with his business. I still don’t know what he does. It hasn’t come up, but I’ll have to find out. Though it really doesn’t matter, since I’m not considering him for boyfriend status.

      I’ve been using Bunny to lead the afternoon rides, and she’s taken a liking to Calypso. That’s somewhat unusual, being that he’s gray. Most horses don’t like grays. I’ve noticed they smell different when they sweat. But a good horse is a good horse. I have never turned down a good gray, or one with too much white on his face or legs. It’s hard enough to find a good horse without being neurotic over color.

      Jack texted me twice. Right, only twice this entire week. It’s a little frustrating. Well, more than frustrating. This was the first one: “Hey gorgeous, just checking in. I’m back in town and very busy. Want to get together with you soon.”

      I replied: “Hi handsome. I’ve had a great week. Been making mead, riding and having fun…”

      I’m being very careful about not chasing him. I’m also trying to make it sound like I’m having a blast without him. Don’t you want to join in? Come on buddy, join in.

      He texted today: “Glad you’re having fun, you deserve it.” What the devil? He’s either obtuse, not interested or, or what? I know I’m still hung up on him. I hate it. It’s not because I slept with him. I was interested before that. He’s back in town, very busy, and nothing is happening.  Am I missing something?

      I love riding my horses and leading rides through the vineyards and hills. I love talking to the riders and sometimes hearing some of the drama in their lives. I mostly lose myself in my job. At night, while lying in bed, my mind starts whirling again. It’s analyzing the Jack situation. I have to give it a little more time because the guy is amazing. He wrestled a rattlesnake for me—that shows how brave he is. I hope it means he’s more than just fond of me. So what about me? I think I’m a good catch. I’m feminine, in an outdoorsy sort of way. I think he’s interested when we actually spend time together, though that seems hard to do. If he were really intrigued, wouldn’t he make more time for me? I don’t know. But he first has to divorce his wife. That’s the tough part. I’ll wait for him... as long as it isn’t a waste of time.

      Fine, I’ll show him, I’ll have fun without him. Tonight I’m going to the next mead making session at Eric’s. I’m leaving about half an hour early to give me time to get a pastry at Monica’s. I don’t want to arrive empty-handed when he is so generous with his cooking.

      Her place is busy as usual. There is a short period when her store is empty. We have time to say a few words while I peruse the selection in the showcases. By now there isn’t much left. Ah, a marzipan pastry. That will work. I love marzipan. She wraps it for me and slips it into one of her lovely bags.

      An idea occurs to me, “Are you seeing anyone?”

      “I have no time to see anyone except for the delivery man. I should probably get a life and start dating, but it’s easier to keep working and ignore the passing of time.”

      “Do you know Eric Paxton?” I have a plan.

      “Eric, yes. He’s a nice guy, good looking too. He’s an inventor of sorts.”

      “Inventor?” What does she know that I don’t? I’m out of the loop.

      “Right, I heard he made a bundle on some kind of medical device that holds the trachea open after a tracheostomy.”

      “Oh, I didn’t know that. Well, he’s a friend, and I think he needs to meet a nice girl. Would you like to double date if I can set it up with Jack? I’m having a hell of a time corralling him. Maybe it would be easier if we were all together.” It sounds like a good idea to me.

      “That sounds okay, just keep it local so I can keep to my work schedule. I’m late to bed and extremely early to rise,” she admits.

      “Your schedule would kill me. I’ll ask Eric tonight; I’m on my way there. We’re making mead once a week. It’s fun, and I get to sample his other meads that are in various stages of fermentation.”

      “Well, have fun tonight. Let me know when, and I’ll make it work,” she smiles, then gets back to organizing rows of pastries.

      Good, now I can match up two friends, and have a great excuse to call Jack for a casual get-together. In fact, I’ll call him right now. I’ll skip the text and go for the old-fashioned person to person call, or I’ll at least leave a perky message. I have to be perky, as I have to clear out my mental baggage from my ex. He told me I wasn’t perky.

      He’s answering, turn on the perk. “Hi Jack, it’s Jessica. We haven’t spoken in ages, do you have a minute?”

      “Hey Jess, sure what’s going on?”

      “I wonder if you’d like to get together for dinner. When would be a good night?” I use the sales technique similar to asking if Tuesday would work, or if Thursday is better.

      “Tuesday works for me. I’ll pick you up at 6 and take you to Il Toscana in Santa Barbara,” he says. “There’s my other line, see you Tuesday,” he clicks off.

      I didn’t manage to tell him it’s a double date. I wonder if he’ll care. Also, Santa Barbara isn’t local. Darn it. I don’t want to call back and change it. I’m lucky he agreed to the date at all.

      I send a quick text to Monica letting her know I have Jack on board, but it’s in Santa Barbara. Then I drive off to make mead at the top of the hill.
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      I start up Eric’s long driveway and notice I’m about ten minutes early. I’ll hang out at the barn, or if he’s busy, I’ll look at the view. I’m in love with the wide open spaces in this section of the valley.

      As I sweep up to the top my eyes behold a vision. Eric, walking back from the barn. He’s brushing hay off himself and he isn’t wearing a shirt. Normally, shirtless men make me feel a little sick.

      He is a picture of beautiful masculinity! His chest and shoulder muscles are honed and oh-so-fine. He has a golden tan on his lean belly. His jeans are riding enticingly low on his hips and he’s wearing cowboy boots. I’ve never seen a real man look this good. His skin is wet with sweat, and speckled with the bits of hay he’s trying to brush off. He looks up, waves, and strides toward the truck… a ground covering stride, an athletic stride.

      “Hi, I’m early. I stopped by to pick up dessert at Monica’s,” I hold up the bag.

      “Monica’s, you’ll spoil me,” he runs his hands through his hair pulling it back from his face. “Let me get a quick shower. Come on in and make yourself comfortable.”

      It’s interesting, I never noticed Eric was so hot. Whew, he really is. I’ll think about this later, I can’t let this distract me from my quest with Jack.

      I park the truck, grab the pastry, and head inside. I’m glad he likes Monica’s. Perhaps this will work. This is perfect, I’m getting my friends together, and Jack is going along with it. Ah, life is good. It just takes a little thought and everything falls into place. I feel satisfied with the events.

      I casually tour the living area. Without anyone watching me peruse, I always like to see what kind of person inhabits the house. He has a couple of family photos with his mother. That must be his dad, a good looking older man with a happy smile, his arms around his wife and son. That’s really sweet, I wonder if they were as happy as they look? There are also framed photos of horses long gone. Horses who took a piece of your heart when they moved on. I get a little teary looking at the horses. I’ve had a few of my own who left too soon. What an emotional testament to the man. The fact that he framed these pictures, that says a lot about him.

      I move to his book collection in the wall unit. Volumes dedicated to business, romance—that’s interesting, veterinary care for horses, cooking, landscaping and umpteen other types of reading. I could sit for months looking through these interesting books. One for each mood. He also has a self-help section. I wonder if these are his. What man is into self-help? This conflicts with the body image of the guy I saw a few minutes ago. He’s a hunk and into self-help? Let’s see what kind of help he thinks he needs, I have to make it quick, since his books may be private.

      Some are about insight and energy healing, chakras and all that stuff. They’re well-thumbed through with notes scratched on the pages. Meditation books have the same thing. I’ll think about this later. I hadn’t planned on prying to this extent. I’ve got to get back to the kitchen and look innocent.

      He appears in the hallway with wet hair that looks like he gave his head a shake, instead of a blow dry. He’s wearing a softly faded t-shirt and jeans. And bare feet, and what nice looking bare feet. Oh, what is he doing to my emotions? I’m here as a friend and to make mead I remind myself… twice. I think I’ll forever remember him walking barefoot across the Mexican Saltillo-tile floor.

      Tonight’s mead making begins with our flavor selection. The flavor we choose depends on what he has in the refrigerator. He’s leaning on the open fridge door looking at the contents. “Let’s see, our options are raspberry, apple, or grapefruit. We can go weird with lettuce, carrot or something else?” he inquires with a grin but holds up the raspberry container.

      “Let’s go with tasty raspberry and leave the weird flavors until we’re experts.”

      He shows me where he keeps the fermentation bucket and funnels, yeasts, all the goodies we’ll need for the process. He has several bins-drawers under the insanely huge island all within ready reach. The mead process is similar to last time. From selecting the yeast he thinks will go best with the berries, to proofing it in warm, but not too warm water. It’s pretty easy, since I’ve done it before. This time I know where things go, so I can be more help.

      He points to a cabinet and tells me to have a look. I head over and find lots of his home-brew all neatly labeled with the dates of creation. I admit I’m stunned. He doesn’t look neurotically tidy, but this is well presented.

      “You’re very precise with your bottling.” That sounds better than saying he’s neurotic with his bottling.

      “I used to have the messy, hap-hazard method. But mead takes time to develop. I had no idea if it tasted awful because of lack of fermentation time, or because I did something wrong.”

      “Oh good, I was afraid you were one of those people who line up their cans in a perfect row.” That’s a relief, he isn’t neurotic.

      “Have a look in the pantry,” he steps over to the double doors and opens them to reveal a mostly tidy cabinet, but by no means perfect. “See, I’m normal.” He moves back to the fridge, “As far as dinner is concerned, would you like an omelet?” He stands in the open door, scanning for options.

      “An omelet sounds great, what sort of good things do you have?” I ask, a little suggestively.

      “I have a lot of good things, but do you mean for dinner?” he lightly jokes, digging around, opening the drawers and moving things aside. “I can throw in lots of stuff like mushrooms and onions, spinach, blue cheese. Is there anything else you want to add?”

      “You have it all.”

      He piles his arms with the ingredients, like Rachel Ray in her cooking show. He’s really cute this way. He tells me to have a seat, so I can gaze at his wondrous cooking skills. I comply and enjoy a gorgeous man cooking a delicious meal.

      It’s a bit chilly out on the patio this evening. It seems to be threatening rain. I hope it does, we sure need some moisture. It’s so dry around here. As I’m wishing, it starts to sprinkle. Water from heaven!

      “It’s raining!” I feel like a parched woman in the desert. I dash to the open patio door.

      He comes to stand beside me. We both watch the beauty of the driveway turning from dusty gray to wet black. The smell is wonderfully wet-earth. More flows from the sky as we stand here.

      Unexpectedly, he puts his arm around my shoulders and pulls me toward him. He releases me a few moments later. Was that due to the emotion of the rain, or was it a tentative test to see how I’d react to body contact. Either way, I’m fine with it, I find him attractive, and we’re getting to be friends. I am not going to back him off even though I have a date planned with Jack.

      We eat at the counter with the windows and doors open, letting in the cooling breeze and the scent of wet plants and earth. As we begin on the marzipan pastry from Monica’s, I know this is the perfect time to segue into my double dating idea.

      “Today I had a great idea. You know Monica lost her husband a few years ago?” He nods so I proceed. “She’s really nice and can bake like a Goddess. I thought we could double date. I think she needs to get out into the world and meet a great guy, and you’re a great guy.”

      He’s silent for a few beats, “You’re setting me up with Monica?” He sounds confused.

      “Right. I’ve already asked her. I told her about you and our mead making and how creative you are. And, yes I did mention how good you look. She likes the idea of going out with you. She said it would be fun to meet someone who is really special,” I take a bite of the Danish to bring home my point. “You can taste how great she bakes. She’s pretty and has a great career. She’s a perfect match and is geographically desirable.”

      “You said it’s a double date?” he doesn’t sound thrilled.

      “I asked Jack if he’d be my date and he said yes,” I’m on a roll. “How about Santa Barbara, it’s only 30 miles away. Have you been to Il Toscana?” I smile encouragingly.

      “So you’re setting me up with Monica and you’ll be with Jack?” he repeats to clarify.

      “Right!”

      He slowly answers without a hint of a smile, the zing seems to have left him. “I suppose, she’s a nice girl. You and Jack?” He seems put out.

      Hmm, has this gone badly? “Right,” I reply with a smaller smile.

      He takes a deep breath “Fine, set it up. I guess I’m available after all,” now he sounds resigned.
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      I’m getting restless waiting for Jack to arrive. I’ve dressed in a slinky artist-gone-wild blue/green dress I found in a local boutique. It drapes over my curves in a sexy way. It’s a come-hither dress. It shows off my femininity and camouflages my outdoorsy look. It was very pricey, but this is going to be a great night. I want to make an impression on Jack, and having Monica and Eric there should make for a really fun evening.

      Jack is picking me up, and Eric will bring Monica. It gives them, and me, a chance to talk with our date and have some time alone.

      The high-end Mercedes cruises up to the house. I’m ready. I have been for an hour, but I have to appear casual.

      After he knocks on the door, I allow a certain amount of lag-time so I don’t appear too eager.

      “You look great!” he says in a slightly deeper voice, as watches me turn off the living room light. “I haven’t seen you dressed like this before.”

      “I think I wore a dress on the night of the rattlesnake,” I remind him.

      “Well, it didn’t do what this one does,” he pulls me into his strong arms. I relax and succumb to his masculinity. His lips sear mine as he takes what I willingly offer. I shiver with delight as his right hand slides down to my hip and pulls me toward him. We may not make it to Santa Barbara.

      I pull back a little and remind him we have reservations at 6:00. He doesn’t seem as interested in dinner as I do. A little of his passion fades. Perhaps he doesn’t like to be told we should leave?

      I can see his eyes on me as we walk to the car. “You’re such a tease, I’ll take you up on it later,” he leers suggestively.

      I have a feminine, hip-swaying walk and he’s reacting well to it. Good, I’ll make sure he sees that I’m all woman, not just a dusty, sweaty barn girl.

      We’re cruising to Santa Barbara via the 154, which is the not-so-secret back way past Lake Cachuma. Everyone knows about it, it’s no longer a secret. It’s a two-lane highway that has deer crossings at dusk, and fast drivers all the time. I can’t say I like driving it, except when I’m following another driver who keeps to the speed limit. Of course, this car likes the curves and stops faster than my truck. In this case, it’s a very nice drive with this handsome man.

      Our conversation mainly centers on his trip to France and Portugal. I’m able to speak about things I saw when I visited France. Though, he has more of an intimate knowledge because he’s with the in-crowd of growers. He was invited to join the large dinner parties at the local castles. He took part in discussions about terroir, weather, and sustainable growing. Added to that was all the back patting and schmoozing you need to do to maintain your position. He acted the part of an exceedingly high-end farmer, which he is.

      “So you got together with a bunch of other farmers and discussed pruning, crop yields and growing.” It boils down to that.

      “You’re right, it really is just that. I also had candle-lit dinners in old castles and chat with the best in the business. I’m in a great line of work.”

      “I should become a winemaker. I’ve been making mead which would only entail trips to people’s kitchens and garages.”

      “You gotta choose the right job if you want the perks,” he jokes with a little slang.

      “Yes, you chose the right job, though you first need the finances. It’s like the old saying, ‘How do you make a small fortune in the horse business… Start with a large one.’ I think the same holds true for the wine business.”

      “I made money investing in real estate. My wine business has done better than many others. Before I began, I analyzed every aspect. I love the business; it’s something you need a passion for since it takes every ounce of your soul.”

      Oh no, don’t use every ounce. Leave some for me.

      The restaurant is a little Italian place across from the beach. From the sidewalk outside we can hear the waves break. The maître-d leads us past charming tables with crisp, white cloths and flickering candles. Romantic Italian music serenades a great old song in the background… ‘Speak softly love, so no one hears us but the sky…’ The view out the windows is of the long pier. I see the waves sweeping around the pilings. I’m happy, really happy. It’s going to be a nice evening.

      Eric and Monica have already arrived and are seated at a table for four by the window.

      Monica looks really nice cleaned up and out of her bakery attire. She let her hair fall to her shoulders and is wearing makeup. She’s in a pink summer dress and looks lovely. I chuckle to myself, what a great job. This is the first I’ve tried, and it looks like a success.

      Eric stands when we approach. He looks handsome in slacks and a light sweater. His hair looks particularly sun-touched and tousled. Unfortunately, he doesn’t seem too happy. I’m detecting a forced smile.

      Jack stops short of the table and his face takes on a frown. He looks at them, then looks at me. “What’s going on?”

      “I invited Eric and Monica on a double date. I tried to tell you but we were talking about other things and I forgot.” Or, I had to hold off for a little while because you were talking too much.

      I feel a definite chill coming from Jack. He pulls himself together though, and I think it will be fine. Whew. Note to self: Don’t keep Jack out of the loop.

      The conversation slowly moves along as we talk about the area, wine, and food. Jack informs us that Monica’s bakery has been mentioned in numerous blogs. It was nominated for best bakery by a noted foodie. He says he follows this since he’s planning on opening a high-end B&B. He will need delicious baked goods for his clientele and royalty that will be visiting. Monica is thrilled, it is the first she’d heard of it. To select Monica’s bakery is of no surprise to those of us who know and love her pastry and chocolates.

      He apprises us of his trip to Europe, and his plans to expand his production to include other varietals. He tells us about the parties he has been to and the friends he has in France. He recites his stories with more passion than he told me in the car. He mentions big names in the business that even I have heard of. It seems he is on a first name basis with the best in France.

      Eric speaks about his horse and how the vortex saved his life. He thanks Jack for the use of his property. Then he reveals what he and I went through to get there. And how, together, we saved Calypso. How sweet to include me. He says he felt the vortex communicate important things to him. It did…? He didn’t tell me that.

      Jack shoots me a look that makes me cringe. It appears he isn’t pleased that Eric went to his vortex. In my text, I had only mentioned a horse needing help. It looks like the fact that Eric joined the horse makes it unacceptable. OOPS, another blunder?

      I briefly interject that I had wanted to share the healing with his wonderful horse. I had hoped the vortex would heal, and it did. I’m pleased that Eric put his trust in me I hadn’t let him down. I’m smiling, but when I glance at Jack he looks dark and brooding. What’s going on?

      Eric continues the conversation by letting Jack and Monica know we have been making mead. He describes the process as well as the flavors and tastes we are creating. He goes into delicious detail about the dinners he prepares for us. I’m so pleased that he is enjoying our get-togethers as much as I am.

      I, of course, have to jump into the conversation again. I’m so excited about the vortex phenomenon of insight and how it sweeps in with a scent of sage. I need to return and see what updated insight I receive. Next, I relay a few really funny stories about some of the rides I’ve been leading. My life has really changed since coming here. “I appreciate my friendship with the three of you, I’m happy now and I love my life.”

      Monica announces that she’s testing some new, rather outlandish recipes. She hopes to have them ready for the holidays. We all agree we can’t wait to try them. We volunteer to taste test them at any stage of her work in progress.

      For a while, the only sounds from our table are the clink of the utensils and murmurs of how good the dinner is. But the atmosphere hovering over our table seems to be getting colder in spite of all the conversation. It’s almost like a thick fog is rolling in. It feels chilly and damp even though the evening is warm and lovely outside. Something has hit a snag. The guys seem testy. Why is that, when everything has been going so well?

      We place our orders for dessert. I order tiramisu with its coffee and cream flavors.

      While we wait, Monica asks me to join her to powder our noses. This is fun, we can have a girl-talk while we retouch our lip gloss.

      I follow her into the bathroom, and notice it’s done in travertine and wood. I’m thinking about how nice it looks and then, bam, she hits me with this, “The guys are acting like lions. They’re taking bites at each other and are about to go in for the kill.” She stops when I look clueless. “You know what’s going on, don’t you? You don’t, do you?”

      “Um, I don’t know. I felt the atmosphere change over dinner. What happened?” I have no idea.

      “Jack is all puffed up, bragging about his winery and his status. Eric isn’t fighting back like that, he’s showing off the other way. He’s bringing up your weekly mead making and sweet little dinners, going riding with you, and your friendship. He’s smug about healing at the vortex, on Jack’s property, right under Jack’s nose,” she explains.

      I’m silent for a moment digesting this. “Well, I see what you mean, now that you mention it. It’s been kind of a one-ups-man-ship thing. I wondered why Eric wasn’t talking about other subjects, he keeps talking about us.”

      “You know what they’re doing? They’re fighting over you,” she takes a breath, recognizing what she’s thinking. “Jack acts like he owns you. See how close he’s sitting, with his arm across your chair. Then he keeps putting his hand on yours or stroking your arm. He’s marking his possession. Eric is pissed. You notice he keeps looking at you and Jack, and Jack’s hands. He’s not even looking at me. It’s all the Jack and Eric fight.”

      “OH, I’m sorry! I thought this was a great idea. I wanted to get you two on a date, and it would give me a way to get Jack to take me out. He hasn’t been giving me much time. I don’t know what his problem is.”

      “I’ll tell you, on the drive down, Eric was very polite. We talked about baking, and business, and the weather. But the way he kept mentioning your name—I wouldn’t like it if I were dating him.”

      “But we’re just friends,” I insist.

      “Uh huh, it’s more than that to Eric. This isn’t good for me, I’ll leave him to you. I’m still in love with Alex. It’s been fun, I’m not upset. Actually, I’m glad I came out, now I see I’m not ready to move on.”

      “Shoot, I’m sorry! I think I see what you mean. I guess I have to go back out there. I feel embarrassed for Eric, I like him a lot but Jack is wonderful. I’ve never felt this way before. It’s a new path, but I don’t know what to do about Eric. If I didn’t have Jack, I’d go for Eric.”

      “Jess, I hate to say it, but you don’t exactly have Jack. He is a powerful man who is in love with himself.  He goes off to Europe all the time. Do you think he’s a monk?” she challenges.

      After a pause, I look at her, enlightened. “You’re right, I guess. Stupid man, what’s his problem?”

      “He has a great life and can get any woman he wants. Come to think of it, a few months ago he came in the bakery with a gorgeous woman who was all over him. He is also in an ugly marriage and maybe he’ll get a divorce. I don’t think he has a reason to make a move to get you. I’m sorry to be blunt.”

      “Maybe; maybe you’re right. I feel like an idiot.”

      “Don’t worry, they both want you, just play it cool and be cute. Act the same as when we came in here. No one thinks you’re an idiot. Both men want you, but in different ways.” She gives me advice, “Keep your head up, be happy. Walk out there looking sexy. Who knows how your week will unfold.”

      As we leave the ladies room, I take Monica’s advice. I put on a sexy walk with my arms swinging loose and relaxed. On the way back, I let my fingers trail across the bar. I apply a phony look like we had a nice girly chat, and I wonder how much blood will be on the table.

      I can see the two men before they see us. They’re not speaking, each one is glaring at the other. It looks like we’ve arrived just in time.

      They both smile and Jack even rises from his chair to help me into mine. Remnants of his European trip, no doubt. Now I’m wondering if he isn’t interested in a relationship with me—he just wants to have fun.

      The only reason we make it through dessert is because of Monica. She turns on her charm and manages to carry the icy conversation. She gets us to laugh at her culinary misadventures driving across Arkansas. I don’t think I’ll ever need to be reminded not to eat Poke salad. She explains that it’s not like a crispy lettuce salad. They are wild greens wilted in bacon grease. You stir in an egg at the end to coat the greens. She had severe digestive problems because the greens she ate were too old. The thing to remember is that the greens get more toxic the older they are. Besides that, bacon grease and a slightly raw egg would disrupt my digestion too!

      “Did you get your salad from a roadside diner?” Jack politely asks.

      “No, I was at a dinner party,” she rolls her eyes, “A bad dinner party.”

      On a nicer note, she gets us to smile over her story about life in Switzerland where she and Alex began. I think we all notice, she absolutely glows when she speaks of him, their lives, and the fun times they had. It is Monica’s time to shine at this table. She’s a lovely girl and I can see she loves her husband, even still.

      Her romantic tale again leaves me a little teary-eyed. I flick my eyes to Eric. He looks straight into my eyes, locking onto mine. Then he gives me a sweet smile.

      Oh!

      Almost immediately, Jack runs his hand up my arm. Up under my hair and leaves it there for a few moments. I risk a glance at Jack and see he is in a battle of angry eyes with Eric. “It’s time to go,” he suddenly announces.

      It’s obvious to me now. Jack is reacting to Eric by touching me and proclaiming the end of the evening. By taking me home he’s showing that I’m his. Eric won’t know how my evening ends with Jack. He will be left to assume, to guess, and to fear that Jack and I may be together in bed.

      Bill paying is a masculine art. At least the server puts it closest to Jack. Often, it’s in the middle of the table which would have caused the wine glasses and the flower vase to go flying as they both dive for it. Jack grabs it first and Eric is forced to thank him for dinner.

      “Thanks for getting it this time,” Eric casually says.

      “No problem, our treat.” Our treat, plural.

      Poor Eric. The game is ruthless.

      At the door, the evening air has cooled, wafting the scent of the salty ocean toward me. The waves are washing up the beach. I wish it were a nicer end to the evening. Jack says nothing to the other two. Monica gives me a hug and tells me she’ll see me in a few days. She softly whispers something in my ear that I, unfortunately, don’t catch. Eric looks at me and loudly says he too will see me in a couple of days. Then he glares at Jack as a parting gift.

      Jack looks at me, turns my face to his and kisses me a deep, possessive kiss. I almost pull back from him, feeling like a pawn in his game. The valet pulls the car to the curb and opens the door for me. I enter and look at Eric and Monica waiting on the sidewalk. Both are watching me with solemn looks. We pull away from the curb as I’m still looking at the two.

      “Just what do you think you’re doing, inviting them without consulting me?” he demands.

      “I’m sorry, I wanted to get them together and I didn’t get a chance to tell you it was a double date.” What’s the problem with adapting to change?

      Slowly he states word by word… “I’m going to drive you home and I won’t be seeing you again. I’m done,” he coldly informs me.

      The drive is home awful. He pushes the car more than I feel is safe. He clicks on a piece of classical music, something dark with moodiness and anger. I sit, seat belted in, and hope for a safe journey.

      I’m forced to sit through several interminably long pieces of this dark music. He swings into the driveway and up to the house. With the engine running, he looks straight ahead and snarls one word, “Goodbye.”

      I am filled with adrenaline and emotion. It comes out in a few carefully chosen words. “You’re a fool.” I state with quiet calm. I won’t let him see me weak. I exit the car and close the door without slamming it. To slam it would show my distress. I proudly stride to the house.

      Once I close the front door, my eyes tear up. I held in so much emotion during dinner and the horrible drive home. He is not like I imagined him to be. He’s power hungry.

      “What happened?” Veronica looks concerned as she hurries over.

      “That man is an asshole,” I proclaim.

      “Which one?”

      I give a little smile at that, “Courtland is the asshole.”

      “Come on, do you want to sit down and tell me what happened?” she looks me over with a critical eye. “Did he hurt you?”

      “Mentally only. Sure, let’s sit. I’ll tell you all about the latest drama.”

      She wraps her arm around me and propels me toward the sofa.

      We sit and I unload my tale of two jealous men and the awful drive home.

      “I agree with Monica. Both men want you. Jack is a spoiled jerk. He has had it easy his whole life. I could go on and on about all his follies in town. All the beautiful women in his arms. He thinks highly of himself,” she gives me a sudden smile.

      “Why are you smiling like that?”  I ask.

      “You think he dumped you, but not the way you think. He did it because of your independence. You failed to treat him like he wants. He’s jealous of Eric. He sees the very real possibility of a relationship between you and Eric—which you have yet to realize. Eric is very nice, I think good things could happen there,” she sees my expression. “Just wait, you’ll see what I mean.”
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          The BBQ

        

      

    

    
      This morning I wake to a pretty day. I need to get over this Jack fiasco, and fast.

      First, I call Monica and apologize. She tells me not to worry that it was interesting to watch the dynamics at the table. She said she and Eric had a good talk on the way home, so it wasn’t a waste of time. I tell her about my drama in the car. We talk a little more and then she begins her lecture.

      “Jess, let me tell you as a woman who’s been there. I hate to see you hurt, so I’m going to give you some advice. Eric is hooked on you. He is perfect for you. He’s sensitive and has good character. He’s great with horses, I know how important that is to you. He has his own house and makes a good income. He’s gorgeous and doesn’t seem to have any baggage. What are you waiting for? Are you blind? I understand you thought Jack was perfect. But first off, he’s married and secondly, I think he’s unattainable. That’s just my opinion, but I think he is just playing with you.”

      “I’ll give it some thought. Right now, I’m embarrassed.”

      “Don’t worry, you’ll get over him pretty fast. Eric still wants to be friends with you. He isn’t in a rush. Jack is just a rich playboy. You insulted him without realizing it. Go on with your life and don’t worry,” she advises.

      “Hold on, I thought he was a rancher. He saved me from the rattlesnake. But he went nuts when I didn’t tell him about the double date. I won’t forgive that nastiness. On the other hand, I know he has some depth,” I debate.

      “If he decides to forgive you, don’t you dare go back!” she advises, almost angry.

      “Jack makes me melt. I think he is an amazing man at the top of the heap. He’s the kind of man I’ve always wanted.” I clench my hand with conviction. “You know, a solid man I respect and admire and would actually listen to. Eric is athletic and handsome and all that, but he’s more of an equal. I mean, an equal would have been ideal for me, until Jack’s perfection came into the picture.”

      She puts on a motherly tone. “Jack isn’t perfect, I think you’ve seen that now.”

      “I will try to listen to your advice about Eric, but I need to mull this over.”

      “I hate to see you lose the better man over some mistaken insight from the vortex,” she cautions then has to return to work.

      “Thanks for your advice. I need to let it percolate for a while.”

      Eric and I have been texting for the past two days since the dinner. It feels a little strained. I’m trying to ignore it. Maybe it’s my own tumultuous thoughts that are giving me this feeling, it may not be him at all.

      Friday night is the BBQ for the riders in the Wine Country 25 Miler. Eric is trailering Calypso to the required pre-ride vet check to make sure he is fit to race. All he has to do is jog him in front of the vet, and have his pulse and respiration taken, then he’ll be cleared to race. The horses get their competitor numbers marked with a grease pencil on each hip. The horses will be staying overnight, so they’re ready to race first thing the next morning. Calypso is number 111. They don’t look like numbers, they look like scratch marks on the top of his haunches.

      Eric’s horse trailer has living quarters and has been set up so it’s very comfortable to camp in. It’s insulated and paneled and has laminate wood flooring. There’s a small kitchen with a mini-fridge, microwave, and a single burner stove. It also has a bathroom that has the toilet in the shower. It’s ideal for horse camping. It’s also nicer than the dressing room I’m staying in.

      We get Calypso set up in the temporary pipe corral that attaches to the trailer. Then spread out two bags of shavings for his sleeping comfort. I find the hose and fill several water buckets and haul them over only to discover there is a water system in the trailer. His hay bag is stuffed full. He gets a pat, then we head to the BBQ in the center of the park. I feel my stomach growling.

      Eric begins introducing me to his fellow endurance-rider friends. Everyone is down to earth and nice. It’s a family kind of event, with the whole crew helping, and enjoying something of a camp-out. The BBQ pit itself is spewing spicy meaty scents into the air. I’ve decided to splurge and have a hamburger. After all, it’s locally grown and free range.

      “I can’t believe you’re caving in and eating meat,” he says with astonishment.

      “Sometimes I do. I carefully justify it. If the cow was happy and well cared for, then I will occasionally eat a burger. I have known a lot of really nice cows, so I don’t like to think about it.”

      “Oh Jess, you’re so kind-hearted,” he reaches over and touches my shoulder. “But they were bred for this.”

      “But once they’re born, they are living animals who don’t want to be killed. It’s an unpleasant thought.”

      “I’m a carnivore at the top of the food chain. They were well cared for and grazed in pasture up until the day.”

      “Fine, I’ll have a burger. This won’t change the world in any way. Maybe it will give me a nutrient I’m missing from my usual diet.” I try to justify this.

      First the bottom bun, then the patty, then I dollop it with everything: lettuce, tomato and baked beans. Next come potato, and mixed green salads. I grab a little bag of kettle potato chips. Then I follow Eric to the picnic table.

      The evening is relaxing and fun. Like a nice hometown family outing with good spirits and friendly competition. I get involved in conversations with the others at the table. Horse people are always able to talk with one-another.

      My plate slowly empties, but I’m in a deep discussion with the rider to my right. Rather than interrupt, Eric places his hand up between my shoulder blades and slides it down to my waist, in a very pleasant way, to get my attention. He certainly has it. My mind goes blank for a moment.

      “Would you like more of anything or dessert?” he asks, crunching on his last potato chip.

      “Dessert sounds good, what is it?”

      “I’ll go check.”

      I’m quickly immersed with the others while waiting for him to return. It’s a lovely, warm evening and to top it off, a guitarist starts strumming country-western songs. I could get used to this. Perhaps this is more my style than being with the Wine Baron.

      A while later, Eric returns with a wedge of carrot cake. It has natural looking shreds of carrot sticking out. The frosting is luscious cream cheese.

      “Wow, it’s huge, thank you.”

      “There were two pieces, I ate the other one,” he admits. “I’ll be working it off tomorrow. I’ll eat what you don’t want.”

      I indulge in quite a few forkfuls, then became disciplined and turn it over to him. I notice he is using my fork. That’s kind of sexy. He offers me a good-sized forkful. I give in to temptation and have a taste with the now communal fork. What am I doing again?

      Then, just sitting here at the picnic table with the piece of cake between us… He kisses me… A nice kiss on my cheek. This is unexpected but nice. I look at him now and notice the intensity in his eyes. We’re so close, I can hardly miss it. Then he leans in and I can feel it in my bones… another kiss. This one is full on, and has the flavor of carrot cake. He lightly moves his lips across mine just testing. I’ve melted, I can’t respond, it’s lovely, I feel kind of boneless.

      He slowly moves back, and looks at me questioningly with a raised eyebrow.

      It’s easy to respond. So I smile to let him know all is good. Then I let him know all is very good this evening. I lean in and kiss him back.

      His response is instant and vibrant. He wraps his arms around me and slides me closer to him on the bench. Wow, I may as well jump in with both feet. His kiss is wonderfully kind and athletic. Yes, he has an athletic kiss. It must be his general fitness and virility. And the muscles along his back are like two rows of steel. His hands have discovered my back muscles as well.

      He pulls away, looking surprised. “I’m afraid I lost myself,” he apologizes.

      I don’t even know what to say. I begin with, “Well, that was um, unexpected,” I give a smile. “You taste like carrot cake.”

      “You taste like the outdoors and the scent of sage,” he whispers deep with meaning.

      Oh.

      “Come on, let’s go over to the fire pit. We’ll sit by the guitarist and roast marshmallows,” he steps across the bench and offers his hand.

      This is probably the best evening I’ve ever had. This is great music that takes me back to several camp-outs rolled into one. It feels this is where I belong. I keep looking at Eric, and he smiles at me, unblinking. I decide to follow my emotion and stroke a lock of his hair from his forehead. He’s such a nice guy. He’s also gorgeous.

      We stay until the very end. The guitarist has just clicked the tabs on his guitar case closed. No more music for tonight. We both thank him for the trip back in time. And for me, I have much to think about for the future.

      “I had a wonderful evening with you, Jess.”

      “So did I.” I don’t know what to say.

      “I’ll walk you to your truck. I have to get some sleep if I can. Will you be here at 7:00 tomorrow morning?”

      “Yup, I’ll be here.” Absolutely, I wouldn’t miss it.

      At the truck, he keeps his emotion tucked away and we have a platonic hug.

      I have a ton of feelings running through me on the drive home. I was supposed to be stuck on Jack, but that ended in a mess. What about all that soulmate stuff? Jack is strong, solid, muscular, a pillar in the community, a businessman extraordinaire. He has all the finery and trappings any girl would want. But he’s married and seems to have a huge ego. I guess there was a lot about him I didn’t know. I’ve been dumped, anyhow.

      And Eric is... virile! He is sexy in a lean, athletic way. With all the things Monica said about him, I should reconsider my path. What should I do? Is he attainable? Or is he going to drift away? Jack certainly seemed interested the other night, then I blew it. Well, I didn’t actually blow it. He turned into a jerk.

      Should I walk the path of the strong woman and be alone?

      I drive the few miles home to get a few hours of broken sleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            32

          

          Race Day

        

      

    

    
      I drag myself out of bed as the sun is poking her nose into the canyon. I get myself and the horses fed. I even make tuna sandwiches since I forgot to ask if he’ll have something hearty for breakfast. I tend to wilt in the heat unless I eat. I’m also bringing a sun hat and wearing a long sleeve cotton shirt. I have plenty of time to get there.

      I pull into the dirt lot and park with all the other pickups and trailers. Excited horses and people are dashing everywhere. A horse gets loose, running around with the stirrups banging on his sides and the reins tangled between his legs. People are yelling ‘loose horse’ and chasing after him. Ah yes, this is typical craziness at a horse event. The competitor’s tensions are building. I’ll go see how Eric and Calypso are doing.

      This is impressive. Calypso has his head down and is eating. Eric is sitting in his folding chair chowing though a massive sandwich.

      “Hi Eric, you’re amazing. Everyone else is running around and the two of you are calmly eating, that’s so weird—um, unusual I mean,” I give a smile.

      “I’m not in this to win, so we’re pretty mellow. I’m eating down as much as I can to keep my energy up.”

      “The two of you may do better than you think. But I’ll let you know during the heat of competition if you need to slow your pace.”

      He finishes his meal and gathers the things he wants me to bring to the vet check. It’s already getting late, so he saddles Calypso and the three of us make our way to the starting line drawn in the sand. It’s going to be a gunshot start.

      “I’ll meet you at the second vet check, good luck!” I shout as I jump out of the way of an out-of-control horse.

      The starter’s gun goes off and the horses charge across the line. It’s emotional seeing 50 horses surging forward. A few get excited and are rearing and bucking. Eric is further toward the back since he doesn’t need to take advantage of being at the front of the pack. The ride crews hurry to their trucks to begin the drive to the vet check where they’ll be meeting their riders. Eric has already loaded the truck with snacks and high-calorie drinks for himself and buckets of water for Calypso. He also added miscellaneous things for broken tack and equipment. The guy knows his stuff.

      I slide in behind a few other trucks, drive several miles and get to the second check early. In the old days, you had to wait until your rider came in, not knowing if they’d be another thirty minutes or more. With the advent of the cell phone, he calls to let me know that based on the map, he’ll be here in about ten minutes. He says Calypso is doing great and he’s holding him back from really racing. I’ll meet him close to the vet if he thinks Calypso’s P/Rs… pulse and respiration are low enough to get the okay to continue.

      I’m standing in the shade watching the other riders walk their horses in, and then race out when approved. It’s neat. I may need to try this sport again, or not. I can entertain the idea later.

      Eric has dismounted and is walking toward the in-timer who marks down the start of the short mandatory hold. I jump up with drinks in my pocket, along with chewy granola bars, and pre-peeled tangerines. The two look good and only slightly less energetic than at the start. I take the reins so Eric can rest for a moment and get some calories into himself. I start sponging cool water onto Calypso’s chest and neck. He’s a sweaty-dirty mess from the powdery dust clinging to him. The sweat and dust are making little trickles of mud run down his flanks and legs. But he is calm and other than being dirty, he looks fit and eager. He looks good after his sponge bath, in which I get as much water on me as on him. He’s finishing off a small bucket of water with electrolytes and had eaten as many carrots as he wants.

      Eric comes to my side, looking at my wet shirt with a smile. “I gotta go, thanks for being here,” he gives me a kiss on the cheek, takes the reins and heads over to the vet.

      I’m standing here looking at him and his horse. Watching the vet do his exam. It’s a nice picture, man and horse, both athletes. A man who cares about his horse. They are cleared to continue, and off they trot with a wave in my direction.

      I’m basically free since I can’t drive to the next check. He told me not to bother hiking to the third checkpoint. We’ll meet at the finish.

      I may as well sit here for a while and watch the activity as horse and rider teams come in. I see their crews doing for their own team what I did for mine. Some crews have several helpers, with two people sponging the horse at a time. Some horses look weary. They are held back until their P/Rs are low enough to continue. The vet has final authority and will pull out any horse he thinks is having a hard time. One man stands next to me, voicing his opinion about his wife’s mare who is fit, but gets tense waiting for the vet and being checked. Her pulse climbs and she keeps getting held back when she’s fine physically. That’s a shame, the only thing you can do is go on a million rides so she gets used to the vet check. I reach out to offer her a carrot, which she takes, but then drops. The poor mare is too tense to eat.

      I really enjoy watching the process and stay until there are only a few stragglers coming in. Then I head back to the park and the finish line, which is the same place as where they started.

      The top finishers come racing in. Eric finishes in 3 hours. Calypso is looking good and breezes in looking happy with himself as we both pet and praise him.

      “That’s pretty impressive for how he looked a week ago!” I take hold of the lead rope and let Eric dismount and stretch.

      “He loved it and would have gone faster, but I held him in. He’s a great horse, I’m glad I have him.”

      “Let me do my job, I’ll take care of him so you can relax for a few,” I suggest.

      Eric agrees, so I sponge him off with a bucket of lukewarm water. I add a slosh of Absorbine in the bucket to clean him up and relax his muscles. Then I slowly hand walk him around the camp to relax, stopping to let him pick at a patch of grass. Other riders are coming in looking tired and glad to be back. It’s a long 3 to 4 hours. It’s nice to be part of this. I don’t really want to do the long ride and all the conditioning, but I love joining in the camaraderie as a crew member.

      Eric comes up and takes his horse with a thank you. He says he has recovered and will take Calypso. I relinquish control, but I sure like walking around with this beautiful, big horse on the other end of the rope. Although, this isn’t too bad… I have both the man and the horse next to me.

      There’s the final vet check an hour later to make sure the horses are back to normal. Calypso is fine and stands proudly while being examined… he’s such a ham.

      At the awards ceremony, Eric picks up his completion medal. It looks like it’s bronze and has a raised horse and rider on one side. It’s strung on a purple ribbon. He hands it to me and I slip it over my head with pride.

      The post ride BBQ is a different from the night before. Now everyone is talking about certain patches of uneven ground, rocky terrain, and how the trail was poorly marked in one place. Some went off course, losing ten minutes to backtracking. I can sympathize since I did that—twice. Though not everyone went off course, so it was partially rider error. Though I’d never say that.

      “It’s impressive to have a pre-race BBQ and post-race lunch. Is this a Santa Ynez thing?” I ask with a glass of wine in my hand.

      “Sure is. It gives the wineries another chance to share their treasures. No one wants to go home early. We all hang around, eat and talk about how we would have come in fifteen minutes earlier if only something or other hadn’t happened,” he explains.

      Lunch is communal, so we sit with the group of riders Eric has known for years. They’re laughing about past rides, past horses and past days. What a nice bunch of people. I’m included in the banter and get to express opinions and information that I think is worthwhile. I seem to be accepted and I even stimulate some personal discussion.

      When I return from a trip to the bathroom, the conversation stops for a second as everyone looks at me. Then they all quickly speak at once. Like they’ve been talking about me. What’s this all about, I wonder.

      Someone mentions that there’s a dance next Saturday night in town. It has a small competition, but it’s mostly just a get-together for fun. We’re all discussing the different dances we can, and can’t do, and which music we prefer.

      Eric looks at me. “Do you dance?”

      “I do now. After my divorce, I met someone who was taking East Coast Swing lessons. He showed me how to step, step, rock step. I started taking lessons once a week. Then a few of us would get together and go dancing on Thursday nights. Which also lead to dancing every weekend. It’s pretty easy to find a restaurant with a little band you can dance to. I stopped seeing that guy after my fourth date, but I found lots of nice people to practice with.”

      “You look like a dancer, the way you walk,” he smiles suggestively.

      “Thanks. I’m an okay dancer, but I’m a little rusty. I can do a smattering of everything from the Waltz to West Coast Swing. For years I hated being invited to weddings because I didn’t dance and I was embarrassed saying no when someone asked me. I still don’t have a clue about freestyle dancing. I need a partner to feel right,” I admit.

      “Would you like to join me at the dance on Saturday? I can manage a few steps,” he asks with a hint of boyish charm.

      “I’d love to!” There’s no hesitation on my part.

      The afternoon is lovely. I get to see Eric converse and laugh with friends. He has such an easy way about him. I don’t see any glitches or issues. Things guys do when they’re together… drink too much, swear, woman-bash; I don’t see any of that. What a great guy, I really like him. That may be putting it mildly, but I’m not going to rush into it—this time.
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          The Dance

        

      

    

    
      The days pass easily. The rides are all good, the clients are happy and vow to return next year.

      Eric and my mead making dinners are on hold for the week. He still has a business project he’s working on and will be in and out of town. He apologizes profusely for having to skip our night. He also says he can’t wait to dance with me on Saturday. Now, that’s the kind of attention I like. Oh yes, he phoned me, he didn’t just send a text like that jerk.

      Eric is picking me up at 6:00. I’m spending less time prepping for the dance than for our double date. It’s pretty fast doing my hair since I’ll be wearing it in a ponytail, I’m not curling it tonight. I’m wearing snug spandex black pants and a slinky black spandex sleeveless top. It’s all black, but it looks good on the dance floor. I still have to make a trip down to my mother’s guest room. That’s where I have most of my clothes boxed and hanging.

      Eric pulls his car up to the house, reminding me of the first time he skidded in with his trailer. Those are fond memories and I’m still accumulating them. The dance is being held at the Tempest Bottling Company. The location is great, there’s lots of room, but the flooring isn’t exactly a dance floor. I won’t be able to spin too well. It will be more like stepping in a tiny circle, or my shoes will stick to the floor and my feet will end up shoeless.

      The drive mostly entails discussing dance moves and which ones are our favorites. The music is playing when we arrive, it’s flooding out the double doors. I’m already smiling and moving to the beat.

      “Are you getting prepared for the competition?” he asks.

      “I’ll have to first warm up and get a feel for your lead. Like I said, it’s been a while since I’ve danced,” I’m a little nervous.

      “I think you’ll be great, you have nothing to worry about.”

      He’s so sweet to say that. I hope he’s right.

      I’m having a great time and Eric is a really good dancer. He has an energy and vitality that are very attractive. He is particularly good at West Coast Swing. It’s such a sexy dance, it gives me the freedom to add my own elements. The more we dance, the more I remember. I start to loosen up and relax and flirt with my movements. I usually never flirt since I don’t want to entice the guy. But with Eric, it’s becoming a flirting game. I’m doing lots of ponytail swinging, coy smiles, and hip movement. He is holding me close in his arms, touching my back and hips. Heavens, this is like some kind of wild-flamingo-mating-dance you see on National Geographic. I have to applaud him though, I hate the hip grind and he doesn’t do it to me. I find it too primitive to show in public.

      The halfway point gives me a chance to grab a few cookies and two cups of water for us. We sit and catch our breaths and stretch out some muscles that are complaining from the unaccustomed dance moves.

      “You sure are fit,” he notices.

      I laugh. “Are you kidding, I’m running on adrenaline. It’s a good thing I ride and hike or this would wipe me out. You’re the fit one. Are you sure you’re 40?”

      “Time hasn’t caught up with me yet. I still have certain drives,” he hints.

      “Uh huh, I bet you have. Anyone can see you’re sexy and fit,” I say with a smile but I do admit, even to myself, he’s a catch.

      “I’m glad you think so,” he gives me a suggestive look.

      Wow. All I want to do is sit here, basking in that look.

      The conversation moves to a tamer topic. We grab a few more cookies for energy and for their taste. Oh? They’re from Monica’s. That explains why they taste so good.

      At these events, there’s a “mixer” to allow everyone a chance to dance. It’s is coming up after the band returns from their break. The women line up one side of the room, and a column of men forms on the other. You step forward to get your new partner. Then you dance with that person all the way down the middle of the room until you reach the end. Then he goes to the male side and she goes to the woman’s side. It’s great since you get to dance with others if you didn’t come with a partner, or if yours isn’t any good. But, it’s not so good if the man you get can’t dance.

      I work through the mixer a couple of times. As I’m stepping forward to the next male in line, I see it’s Jack. That’s interesting. I hadn’t seen him a minute prior. I bet he cut in line.

      He holds out his hand, I place mine in his. It’s a waltz. I firm up my core and tilt my head back. His right hand is between my shoulder blades, his left is leading the direction of travel. He is a good leader. It feels as though it’s just here and now, nothing else but us. I have a misstep or two and return to the reality that he’s moving us around the floor and the other dancers are gazing at us. I feel beautiful and he looks so masculine.

      He never sends me back to the end of the women’s line. We finish the song and someone requests the band play another waltz. I’m stepping back in time. Back to a time when men wore uniforms with sabers, and ladies wore long white gloves and satin ball gowns. He is a man who stands apart from the rest. How does he do it? How does he hold my interest so effortlessly?

      My eyes are locked on his face for the next dance. My left hand is holding on to his bicep. He is refusing to give me up to dance with anyone else. It’s like he has a hunger for me, I feel it radiating from him. I’m attracted to him. And with this feeling, I’m letting myself go and I’m responding to him. We dance to a few more songs, then the announcer advises there will be a break while they prepare for the competition. There will be time allowed for the dancers to practice.

      We stand together with Jack’s arm still around me, he hasn’t let go. I’m still in his power and don’t want to go anywhere.

      “You’re a good dancer, you’re easy to lead,” he is speaking in low tones and it’s what he isn’t saying that’s getting to me. His tone is so sensual

      “Thanks, it’s easy with you.”

      “I see you’re with Eric Paxton tonight. Didn’t it work out with Monica?” He seems to have forgotten he used to call him Eric.

      “No, Monica thinks he may be better for someone else.” Um, me?

      “Are you seeing him?” He gives me an intense look and smooths back a loose hair from my face. “I’m in no position to complain, but I’m not happy…”

      Eric arrives before any other words leave Jack’s lips. They shake hands like rivals. Eric’s smile is deliberate, but not friendly. He advises Jack that he and I are partners and we need time to practice. He puts his hand out for me to take. He has made a firm request for my hand. I’ve never seen him so strong-minded. This is a new side of him. I thought he was just a nice guy, but now I see he has a strong side. He’s taking back his possession… me. I like it.

      With a smile, I place my hand in his. Then I look at Jack. “Thanks for the dance, I enjoyed it,” then I deliberately turn away.

      Well, that was interesting. It looks like Jack didn’t dump me after all. Or he’s playing a game with my emotions. I do feel a tug, but I will get over it. I won’t tolerate how he treated me. No matter what his excuse. I’ll remember our dance tonight as an anomaly. That’s the end of it. No assholes for me, no matter how attractive and wealthy.

      Before the practice time, I let Eric know I need to dash to the ladies room.

      At the door, I step aside for a lady walking out. Then I realize it’s Mrs. Johansen. She’s the wealthy lady the psycho is targeting.

      “Oh, Mrs. Johansen. Hello, I’m Jessica Wilcox. May I PLEASE have a word with you? I promise I won’t take but a few minutes of your time.

      “Very well, I’ll give you a moment,” she replies with forced politeness.

      “I understand you may have been told otherwise, but I’d like to tell you what happened when I first met Mr. Pickett.” I briefly pause, “I was at Jack Courtland’s party with friends. Mr. Pickett approached me and he told me it was his place and that he had questions about decorating it. Then he asked me to follow him into the employee’s office. At the time I didn’t know he wasn’t Mr. Courtland since I’d never met the real one. Once in the office, he shoved me backward onto the desk and forced kisses on my face. Jack Courland’s manager came in with his guard and threw us both out. Later, Jack apologized to me once he found out what had happened. He also called the police and discovered that Mr. Pickett has a criminal history for fraud.” I stop for a breath and see she’s following the conversation. “One night I was driving my truck and there were two rattlesnakes someone had placed in a sack in the back seat. On the bag was a sticker with an ugly face drawn on it. The police and fire department were there. It took a long time to get the snake off my leg. I was forced to sit in my truck with it soaking up my warmth. Jack was with me in the truck if you need confirmation. I cannot prove it was Mr. Pickett, but I don’t have any enemies.” I make this as descriptive as possible, yet also logical, since I don’t know which will appeal to her.

      “I see.” That’s all she says.

      “I’ve heard that you are going to marry him, just please be aware that he isn’t what he seems. At least get a prenuptial agreement, or a trust, or something to protect yourself. I know you don’t know me, but I’m not a nut and I’d hate to see you hurt,” I implore.

      She looked at me long and hard. “I will give this some consideration,” she states without emotion. She’d make a good poker player.

      “Thank you for listening to me. I was a police officer, and I’m also a good daughter and I’m an honorable person. I know this is a lot to take in, please check out my information. There is nothing I want from you, I have nothing to gain from telling you this,” I tell her with conviction.

      She’s beginning to look a little ill—like perhaps some of my words are resonating with her.

      “Thank you, dear,” she touches my shoulder and walks out.

      Whew, that was emotional. I had to choose my words carefully. I’ve done my best. It’s up to her now.

      Back on the dance floor, I tell Eric about the exchange. He gives me a quick hug and lifts my chin when I’m staring at the floor.

      “You’re a special woman, you know that?”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “You deal with drama and danger and emotions with such calm grace. Now, how about we kick ass on the dance floor?” he deftly changes the subject.

      He gives me his right hand, I place mine in his and we glide onto the floor.

      The announcer tells us that we will be judged on our versatility with ten dances. TEN! Latin, ballroom, swing, country-western. This is something of a trick since the band had only played swing and ballroom this evening. Yikes. I look at Eric and he’s okay with it. He gives me a nod and a smile. We can do it.

      All is well until the Merengue. I can’t get the timing. I look around trying to figure out what I’m supposed to be doing. Nearly everyone is having trouble, so I relax a little. We all have our strengths, but this isn’t one of mine. It takes half the song for me to get it to look remotely like what it should be. So I fake it somewhat, with Latin hip movement. What else can I do?

      Eric smiles encouragingly. I find out later that he only knows the basic steps, so I wasn’t holding him back in that regard.

      What a relief to do the West Coast Swing, I can move the way I know, and not have to work as hard. Our waltz is nice. Though I’d never tell him in a hundred years that it isn’t as masterful as Jack’s. That is our final dance and everyone claps. The band stands for applause for their good playing. The announcer starts with the fifth place dancers. People clap as they get their little trophies. Then fourth place. Eric and I come in third, and I’m thrilled. My Merengue was atrocious. I don’t even know what it is supposed to look like. The winning partners are excellent as they make a victory lap performing the Tango. They’re very impressive and very sexy.

      “We can look better than they do if we take lessons,” he suggests.

      “I’m happy with third place. Coming from someone who never, never danced anywhere in public, I’m thrilled to have done so well!”

      “Don’t you want to give up our mead nights and take Tango lessons… we can learn it on video?” he jokes.

      “Eh, no.”

      “That’s fine with me, whatever you want.”

      Wow, what he said sunk in, he’s so easy going. What a nice change.

      The band closes up and the lights come on brightly. Light background music plays on a CD. We mill around for a while, chatting with our fellow dancers and the other visitors. It feels almost like we are a couple. It’s a nice friendly feeling being with a man I feel comfortable with. What a nice change after the tension of an ex-husband who I could never please. And Jack the aggressive-possessive vintner.

      I don’t want to go home. I just want to stand here feeling happy and included. I’m deep in conversation with a horse breeder when Eric slips his arm around my waist. He wants to include me in the discussion he is having with the mayor. I excuse myself from the horse breeder. I give my attention to Eric and the mayor.

      She welcomes me to Solvang and says she heard about my rattlesnake incident. She tells me I’m the talk of the town. It occurs to me that perhaps she can influence Mrs. Johansen. So I ask if she knows her.

      “Abbie and I go way back. We used to ride in the same Pony Club,” she laughs.

      I explain my history of misadventures with psycho Pickett… I relay them with a lot of emotion, like a good crime drama. I advise her that I’m concerned that while Mrs. Johansen is a lovely lady, she isn’t in the same age bracket as Pickett. I think she’ll be his next victim of fraud and is being used for her money. The mayor is my chance at changing “Abbie’s” mind and she looks absolutely horrified at the possibility of her friend succumbing to a crook.

      “I had no idea your story was entwined with hers if you pardon my use of words,” she places her hand on her cheek in dismay. “I saw her tonight, I’ll go find her… immediately. Take it from me, she won’t be marrying him, I’ll see to it,” she gives us a quick smile and dashes off to the rescue.

      “Oh, now I see why you pulled me over.” I’m impressed.

      “Jess you never told me all the details about the rattlesnake. I see why you’re so enamored with Courtland, but I also would have done anything to help you.”

      “I know you would. I have some things I need to work out. I really like you, more than like. I don’t want to rush onto a path I’m not sure of.” Time to change the subject. “Thank you for introducing me to the mayor.”

      “I think she may fix the problem. Not to say you didn’t do your part, but I think an old friend may get her to change her mind,” he hopes.

      “It’s interesting that the city entities know about my snake adventure. I guess the police and fire department report things and they all end up on her desk.”

      “She’s a good person to know. She and mom are also friends.”

      “Where is your mother? I keep forgetting to ask.”

      “She only stayed for a couple of days after the ride, then went back up to her neck of the woods. We speak every few days, I told her your abbreviated snake story. She also knows Abbie. I never thought about it, but Mom can speak with her if the mayor doesn’t change her mind.”

      “I never thought of Mrs. Johansen as having a first name and of ever being a kid taking riding lessons. She seems so regal and distant,” I confess.

      The evening winds down as we drive home chatting about the dance, the snacks and drinks, and the people. I really enjoyed myself. It was so nice dancing with such a good dancer. He drives up to the house and turns off the ignition.

      “Jess, I like you, I want you to know that,” he says while facing forward in his seat.

      “I like you too.” Not a very original response from me.

      “Would you like to go to the Nottingham Festival in Simi Valley next month?” he inquires.

      “Nottingham, as in the Renaissance Faire?”

      “Right, we could drive down for the day, and be back later in the evening. Or stay for dinner and maybe find a place to stay if it gets too late?”

      “That’s nice of you to ask,” I’m dragging my feet, so to speak. “I’m not into the Renaissance Faire.”

      “Neither am I, though I’ve never been. I only ask because I received their email and checked their website. They have mead. I’ve only tasted it once, so I have no idea what good mead tastes like. They have cider drinks mixed with mead and chocolate port. Which I thought you might like. There is also a list of strange and interesting foods like meat pies, scones, and tarts,” he pauses, “they have vendors selling incense and sun catchers, there are Shakespearean vignettes on stage. It looks like fun.”

      “Hmm, I’ve never been.” Is it worth the drive? I don’t want to stay overnight, it’s too soon with this man. I know I somehow ended up in bed with Jack. That wasn’t planned, but this would be. “Let me think about it and I’ll let you know.” I try to sound eager too, but I’m actually using my old standby answer to stall for time.

      “Okay,” he looks let down like a guy told NO to a date. “Well thanks for the great evening,” he looks out the windshield and not at me. “I’ll be leaving on business tomorrow night,” he adds, “Just until Thursday. I’m finalizing the work on one of my new medical devices.”

      “Oh.” I don’t know what to say to that. It sounds like he’s leaving because I snubbed him. It that why? I should say something so this doesn’t fester and get out of hand. What shall I say? I need time… time to switch gears. I’ve lost the other man, I don’t want him back. But for some reason, I need time with my relationship with Eric.

      He looks at me, “It’s getting late, and I have to get up early for the flight tomorrow.” In other words, Get out of the car.

      “Okay, thank you for the great dance.” I get out and walk toward the door. I turn and wave when I get inside, then he pulls away. That was courteous of him to wait. I guess I don’t warrant a walk to the door since I kind of blew off the next step in our relationship.

      What do I want? Which man is best for me? My intuitive voice tells me it’s Eric. My normal voice tells me Jack could be the one…. With a lot of work. I’m not afraid of hard work, but which voice is correct?

      I can’t sleep. I slept for three hours and now I’m wide awake. I can’t get comfortable. Actually, that’s not entirely true, I’m perfectly comfortable. It’s that my brain won’t shut up. It keeps thinking. I mush my feather pillow, then scrunch it up and make a divot for my ear so I don’t get ear pressure. Then I roll to the other side, with my legs stretched sideways across the queen-sized bed. Really, I’m awake because I’m wondering if I should go to the Faire. I don’t want to lose my relationship with Eric. But Jack may be interested again. He was certainly attentive at the dance. What do I get with stupid Jack, anyway? I would get a lot if he’d just step up to the plate and make a commitment, get his divorce started, and get on with his life. On the other hand, he is arrogant and acted like a spoiled jerk at the restaurant. I don’t want to deal with that forever.

      I march down the hallway to the kitchen. Standing here perusing the refrigerator and pantry. I could have some crunchy kettle chips, or a grilled cheese sandwich, or a spoonful of peanut butter. Five minutes later I’m leaning against the counter waiting for the toaster and crunching on chips with a spoonful of natural peanut butter. It’s natural, no trans-fat, and no hydrogenated oil. Just roasted high-calorie peanuts.

      It occurs to me that perhaps I should check the Nottingham Festival website. I perch on the barstool and flip open my iPad. It’s easy to find online and actually looks interesting. Just because I’ve never gone doesn’t really mean I won’t like it. I don’t have to dress up and it will be a mead tasting day. Perhaps I could try out a fortune teller while I’m there. I can hang around the tent and ask the people coming out if she’s real or if it’s a bunch of garbage. Okay, I’ll go. It’s late, so I’ll send Eric a text.

      “I went on the Nottingham site and it looks like a lot of fun. I’m sorry I wasn’t eager earlier, I had to see what you were talking about. Have a productive trip and can’t wait to taste test mead when you return.” There, that should mend fences, I hope.

      I wonder if Valerian will put me to sleep. It says I need to take 3-4 capsules. Yuck. It might make my stomach feel sick, then I’ll never sleep. I’ll read. I should read boring stuff like insurance newsletters. So I read them and finally fall asleep.
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          Who’s In the Pasture?

        

      

    

    
      It’s a warm Sunday, and as usual for the weekend, I’m leading two rides. Once in the morning, the other in the afternoon. I’ll be leading rides all week since Marc and Veronica are out of town on a weeklong cruise in the Caribbean. The ship stops in the Cayman Islands. Eating, sunning, dancing and touring. She showed me photos on the website before she left. Light blue, clear warm water, and all the fish, turtles and rays we never see swimming off Malibu beach.

      I feel a little prick of envy. But it’s not my place to be envious. She worked hard to get to where she is. I worked hard, then had to start all over after the divorce. I won’t do that again. No mixing my money with any man’s money. My mother knows several women who are past retirement age and they barely scrape by. That’s what happens when a partner messes up your life. Either by gambling away all your money, or divorcing you after you quit a great niche job. No, I won’t be commingling my funds, as they legally call it. I don’t have the ability to make a mound of money every year and invest in great businesses. I simply have a couple of horses, which I can now deduct on my taxes, and my job as a trail wrangler. I guess I can still be a health insurance agent. It won’t make me a rich woman, but it pays the bills and gives me a certain amount of freedom.

      I come back to the present. Every horse in the string is plodding along. They seem to match my mood. Both of my girls have settled into the routine. It’s pretty much the same trail every day. I ride one of them in the morning and the other in the afternoon.

      After the final ride and the tasting, I hose everyone off and turn them out for dinner. I slowly trudge up to the house. Maybe it’s after the excitement of the dance, but I’ve been low all day. I don’t believe that ‘The cosmos wants to expand my unlimited potential’ today.

      I keep checking my phone. Eric simply responded “K” to my text. “K” Oh great, I bet he’s upset that I didn’t want to go to his Nottingham Festival. Darned man. I will read on the patio and eat kettle chips. If I drink tea with inflammation-reducing sage leaves it will balance out my crummy dinner of potato chips—I think.

      My mind would like to work on something, but I have nothing to give it to think about. How can I analyze any more of Jack than I already have? Eric might be terrific. What more can I decide? I need more info and more time.

      I should get involved in something. Perhaps I should become active in the community? I took a wine tasting class, but I’m losing interest in continuing in-depth wine classes. I live here in the wine country and I’m losing interest in wine? This is Eden, how can I get callused to its offerings? Perhaps I should take my focus from men and put it somewhere else. Great idea. Now, where do I put it? A second job might help. I bet I sit around thinking too much. What if I were too busy to think? I’ll see what kind of work I can do around town. I don’t want to work outdoors in the heat of the day, but I have a gap between morning and afternoon rides and my evenings are also free.

      In the meantime, Monica told me about another show on PBS that’s inspirational. I may as well give it a look-see. It takes ten minutes to find it on their site, which isn’t too easy for the over thirty crowd. I can’t complain too much, the show is great. The contestants are creative and ecstatic, making dinners I’d love to eat. I’ll have another mug of tea to stop me from opening the pantry door for a snack. I have a better idea, tea, and a snack.

      What’s going on outside? Through the open window, I hear galloping and whinnying horses. They often run and play but this seems more extreme. I’ll go check, just to be sure they haven’t managed to get out and are running around the vineyard. Yes, it’s happened before. Now we chain the gate shut. If too many inquisitive mouths play with the gate latch it will flip open and the herd will go explore the neighborhood!

      Jamming my feet into my running shoes, I grab my phone and gun… just in case. I also slip into my shorts in case I meet anyone out there. I’d hate to confront a trespasser in my thong undies.

      There’s a huge cloud of gray dust over the pasture and they’re still running. I hear the hooves running in the right place. At least they’re not running down the driveway, visiting the neighbors and trampling their vines! The moon is hidden behind a cloud. I’m carefully jog-walking and trying not to trip in the blackness. My eyes have yet to adjust to the dark.

      There’s a dark car parked down at the bottom of the drive. Hell, I hate having to confront people like this. Especially in the middle of nowhere, very much alone. No one else is home and we don’t have any dogs. I take a quick look at the horses. I can’t see through the dust, how can they see to gallop? I hear a thud and a human grunt and swearing coming from the pasture.

      I don’t know how many people are in the car and how many are in the pasture, but it’s time to call the police. I know I’m still invisible in the darkness and dust. Quickly I hit my Favorites button for the police. The dispatcher comes on and I give her my address and situation. I have to find out what’s going on in the pasture.

      Then I hear, “You fucker, you’re gonna die!”

      I drop the phone into my pocket and race to the fence. Bending over, I squeeze through the boards, and immediately have to jump back, dodging a galloping horse. In the process, I slam my back against the fence, making me wince. I think it’s best to stand here a minute and listen. I’ll get smashed if I go searching through the throng of crazed horses. I wait a few adrenaline-charged moments, but I have to find out what’s going on.

      The dust settles a little, and the moon slips clear from the cloud. There’s a human figure about thirty feet from me. It looks like a man. He’s holding up his hand with something glinting in it. One of the horses runs past, and he lunges forward trying to stab her. The horse gives a kick with one leg, but misses the man.

      Looking back and forth like I’m about to dash across a busy four-lane highway, I move forward with my .38 at the low-ready position. I’m not going to announce my presence. I need to get closer, without getting crushed by the herd.

      Two horses come running up from the bottom of the pasture. They run right through the middle of us, blocking my view. I hear “Gotcha!” The moon is now clear of the clouds, and I see the human is Pickett—holding a bloody butcher knife.

      He sees me at the same time and screams… “You bitch, I’m killing your horses!” He shrieks a horrible, chilling sound. “Abbie was gonna marry me.”

      He jumps back from two horses as they run past. The air is heavy with dust, and it’s distracting both him and me. I can’t see anything to aim at, it would be shooting blind, and my bullets could hit the horses. I have to move to get clear of the dust and make sure I don’t get run over. I’m trying to keep him in sight, but it’s impossible. I can’t get a clear shot.

      The moon is at my back so he can’t see my .38. I raise it to take a shot, concentrating on where I think he will be. Part of the mob is running back uphill again and one of them knocks into me. I’m shoved to my knees, but I manage to scramble to my feet. Suddenly, there he is, about twenty feet in front of me. His face is contorted in rage. His right hand is clutching the knife, craving to plunge it into my flesh. He lunges at me. I shoot and it hits him somewhere… I know it did, but he’s still coming at me. I shoot again, and again. That’s three rounds. I have two left. He stumbles and falls flat. He’s struggling to get up. I’m damned well going to shoot him again. I won’t let him get up to come for me again.

      One of the idiot horses runs over me, hooves mashing into my back and legs. Shit, I dropped my gun.

      I have dirt in my eyes and mouth. I can’t see. I’m crumpled on the ground. I’ve been mowed over by 1300 pounds. I can’t feel my left leg, it won’t move. My back may be broken and I can’t breathe. I’m gasping for breath, trying to get air into my lungs. I manage to pull in a few tiny breaths and make my lungs expand. Blinking and rubbing my eyes, they’re tearing and streaming out some of the dirt. Now I can see a little better.

      I’m in danger of being crushed again. Dark shapes are running past me. Where is it? I’m scanning the ground, looking, looking... There it is, in the dirt to my right. Thank goodness it’s my Smith. It’s impervious to everything. I drag myself the few feet to my lifeline. My fingers curl around the grip; it feels good in my hand… it will save my life. As I pick it up and knock off the dried manure, I hope it really is impervious. I have to believe—if that does any good. I’m focusing on the gun in my hand. I have two bullets left, I remember that.

      I hear the car start. Is he getting away, or is there a second person? I don’t see Pickett in the pasture, I don’t see him anywhere.

      My leg is frozen with pain. Pain is a good thing, it means I’m not paralyzed. My back also agrees to work with me. This means I’m relatively okay. It’s time to dig deep and go after him. Getting to my feet, I start hobbling as fast as I can toward the open gate. I have one thought in mind—I can’t let him get away, I won’t let him. He tried to murder me and my horses. The driver jams his foot on the gas, and the car surges forward. I aim and shoot one round into the fleeing car, somewhere on the driver’s side. At least it will identify the getaway car.

      Suddenly the car stops and reverses at full speed toward me. Shit. I’ve gotta get out of here!

      I hobble to the barn as fast as I can. I have to get to cover. The red brake lights flash on just as I make it through the double doors. I stop to look back and see Picket dragging himself out. He’s using both hands on the door frame, leveraging himself out. The car starts rolling forward, down the driveway. He hasn’t put it in park. He looks around for me, ignoring the car rolling downhill. There’s a gun in his right hand.

      “Where are you, bitch?” he forces the words out in a ragged, choked voice. “You’re gonna pay,” he howls.

      He stumbles after me, into the barn. All I can to do is hide in the dark. I want to run away, to run and hide in the hills where he’ll never find me. I know this area; I ride it and hike it. But I can’t run. I can barely move my right leg, and my left is only just beginning to function. I look around wildly, wondering where to go. I hobble toward the stalls on the right and stumble through the partially open door. I slip into the stall and collapse against the closest wall. Then I slide to the floor and tuck as much of myself as possible under the big feed tub. I need a plan… fast.

      When he passes me, I’ll blast him with my final shot. He’s in bad shape with my bullets in him, but he’s strong enough to come after me. I’m taking a huge risk hiding in the empty stall. It’s dark in here, but I’m essentially trapped.

      The Clint Eastwood movie, Two Mules for Sister Sara, is clear in my mind. Clint always wore spurs that jingled. The bad guy who was chasing him knew that. During the final gun battle, Clint hung his spurs on a bush, then he hid a short distance away. When the bad guy got closer, Clint threw a stone at the spurs, making them jingle. The bad guy revealed himself when he stood up and shot at the spurs. Clint shot him.

      I need to make this work now—in real life.

      There’s a carrot on the floor. Can I be saved by a carrot? As he hobbles into the barn, he’s silhouetted in the dim moonlight. I see the semi-automatic pistol in his right hand. Shit, one bullet of mine against fifteen of his.

      I throw the carrot against the bottom of the barn. It makes a slight thunk, but nothing worth mentioning. He must have heard it, because he chuckles—a rasping sound. I have no idea if he knows this is a set-up. I’m crouching here, hoping if he shoots, my bullet will hit him first. I’ll roll after I shoot, so I won’t be in the same place for longer than a second.

      The inside of the barn is dark, so he stands for a few minutes, listening and probably letting his eyes adjust. I didn’t have to since I know the barn day or night. He’s taking too long to pass me. Slowly, so slowly, he moves closer. Is this a game I’ve lost, or will I be the victor? He stops at the partially open stall door where I’m hiding. I’m now tucked under the feeder on the left side. He’s breathing heavily. He leans his weight against the door and slides it completely open. He roars, “Die, bitch,” and starts shooting into the stall. He wildly sprays bullets over the walls until the gun locks back, empty. He’s still pulling the trigger on the empty weapon. My ears are ringing with the intensity of his attack.

      But I haven’t been hit… I’m miraculously alive.

      He turns away from the stall, toward the lighter aisle. He hunches over, fiddling with something. I recognize the metallic sound as the magazine is released from the grip of his weapon. The empty one is sliding out. Oh no, he’s reloading!

      I use every ounce of strength I have to pull myself up with my left hand. I insist that my legs work, if only for a few seconds. In my right hand, I’m grasping my precious revolver. I have one chance to live. I’m not playing games with my last bullet. I point it directly at his head and pull the trigger. The gun goes off, and he slumps to the ground.

      I can’t ease off. I have to get out of here in case he comes to. I’ll never stop fighting, I’ll never give up. He’s lying flat on the ground, blocking my escape. He isn’t moving, so I quickly step on his back and hope he doesn’t grab my leg. Then I hobble toward the back of the barn and into the hills where I can hide. He may not be dead, and I’m concerned he may have a partner coming to help him. I wish I could make sure he really can’t follow me, but I can’t risk confronting another killer with my empty .38. My legs are trying to obey me, but it’s slow-going. Once outside, I keep my eyes focused on the gully. I know it leads up toward a patch of scrub oak where I can hide.

      I see headlights bouncing off the dark hillside. Are they the police? Should I take a chance? No. I keep dragging myself up the rutted gully to the top of the hill. Too many times the victim thinks she’s safe—but she isn’t.

      At the top of the little rise I crawl into the thicket to rest. I can see down below. It’s a police car, after all. I’m too tired to move or shout. I’m lying here in a haze, watching the horses trotting down the driveway and into the vineyard. They’re stressed and afraid. They need the peace of their pasture, but the open gate is too inviting for them to pass up.

      Another patrol car is speeding up the long driveway. The first deputy found Pickett’s car smashed into the row of vines, with a bullet through the back window. I see more police cars coming fast along the main road. Good, the cavalry has arrived. I’ll just stay here for a moment or two, then begin my descent down the gully. Or not. I’m getting close to passing out. My window of consciousness is shutting down like a black hole, swallowing me.

      I think I’m coming around again, I wonder how long it’s been. A minute, or longer? The incessant barking of a dog is annoying. For goodness’ sake, shut up, I have to go to school in the morning. Wow, that was an old thought from the past!

      I hear bushes snapping, it sounds like a lot of people are coming. My mind clears. A deep voice commands the dog to stop. Yikes, don’t bite me. The K9 is told to back off. The glare of their flashlights makes me wince. Yes, the troops have arrived at last.

      “Jessica?”

      “Yeah, that’s me, barely.” I keep my sanity by showing a little humor.

      “Come on let’s get you out of there.” A uniformed arm reaches down to help me out of the bushes.

      Since my limbs aren’t working, it takes a bit of tugging to get me out. My legs have gone to sleep and my arms feel like lead. Once I’m out of the prickly bushes, I go back to sitting. Someone holding an intense flashlight flicks it over me to get an idea as to my injuries. I’m sure the light doesn’t do justice to my pale skin. I look down and see blood smeared on my shirt and bare legs.

      “Holy Moses, look at you.” He immediately calls dispatch requesting an ambulance for unknown injuries. “Let’s keep you sitting down until the paramedics can look you over,” the voice kindly suggests. He unzips his shirt and places it over my legs, badge and all. “There’s a guy in the barn, do you know him?”

      “You mean a dead one?” I need to know if he is dead.

      “Right.”

      “Is he dead?” Please say yes!

      “I’d say so. Is anyone else involved?” he asks.

      “Good, he needed to die. I think he was alone, or I’d still be fighting.” I have to be careful what I say, they are the police, after all.

      “I’ll get the detectives rolling, you can speak with them. Were you with LAPD?”

      “Yes. And I had a hell of a fight down there,” I slowly lift my finger and point toward the barn.

      “I’m Deputy Ken Branson. You want to tell me what happened?”

      I begin my explanation beginning from tonight when I was minding my own business, snacking on chips. I end it with me sitting right here in a heap. The four deputies look astonished and are making complimentary murmurs at certain points.

      “You had that run in with the rattlesnake, right?”

      “Yup, that was me. I think the dead guy put them in my truck.”

      “I was there that night, watching it go down. You sure are cool under fire,” he compliments me.

      “Thanks, I try to be. It’s all these years of training young horses that like to buck. It taught me to handle myself under adverse conditions.” I’m absolutely serious about this.

      “Well, whatever. You’re a shit-magnet,” he insists and looks at the other guys for confirmation.

      “It’s been years since I’ve been called that. Yes, I guess I am. All I wanted to do was lead trail rides, but look what happened.”

      I’d love to have more chit-chat camaraderie but I’m too tired. Though, it’s good to be talking with the guys again.

      The ambulance arrives and the paramedics trudge up the hill with their medical bags. They begin their examination. I get to look at their penlight, which hurts my eyes. I have my blood pressure taken, and I visually track his finger to my nose—making me cross-eyed. After a few more tests they tell me I should go to the hospital since it looks like I have a concussion. Oh, that would explain my vertigo and nystagmus. I have health insurance, but the deductible is $4500. Prior to this evening, I was as healthy as a horse. I took a chance with a high deductible, but now it’s coming back to haunt me.

      “What will they do at the hospital—watch me and keep me awake? How about if I do that on my own?”

      “Let’s see you walk down the gully and we’ll think about it,” someone tactfully replies.

      I get to my feet with a little help from Ken, whose uniform shirt I’m wearing as an apron. I go to hand his shirt back, and look down... eek, where are my shorts? I’m only wearing my magenta thong underwear.

      He quickly drapes it across me again. What a gentleman! Everyone else is just standing there looking. Oh well, at least a thong is a kind of bikini, in the front at least. Thankfully, no one is behind me. If I feel embarrassed, then I can’t be too close to death. One paramedic pulls a white gurney sheet out of their gear and helps me make a toga wrap.

      I slowly make it down the hill. Every part of my body aches, but I’m moving. I walk past my shorts twisted around a broken stick on the ground. I slowly bend down to pick them up. “Leave them. They’re evidence you were running from the suspect,” Branson advises.

      “Oh yeah, you’re right, what was I thinking?” I guess I really am a little foggy.

      “You’re not, remember you have a concussion,” he warns.

      “Oh shut up, I’m not going to the hospital,” I good-naturedly retort.

      “Since you’re not going anywhere, what do you want to do about these loose horses?” he points to the milling herd.

      “Damn it. I need to find a bucket and fill it with carrots. If you rattle it, I’ll call them.” It’s an old technique.

      We venture out to the horses. Some are stressed, but others are snacking on the rose bushes next to their pasture. Wait a minute who got stabbed?!

      “We have to count horses and see who was stabbed,” I panic. “There’s a pile of halters here at the gate, I’m going to start haltering and looking them over.” I have to roll my toga dress around my waist like a skirt so I can move a little better.

      It takes some time to get everyone haltered and tied up at the round pen. I have to stay out of the barn because of the evidence and the dead man. The spotlight is turned on and the wound examination begins. Tequila and Cory have punctures and slashes. Everyone else is fine. I place my fingers on the wounds and lightly push. Blood and plasma gush out. They look bad. I can’t fix these with simple washing, and I have to know how deep they are. They need to immediately see the vet…. Where’s my phone?

      During our horse capturing and examining experience, the barn has been cordoned off with crime scene tape. It’s like old times. I’m glad I’m keeping busy with the horses, and not thinking about what happened, or what could have happened.

      “I think I need to sit down soon. Now, I mean,” I lean against the pipe corral and slide to the ground.

      Ken rushes over and squats down next to me. “I sent the medics away. I’m calling them back,” he touches my shoulder and tilts my chin up to look at me in the eyes. It’s kind of nice to have someone who cares.

      “Don’t bother, I’m not going, you can’t make me.”

      “I should choke you out, so can’t say no,” he threatens.

      “I’m just exhausted. I need food and to drop into bed.” I slur, “Will you see if you can get hold of our vet, Dr. Simon?” I lean my head back and close my eyes for a few moments of peace.

      “Sure, hold on, I’ll get him for you.” He uses his cell phone to look up the number and leaves a message with the emergency service.

      “Thank you for helping. Taking off your shirt was very chivalrous and you’re good with horses too.”

      “You’re welcome.” He pauses, “Is there someone I can call—your husband?”

      “I don’t have a husband, but I’m somewhat involved.” With two men, but not the way I want. This one is a definite hunk if I were looking. When it rains it pours.

      “Of course you have someone. You’re a catch, if you want my opinion.”

      “Thank you, that’s always nice to hear.” I can’t handle another man too.

      An unmarked car drives up. I assume he’s the homicide detective from Santa Barbara. With the way he looks, he can’t be anyone but a detective. He’s dressed in an old suit, he’s middle-aged and paunchy. He’s met by the deputy in charge of the crime scene log. He notes the detective’s time of arrival and speaks with him for a few moments. Then he points to me sitting over here on the ground.

      “Detective Kay,” he states and looks down at me with a condescending expression. “Don’t you want to go somewhere more comfortable?” He gives me the once over as I’m slumped here on the ground in my filthy sheet.

      “Well I’d love to, but I’m waiting for the vet and I’m too tired to move,” I dig in like a mule. He’s already rubbing me the wrong way. I’m the victim here, but it feels like he’s acting superior. Don’t even think you can play that game with me! Well good for me, I seem to be waking up. It’s amazing what the power of male chauvinism can do to rile me up.

      He begins with some kind of speech about how he’s just doing his job and needs information from me. That this is his homicide scene and it will be treated as such. And additionally, these two horses have to be moved away from the barn because it’s a crime scene and the body is in the barn. It’s all a bunch of crap to me. It sounds like he’s trying to follow the book, but this didn’t go by the book.

      He looks at Ken and snaps, “Why are those horses up here? This area needs to be cordoned off.”

      I growl back at him. “Nothing happened here. The crime scenes are the pasture and the barn.” I point to the two areas. “These horses were stabbed, I’m waiting for the vet. And I’m not moving them!”

      “Excuse me,” Ken places a calming hand on my shoulder. Then he turns to the detective and asks for a word with him.

      They step several paces away and engage in police conversation for a few minutes.

      The detective returns with a different attitude. Thank you, Ken! I flash him a weak smile. He returns it. I then give my attention to the detective. He carefully suggests we find a more comfortable place to sit, like his car.

      Ken says he will stay with the horses and wait for Dr. Simon.

      From the passenger seat, I tell him the long, chilling version. He is taking notes as I speak. He asks a few questions to clarify, but he doesn’t interrupt much. I’m very good at explaining in sequence. He makes a notation for the location of various pieces of evidence. Such as proof that I was in the house, eating. Then he needs to find the knife somewhere in the dirt in the pasture, find my .38, my shorts on the broken root, and whatever else I’ve forgotten. Oh yes, my cell phone, and the suspect’s car somewhere in the vineyard.

      Finally, he tells me he’s never seen a woman as tough as me. I’m feeling more comfortable with him now. But he’s old school and thinks women are only good for the kitchen and maybe something else. Well, buddy, you’ve been sitting behind your desk too long. Wake up to reality… Women can vote these days.

      He asks me to walk with him while he has a look around. The coroner’s van arrives, along with the photographer and the rest of the crime scene regulars. Each has to wait their turn or work in an orderly manner.

      Dr. Simon arrived a while ago, but I somehow missed that. I must have been engrossed in my reenactment. I tell Detective Kay to hold on, I need to see the vet. The horses are evidence, so they also need to be photographed. That stops him from getting testy with me.

      Tequila has a nasty puncture and a laceration 18 inches long across her hindquarters. He must have slashed her while she was running past. Cory has a deep puncture in his chest. Some wounds need to be sutured, and Dr. Simon is starting the long process. He slowly makes little sutures across Tequila’s haunch, and adds crazy glue for additional strength. The gaping punctures are flushed and left with a small drain pushed in. This way, the outside of the wound won’t heal shut while the inside is still mending. He gives injections of antibiotics, anti-inflammatories, and a tetanus antitoxin.

      “My poor darlings,” I coo.

      Ken comes over holding out a cup of steaming coffee and a sandwich. Where did he get these?

      “You’re scoring big points.” Mmm, the coffee smells wonderful. I take a sip. “You added sugar, thank you.”

      “I’m doing my best,” he raises his eyebrows suggestively.

      The temperature is dropping, and I realize my teeth are chattering. I give Ken a pleading look and ask if it’s possible for him to get my coat out of the horse trailer. He returns with my heavy coat and a blanket. He’s my hero. As I begin to get a tiny bit warmer, I start on the sandwich and it vanishes in no time. It has been perfect for picking me up with real energy. The caffeine is giving me a quick drug high, and the heat is warming me. I’m feeling somewhat human again.

      Dr. Simon walks back from his truck with instructions for their wound care. He hands me bottles, gauze, needles, and syringes. After telling me the treatment regimen, he helps me bed two stalls with fresh pine shavings.

      “I suggest you make a trip to the vortex with the two horses. Based on how you look, you could do with a little help as well.”

      “It would be a good test case. The three of us, before, and after.”

      “Give it a thought,” he suggests. “I’ve done all I can for now. Call me if the wounds get hot and swollen, or start to drain pus.”

      “Thanks for coming. I think I’ll make that trip, it’s a great suggestion!” I feel like I could sleep for a week.

      He steps in and gives me a gentle hug. “Take care of yourself, go get some rest,” he gives me a caring smile, then turns to go.

      Detective Kay returns now that I’m finished with the vet. He has a little finishing up to do, but the body has been taken away. He tells me they counted 14 bullet holes in the stall.

      “They’re in three walls, the ceiling, and even the floor. I don’t know how you escaped. Someone was looking over you tonight,” he suggests.

      “I used my head and kept calm, but I guess I should give credit to the Universal Good, if it’s due.”

      “I would do that, just in case… you don’t want to piss him off,” he cautions. It sounds like the grump has a streak of spirituality. “I’ll call you tomorrow for more follow up. Get some rest,” he gives me a slight smile and walks to his car.

      Ken answers his radio, then looks at me. “I have to go keep the streets safe.”

      “Thank you for everything,” I say with gratitude.

      “Let me know if you become unattached,” he places both his hands on my shoulders and gives a slight squeeze. “I’ll be around the area tonight if you have any problems.” He walks down the driveway to his patrol car.

      The other deputies have already gone, the forensic guys have gone, and I’m left standing under the barn light with two damaged horses. And no one else, just me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            35

          

          The Next Day

        

      

    

    
      This morning I come to life only slightly later than my usual time of 7:00. I ache all over and it hurts to move. I slept curled up under the electric blanket on high and a mountain of down comforters. First thing on my agenda is a trip to the barn to feed and check on the two.

      They look as haggard as I feel. Even after a night of rest, they are still wide-eyed and stressed. Their wounds are swollen and are dripping clear plasma fluid. I need to get them out of the stalls and moving around. I’m supposed to walk each one for ten minutes. I use an old technique; I lead one in each hand. Now I don’t have to walk for twenty minutes. I can do the walk in ten. They’re tense, and I get dragged all over the yard. It would have been easier to walk for twenty minutes.

      I also need to get a fill-in ride boss. Scott is always good for spur-of-the-moment help. His number is posted on the board in the barn. I give him a quick text and he replies that he’ll be happy to work today. “Perhaps tomorrow too,”I ask?

      “Not a problem,” he replies.

      Whew, that’s a relief. I can’t do everything myself and I won’t bother Veronica on her vacation. I can handle this and don’t want to have her stressing since there is nothing she can do from the Caribbean.

      I have to get them up to the vortex. Eric is somewhere on business. I’ve already forgotten where. It’s time to text Jack, but I don’t have a cell phone. First thing is to get one with overnight delivery. The police couldn’t find it last night. Maybe I’ll have a quick look. I don’t want to think about my phone in the pasture, it will be smashed to smithereens. As I retrace my path up the gully, I flash back to my fear during the mad scramble. I was lucky to escape. I relive where I made my stops to rest and catch my breath.

      There are my tracks leading into a clump of bushes. I remember thinking I should stop and hide and this would be a good enough place. There, under the scraggly bush, is my cell phone. No wonder I moved on, there is no concealment here.

      I place my call to Jack, skipping the darned text. He answers… I briefly, and I mean briefly, explain my night telling him I will go into detail later. Then I ask to use his vortex for the horses, and I need a little healing as well.

      “Damn it, why didn’t you call me?” he demands.

      “It went down so fast. Then afterward I was with the police, you know I’m comfortable with them. Then I went to bed. I lost my phone, so couldn’t call until now. I survived,” I explain matter-of-factly.

      “I have a mound of paperwork here, but I’ll send Rafael over with the rig. I’ll go to the vortex with you.”

      “Thanks, my horses and I could use a little healing,” to put it mildly.

      “I’ll let him know. It should be about forty-five minutes, is that okay?”

      Right on time, the Spanish Hills Ranch truck swings up to the barn pulling a white aluminum horse trailer. He has the winery logo on the back and the tack room door. I load the two battered horses in. It feels like I’m under the auspices of Spanish Hills Ranch. I slip into the soft brown leather seat, buckle up, and relax. Money is a wonderful thing. This is true luxury. I’d really like one of these new Ford trucks, but mine is paid for, and with my lifestyle that makes a difference.

      During our drive, Rafael asks me a few questions. He doesn’t pry, but he’s dying to know what happened and why we all need to troop up the canyon once again. When he sees the horses, and I tell him all about my crazy night, he is horrified, and shares my anguish. The drive is short, but comforting, sitting with someone who cares.

      As we’re unloading, Jack comes out with concern etched between his brows.

      “Let me look at you,” he insists, and gently takes my hand in his, scrutinizing my arms and face.

      “The herd ran me over. My legs and back have hoof marks.”

      With a smirk and roving eyes, he tells me I should strip so he can check them out.

      It’s nice to see he occasionally shows interest in me… When he isn’t in Europe.

      “Do you know how to drive a Gator? I have one with a roof so you can travel in style.” he points to the little work mobile with thick tires and a mini cargo area for tools and supplies.

      “I need to brush up, but I can handle it. Are you saying you’ll lead the horses while I drive?”

      We work it out so I sit in the cargo area holding the two lead ropes while Jack drives. It’s a slow plod since both horses are getting stiffer as their wounds swell. They’re limping along and making slow going of this. It reminds me of walking with Calypso. I hope this works for them. I have higher hopes than I did last time, but you never know.

      We have to make several stops to let them catch their breaths. We are going at a snail’s pace, but even still, I’m being jostled and bounced without a comfortable seat. At last, we reach the entrance to the vortex. Both horses are visibly fatigued, with flared nostrils and sweat running down their legs.

      Jack stops right outside and takes the horses from me. He waits for me to climb out, then together the four of us trudge in.

      It’s cool inside, with the same little bubbling pool in the center. We stop the horses at the damp place. They look around with pricked ears and wide eyes. Their concern could be because of the new environment rather than anything magnetic or strange. Five minutes later they are still jumpy, and I’m on my last legs. Jack directs me to the log and tells me to sit. He takes them both and walks in a small circle letting them get used to the feeling. I sink down onto the log, place my elbows on my knees, rest my head in my hands, and hope for the best.

      Finally, the horses stop, let their ears flop sideways, and look relaxed. It’s happening. They’re perfectly still and their heads begin drooping toward the ground like they’re going into a deep sleep.

      I’m getting a whiff of sage. I breathe in deeply, in case the scent is the cure. It pours into my lungs, stronger with each breath. I’m physically exhausted, but my mind is waking up with insight.

      I again question what I’m doing with my life. I’m asking my higher-self if I had another option, other than shooting Pickett. My voice replies that he made his own destiny by trying to kill me. That I will not be held negatively accountable. It was his own choice.

      My thoughts move to my career path. I feel this path is fine for now. I must be alert to changes I need to make as they’re available. I have to allow them to happen and not to get locked into a career that doesn’t allow me to express myself. That makes sense as long as it pays a living wage.

      Regarding men: While I’m attracted to Jack, he has shown that he is not my type of man. He is too arrogant, bossy, and overbearing. He will rub me the wrong way every single time we are together. He is attracted to me and often is generous and sympathetic; but his business, his divorce, his wealth, and popularity, make him a terrible catch. Maybe Eric is someone I should concentrate on. We enjoy each other’s company and have a lot of fun together. It will be an adventure and a journey. I am confused by my soul mate theory the last time I was here. I thought Jack was my soul mate. What happened? Jack may have changed it. He has his own free-will and acts like an arrogant pig. I’ll adjust my thinking so I don’t lose Eric because of my soul-mate idea. He may not dine in castles and have friends with jets, but he is a good man.

      My higher voice drifts away. I’m back to having only one voice in my head.

      On the other hand, I wonder if I should hold off a little longer with Eric and see what happens with Jack. Just one more time. Am I am an idiot for thinking this when I had insight that told me otherwise?  Is this what happens in the conversation between my higher self and my stupid self—that I give things one more try?

      My body feels relaxed and pain-free. I’m testing body parts—stretching my arms and legs and twisting my back this way and that. Pressing on my bruises doesn’t hurt. Ah, chalk this up to another healing. I love this place!

      Sometime during my insight, the horses lay down. They’re breathing comfortably in the damp sand.

      I look at Jack. He’s not really here, either. He’s sitting in a dry spot staring at nothing on the ground. I guess he’s doing a little thinking as well. I hope it’s good for me.

      As I sit quietly and wait, Jack returns to the present, looks at me and smiles.

      “How do you feel?” he stands and brushes sand off his pants.

      “I feel great, I don’t have pain or stiffness anymore.” I wonder if I can get him to open up. “I had some insight into my life and what I should be doing.”

      “It’s good to have insight.”

      “Did you have any?” I pry.

      “I’ll have to see.” He looks at the horses, “They’re waking up,” he takes the leads and waits for them to stand and shake off the sand.

      They received the magic of the vortex. They are calm and relaxed and have lost their wide-eyed fear. Their wounds look partially healed and free of inflammation.

      I decide not to get jostled in the cargo area, so I walk the two back to the ranch. Jack slowly motors along behind. Maybe he’s thinking?

      I feel great. I have enough energy to consider the walk in the river bed a good way to firm up and burn calories. I know I’m back to normal when I’m concerned about my weight.

      Rafael hears us and comes out of the barn. Jack has him put the two in the big corral.

      “Would care to join me for a sandwich?” he engages me with a nice smile.

      “I’d love to.” Darned right I would. Perhaps he had some insight he’d like to share.

      We walk in companionable silence to the house. The day feels right. Everything feels like it’s working out for me. The house feels cool after the warm sun. His housekeeper isn’t here, so he digs through the fridge to see what he can find. One at a time, he pulls out the ingredients for a mozzarella, tomato, and fresh basil ciabatta sandwich.

      He stops rooting in the fridge for a moment, “I have something you should see. Come with me.” He has a beaming smile and looks like a kid waiting to show me something.

      As I walk up the few stairs to the master bedroom, I don’t think this is what it seems. “Saying you want to show me something in your bedroom sounds provocative.”

      “I realize that, but this time it’s different,” he lifts the lid of a keepsake box and picks up a small, rotten pouch. I found this in the vortex a few months ago.

      He holds out the cracked leather and I take it. “Wow, this is old.”

      “Look inside!” he insists.

      I carefully turn it upside down, and 3 gold coins slip into my hand. The coins are gold and so worn that the cross on the front is smooth, and the coins are no longer perfectly round.

      “Are these gold doubloons?” How exciting. “You found these in the vortex?”

      “When I was there with Glory. The morning sun glinted on a few crystals someone had stacked in the sandstone wall. I went to get a better look. Since I’m the right height, I saw into the hole. The pouch was in the back, perfectly lit by the sun. Another minute and I wouldn’t have seen anything. Yes, they’re escudos, which is a doubloon.”

      “These must have been there since—since when?” Gently moving my thumb across one coin, “Do you think since the time of the missions?”

      “I haven’t done much research. But see the date on the front… it looks like 1705. Mission Santa Ines was started in 1804. They could have been there for a hundred years before the mission was built.”

      “I guess there’s no way of knowing who owned these, and why they’re there.” I’m examining the coins with awe. “I’ve always wanted to find treasure. Have you looked for other holes?”
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          On the Balcony

        

      

    

    
      Before he can answer me, I hear an accelerating car, “Who’s driving like a maniac?”

      We both look through the glass balcony doors in time to see the black Mercedes convertible slide to a stop by the four car garage.

      “Damn, it’s my wife,” he looks around. “Stay here. I’ll get rid of her as soon as I can. I’m sorry, she’ll make my life hell if she sees you.”

      “Fine. Don’t worry, I’ll be quiet,” I promise.

      “Thanks,” he breathes with relief, and closes the bedroom door when he leaves.

      I stand here at the dresser for few minutes. Then I sit on the bed for a few more. I hear their voices growing in volume from the foyer. It sure is unpleasant to live with that. Is this the life I want? On one hand, it would be great for my ego. On the other, he can be hard to deal with, but maybe not all the time. From a distance, I saw him as a controlled and powerful man. Up close, he’s sometimes overbearing. Maybe his wife is reacting the same way.

      “Stay here and talk to me,” Jack commands.  At the same time, I hear a footstep on the wooden stairs leading up here. “Don’t walk away from me!” he shouts at her.

      “You can’t tell me what to do anymore,” she pauses. “Let go of me,” she yells at him and continues up the stairs.

      Yikes, she’s coming up here. If I hide in the closet, she’ll see me. The bed is too high to hide under, you can see underneath it when you enter the room. That leaves the balcony… I dash to the door and quickly slide it open and step out. The patio is still visible to the room, but the roof slopes down to it. I step over the wrought-iron railing and climb onto the roof.

      It’s been a few minutes. I’m now above the patio, sitting in the shade of the chimney. Leaning back with my knees up, looking at the lovely mountains and mentally leaving the scene below. Perhaps Eric would be a better choice. Drama is not my thing. Yuck, getting caught in their bedroom would have been mortifying.

      Yes, sitting up here is rather pleasant. It gives me time to think while looking at a nonjudgmental mountain. I don’t want to be the Other Woman. Is he a guy who will never leave her, who will just lead me on? Will he tell me how much he loves me and that she doesn’t understand him? Will he ask me to please believe him and give him time... and string me along forever?

      As it is now, am I the Other Woman. I hadn’t planned that nor did I do this to break-up his marriage. I only came here to use the vortex, then for lunch in his kitchen, then to see the coins. I’m not continuing the affair. Or am I? Am I having an affair? I hadn’t planned to. It happened during the night of the snakes when I also believed he was getting divorced. I think I can excuse that due to adrenaline and fear, and his overwhelming maleness.

      I know he has baggage and I know he will be unreliable. Once a cheater, always a cheater.

      Huh, I think I just had a conversation with my higher self. The vortex may have opened a small path of insight. If this is the case, I’ll have to keep up a platonic friendship until my small path of insight becomes wider.

      She steps out onto the patio, and now I can clearly hear her.

      “I expect to be paid if you want a divorce! My attorney told me 5 million will be adequate,” she screeches at him.

      “5 million, are you nuts?!” he roars.

      “Fine, give me alimony in that amount. I’ll let you spread it out over a couple of years, I’m reasonable,” she tones down her voice.

      “We’ve only been married 2 years, you did nothing to help the business. I gave you a car, trips, jewelry. Why are you doing this?” he’s distraught.

      “Because you cheated on me!” She must have seen his look. “With beautiful European women and with your damned business. You never had time for me. Always, your stupid wine and ranch. You let me think you’d share your life with me, it was all a lie. So now you’ll pay for my emotional pain. I want to keep living the way I have become accustomed to,” she quotes her attorney.

      I can’t hear his reply.

      “I’ll make you sorry,” there’s a sneer in her voice.

      I still can’t hear Jack’s answer.

      “Spousal abuse is a felony you know. What’s wrong, are you afraid of me? Don’t you want your good name spoiled?” she taunts.

      Holy cow. I’m a witness. I’m happy to be a witness, but no one will believe me. She’ll say I was the other woman hiding on the roof. Oh great, that’ll sound terrible. Then the brilliant voice in me speaks up— video it. At least I’ll get her voice if she continues screaming. I dig the phone out of my jeans pocket, slide it to video, and begin recording. Just in time.

      “You’re going to jail for spousal abuse. I’m calling the police and gonna to say you hit me,” she screeches.

      “I never touched you,” he rages at her. “I’ve never-ever touched you!”

      “Yeah, but nobody else knows that,” the sound of a slap fills the air. “You did now,” she laughs hysterically. “Damn, I hurt my hand.”

      “Who in their right mind hits themselves?!” he asks wildly.

      “Someone who is waiting for her 5 million dollars, that’s who.” More hysterical laughter.

      “Get the hell out of my house!” he bellows.

      “Dear Jack, if I wanted, it could be my house now.” There’s silence, then I hear her hysterical sobbing. “I’m reporting a crime. My husband just hit me. Yes, he’s here now. I’m afraid for my life!” She gives the address along with Jack’s name and description.

      I hear the front door slam and he rushes out to the driveway, pacing up and back with unconcealed anger. I guess he’s waiting for the police. He never looks up to the roof. He’s forgotten about me, he doesn’t know I’m up here. The poor guy. She crossed the line, big time. He would be damned, but for me. Before I congratulate myself too much, I’d better see if I got anything on the video. I’ve done that in the past… not recorded when I thought I had.

      “I expect to be paid if you want a divorce…” I listen to part of the recording, and yes, I got it. Thank goodness she was yelling and screeching at the time. I need to keep this safe, so I send a copy to my email. I don’t know where else to send it. I’ll send one to my mother. Since she isn’t local, he won’t lose his privacy. That should be fine for now.

      In the distance, I hear sirens. Oh boy, here come the troops. I’m getting a first-hand view from the other side of the law.

      Several years ago, I got in trouble for not accepting a citizen’s arrest from an angry husband. He told me she hadn’t hit him, but he still wanted her arrested for hitting him. I didn’t want the wife to have an arrest record for something she hadn’t done. Legally I was supposed to have accepted his lousy citizen’s arrest, and then release her on her own recognizance. It seems I hadn’t followed procedure, or the law. So I got a reprimand on my record for having morals.

      Jack is standing in the driveway as the units pull up. Deputy 1 speaks with him while the other goes to interview the wife. Deputy 2 returns after a few minutes and speaks with deputy 1. Oh dear, there’s my answer… Jack is placed in handcuffs. Her face must have a red mark, so it became a felony. If there weren’t a mark, she would have made a citizen’s arrest, and then they would release him on his own recognizance. There wouldn’t be handcuffs. There would be paperwork on a pad that looks like a ticket book. Then he’d get a court date to speak with the judge.

      So I sit here, wondering what my next move should be. It occurs to me that if she makes a false arrest, he will have a much better leg to stand on in divorce court. I’ll wait until she leaves, then I’ll sneak down and have Rafael drive me to the police station. He’s introducing himself to the deputies now. Jack is speaking to him from the caged back seat of the patrol car. I’m glad I am a witness to this. I should film it. It isn’t proof of anything, but it shows him losing face to his employee and the community. That might help. I click my video on and I film away. They drive off, the wife drives off, and I make my descent from the roof.

      “Hi, Rafael,” I lift a hand in greeting. “Will you drive me to the police station?”

      “Are you going to help Mr. Courtland?” he looks hopeful.

      “Yes, I have video proving he’s innocent.”

      “I don’t like Mrs. Courtland. She thinks she’s better than everyone,” he says.

      “You’re right, she isn’t a nice person.”

      We drive to the station in the truck, without the trailer—that I helped unhitch. I did that so he knows I don’t consider myself better than everyone else.

      At the station, I speak with the deputy at the desk. I tell him it’s urgent that I speak with the arresting deputy before they process Jack. This way they can unarrest him and it won’t go on his record. I have a seat and impatiently wait.

      When the arresting deputy comes to the lobby, I introduce myself and explain what I was doing at Jack’s. Of course, I leave out the vortex stuff. I explain that the wife arrived, and since I didn’t want to cause a problem, I snuck out to the balcony and hid on the roof. I heard the shouting, heard her yelling at him, and heard evidence that she slapped her own face.

      “I have it on video.” He has an incredulous look. “Well no, it’s not actual video. I made a voice recording and you can figure it out from that.” I play it once and he asks to hear it a second time.

      “You’re right, absolutely right,” he holds up a hand, to show he’s thinking. “Can you wait here, I need to run this past my Sergeant. We need to release Mr. Courtland.”

      I have always found it interesting to sit in the front lobby and see who walks in and what problems they’re reporting. Except when I was working the desk at Hollywood division and the lobby was jammed with people waiting to make crime reports. Then, it was overwhelming, now it’s interesting.

      A while later, Jack walks out with the deputy and sergeant. I smile a quirky smile and hold up my cell phone. A copy has been made for the detectives and Jack is being released.

      We walk out the door into the warm sun. He stops and looks at me. “I’ve always known you were a special woman. You’re proving it again,” he declares.

      “I was trying to right a wrong. I’m glad I was there.” But thanks for the compliment.

      “I think you just saved me a whole-lot of trouble. This would have been a mess,” he sounds appreciative.

      I want to test something. So I reach out to sweetly touch his cheek with my palm. It’s a nice gesture and I want to see how he responds.

      He reaches up and removes my hand from his cheek, then kisses the back of my hand. He also gives me a provocative smile. I think he turned it from the sweet gesture into a sexy gesture. When I translate this, I think he wants sex, not love.

      “Let’s get out of here. This place gives me the creeps,” he looks itchy.

      “I like the station, but I see your point.”

      He’s the one who drives us back to the ranch.

      We pull up to the barn and drop off Rafael. Then drive the short distance to the house for the lunch we never had. The ingredients are still on the counter. It’s sad, no one here cared enough to put them away. What a way to live, with someone who only wants your money. Well, she claimed to want him at the beginning. She said he only cared about his business. And his European women. I wonder if that’s true.

      While building our sandwiches, he fills me in on what happened in the bedroom. Yvette has a red hand mark on her face where she slapped herself and grab marks on her arms where she pretended Jack grabbed her. He doesn’t have proof he didn’t grab her, but with the voice recording, her lies were obvious. Otherwise, with her red marks, he would have a felony on his record.

      I’d like to know if he’s going to slam her with this in divorce court. But I keep my mouth shut. It’s not my place, and I don’t want to be an annoying female trying to cozy up to him. It could easily scare him off. I’d like to be his friend, and let it build into something more, over time.

      Perched on bar stools, we begin munching on our loaded ciabatta sandwiches. Perhaps chewing is relaxing him because he briefly tells me about his life. He got married at age 28 to his high school sweetheart. She was a kind woman who nurtured him and kept a loving home, allowing him to develop his business. They were married for twelve years. When she died, he felt alone for a while. Then he met Yvette. She was flashy and pretended to be kind-hearted. He admits that his traveling a lot may have caused some problems in his marriage.

      “I knew it wasn’t right, but I didn’t want to back out. I guess I was too embarrassed to call the wedding off,” he admits.

      “I didn’t know my marriage wasn’t good until I examined it afterward,” I admit to him.

      “Didn’t you know at the time?”

      “We had opposite personalities. But we had some beliefs that were the same. I thought it was alright since I’d heard that opposites attract. Now I know they don’t, at least not for me. The last thing I want is a high energy guy when I’m low-key. Or a keeping-up-with-the-Joneses man, when I don’t care about the Joneses. Nope, give me someone who is like me, and I’ll be happy.” I explain.

      “You’ve given it a lot of thought. But I’m one of those guys who thought she looked great on my arm. I missed my first wife,” he sighs and slowly shakes his head, “I can’t afford too many mistakes like this one, it’s a lot of hard work.”

      “At my age, I don’t want to lose all my savings. It takes years of work, and I’ve lost interest in doing outdoor labor. I will never again risk my future by mixing all my money with anyone else’s. My heart is another thing, it won’t break, it may get a little frayed, but it heals.” I know I sound resolute.

      It’s time to change the subject and get onto a future topic, perhaps one I can join in. “What are your plans for the B&B?”

      “I’d like to begin right away. I have the complete architectural drawings of the cottages. I should wait for the divorce, but since my money is allocated, I’m itching to begin. There’s always something that slows you down, there isn’t ever a perfect time, so I may as well start now.” He looks like a man working toward a dream.

      “That sounds great. I’d love to be a part of it, but I don’t know what I can do. I love the building and creating process.”

      “Relax about that. You just saved a lovely old lady from being ripped off and possibly killed. And you saved my attorney a headache. You have a lot going for you.”

      He said I saved his attorney a headache. Why didn’t he say I saved him a headache, and saved him a lot of money, and saved his reputation? He said I helped everyone except him.
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      “Has anyone spoken with Mrs. Johansen since last night?” I just remembered her.

      “I assume the detectives got in touch with her today, why?”

      “Pickett was really angry, I wonder if she’s okay. I never thought of it till now. I wonder if the detectives thought about it, or if they’re up to their eyebrows in crime scene evidence.”

      “I’ll give her a call and find out right away,” he digs into his jeans for the phone.

      Taking another bite of sandwich, listening to the phone ring, he presses the speaker button so we can both hear. It picks up and a man’s voice on the answering machine calmly states “Abbie’s tied up and can’t take your call at the moment. Please leave a message.” What the hell?

      “Come on!” he shouts and presses 911 as we race out the door.

      The truck is in the driveway and the keys are in the ignition. That isn’t usually a good place to leave them, but it works this time. He yells the house address to the dispatcher. It’s just down the street from here. I’m belted into my seat, grabbing at the dashboard, as he peels down the driveway.

      He’s right, it’s less than half a mile away. I drive past her imposing gates each time I come this way. Thankfully, the strong wrought iron is open at the moment. The truck whips through, and he accelerates to the house. At the last minute, he slams on the brakes, jerking me against my seatbelt.

      “Abbie! Abbie!” he yells, as he sprints to the front door. It’s locked and too strong to kick in. I take off around the side of the house, looking for an open window or another door. The kitchen window is open.

      “Jack, the window’s open…” I shout as I try to remove the screen that refuses to budge.

      He comes running and digs his fingers under the frame. With a massive wrench, it comes off in his hands. “Abbie, are you here!? He has taken over as point man and springs through the open window. I manage to haul myself through with less athleticism and follow the sound of his pounding feet down the hall.

      Poor Mrs. Johansen is lying on the bedroom floor. Her hands are tied behind her back and her ankles are tied to the frame of the big wooden bed. She’s on her side and she looks… dead?

      “She’s alive!” He’s untangling the mess of rope to set her free. “Abbie, it’s Jack, it’s okay—we’re going to get you out of here.”

      She groans and barely lifts her eyelids while Jack is working on her ankles. She’s free at last but so very stiff from being in the same position for 24 hours.

      I hear the patrol car accelerate down the driveway, then brake hard at the house. “I’ll get the door.” I run to let Deputy Ken Branson and his partner into the house. Ken looks at me and shakes his head with a slight smile.

      “She’s in there,” throwing my hand back over my shoulder. “She’s alive but needs an ambulance. She was tied up all night and is in bad shape.”

      The two men rush with me to the bedroom, requesting an ambulance as they hurry.

      Jack has slightly revived Mrs. Johansen. She’s still on the floor, but he’s pulling pillows and blankets from the bed and tucking them around her. He carefully places the bedspread across the delicate lady. He looks at the pillow in his hands but is afraid to slip it under her head.

      He hasn’t dared move her. She is so stiff and sore she can’t move on her own. She isn’t speaking, so we don’t know if she has any broken bones. Ken looks at me and motions me over. “What happened? We got the call as a possible robbery victim.” He’s in his official mode.

      “The lady was robbed by the dead suspect from last night.”

      “Ah, so we don’t need to worry about chasing him,” he sadly looks at Mrs. Johansen.

      “We know exactly where he is and that’s fine with me,” I growl.

      “How are you doing?” he looks me up and down and smiles. “You look pretty good after last night, have you been drinking a miracle potion?” he softly jokes.

      “I had a great sleep under an electric blanket, a long hot shower, and a protein shake with flax.” I omit the vortex, it’s not something he needs to know.

      Jack is watching us with a somewhat pissed off look. He keeps looking away but then can’t seem to stop looking at us again. Ken and I are a bit chummy, but we did spend a lot of time together last night, and he is an attractive man. He looks darned good in a uniform. I told him I am attached, but he doesn’t know Jack is one of the men I’d like to be attached to.

      Mrs. Johansen groans and Jack speaks softly to her. He’s been with her on the floor the whole time.

      The ambulance shuts down their siren a short distance from the house. When they pull up to the door the other deputy meets them. The three men rush in with a gurney and their medical cases. Jack removes himself from her side and comes to stand next to me as the paramedics do their job. They carefully check her vital signs and manage to revive her enough to find she doesn’t have any major broken bones. She could have nerve damage from lying on one side for so long. All of us try to lend a hand as she’s moved into the gurney that has been folded down to carpet level. She’s slowly wheeled to the ambulance. Jack walks with them, but I stay with Ken explaining how we found her.

      Ken picks up the ropes and gives me a reproachful look. “You untied her?” he ribs me.

      “Don’t give me that look, she was still alive. We had to rescue her. I couldn’t cut the ropes a few inches away from the knot.” We are both half-joking. You’re supposed to keep the knot untouched as evidence of how a suspect tied the knot in a crime. “He’s dead anyhow.”

      “Right, but what about his other victims?”

      “You’re right, I didn’t think about that at the time. I’ll ask Jack how the knot looked. He’s actually the one who untied her.”

      “I’m glad you didn’t forsake your training,” he jokes again.

      “My training was impeccable.” The part I remember.

      Ken calls the detectives advise them about the crime scene. They’ll be out shortly, so we are free to leave it to them. The three of us check the other rooms to make sure no one else is in the house tied up… or otherwise. The house is clear. We head back outside. They can look for evidence as soon as they get the timeline of events from Mrs. Johansen. The deputies will guard the scene.

      We query the paramedics, but she hasn’t told them anything about what happened. She will need time to mend before we get her story. Soon they’re heading down the driveway to the hospital. Their final words to us are that she looks like she’ll be fine, but she’s very weak.

      The other deputy leaves the scene and leaves Ken to secure the location for the detectives. Jack comes over and stands undeniably close to me. I feel him in my space. He doesn’t touch me, but I feel an almost physical contact. If I am reading this right, he’s making a manly statement. Ken immediately notices and there’s a change in the whole dynamic. He slightly steps back and puts on a professional look. He is reading that Jack is taking possession of me, and he is a big man in town. Our camaraderie seems to be over for now. I wonder about Jack’s possessiveness. I wonder if it is insecurity or just a man thing. Would I always be explaining myself and my actions?

      We give our statements to Ken who will write it out for the detectives. Jack thanks him and shakes his hand. He looks at me as if to say, we’ve finished here, and starts toward the truck.

      “I’ll be right there, I need a word with the deputy.” I plan on keeping my independence.

      “Thanks for being there for me last night. It really helped. It’s nice to see you again today.”

      “You’re welcome. So, you and he are together,” it’s more of a statement than a question.

      “I’m not so sure about that.”

      “You’re an awesome woman, he’d better appreciate you,” he tells me.

      “Thank you.” What else can I say? Jack doesn’t have me, he has an angry wife.

      I slowly walk to the truck, to the man I’d like to have a future with. But I wonder if it’s possible.

      He starts up the diesel engine. I give Ken a wave as we pull away.
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      “You and deputy what’s-his-name seem close,” he remarks with a hint of jealousy.

      “He was on-scene last night and found me under the bushes. He helped catch our horses running in the neighbor’s vineyard. He also stayed with the vet while I spoke with the detective.”

      “He should stick with his own kind,” he sneers. “You never did tell me what happened last night,” he changes the subject.

      His own kind? As in, other officers? I’m his kind. What a snob you are, Jack Courtland. I’m going to ignore it for now, but I will certainly think on it, later.

      “You’re right. I was so involved with today’s drama, I forgot to tell you about last night.”  I’ve had enough drama in my life. I should go back to reading as a hobby.

      I unload the details of last night with a flood of emotion. I start by telling him that I was looking for something to eat in the kitchen. I was munching on a few potato chips when I heard galloping horses. I continue my saga all the way to when I was counting the bullets as he fired each one. I tell it slowly and carefully, letting him absorb my feelings through my words. I’m also adding pieces of my history to flush it out, such as what I was thinking and why. I want him to feel awe. I want him to be impressed with my bravery. So I bring it to him in full color. Including the knife, glinting in the light of the moon; the horses galloping between the killer and me; the billowing dust and flying hooves that both saved and distracted me. My final gun-shot, and my fearful crawl up the canyon through prickly cactus and sharp sticks. Finally, being found by the deputies. I even told him that it was nice to talk with the deputies. It let me slip back to my law enforcement days. I was able to control my fear through camaraderie.

      I haven’t been paying attention, but we’ve been driving north. A sign welcomes us to San Luis Obispo, then flashes past. “Where are we going?”

      “You need to rest, and I need to get away from my crazy wife,” he informs me.

      “That translates to mean what?”

      “I’m taking us to a B&B in Paso Robles,” he announces with conviction. “I’ll have Rafael feed your crew in the morning. You’ve had more problems in the past couple of days than anyone I know.”

      “Paso?” This is sudden.

      “I know hiding out on my roof wasn’t good for your pride, but you did it. I really appreciate that. Most woman would flaunt themselves. But you controlled your ego and kept quiet. I didn’t know what I’d find when we came up to the bedroom. I imagined you might be stripped naked in the bed or sitting there tapping your foot, waiting for her to find you. But you weren’t. You were so unselfish by hiding, and your phone recording was absolute genius,” he compliments.

      “Thank you for the list of my accomplishments. You may be right, I could use a little break. I’m glad I exercise and eat right, otherwise, I’d probably fall apart.”

      “That’s why I’m taking you away for the night. You need rest and lots of good food. No skimpy diet for you,” he asserts.

      “What about your reputation? This truck has your ranch name on both doors. You’re pretty well known.”

      “I’m not worried about Yvette. She legally screwed herself with that domestic violence stunt.”

      I murmur an acknowledgment.

      He looks at me for a second. “Would you like a little reward for being good?”

      What does he mean?

      “Yes. I guess.” It sounds a little too suggestive.

      I have to make a fast decision. “I need to call our emergency wrangler to lead the rides. Veronica and Marc are away for a week.”

      I’m feeling unsettled. I had been chasing him, but now he’s suddenly taking the lead, in a forceful way.

      “Make some phone calls,” he instructs, “I’m taking you away.”

      Pulling out my cell, I scroll down to “Scott-emergency wrangler.” I reach him without having to leave a message. He says he’ll be happy to lead our rides. Then he reminds me I called him and already asked this morning. Oh oops, what happened to my memory? Perhaps this is stressing me out too much.

      Now that my schedule is clear, Jack calls his assistant and asks her to get us his favorite cottage for the night.

      The cab is quiet as we drive along the open highway. I’m stressing over this turn of events. It feels too sudden. I’m a step-by-step, methodical woman. On the other hand, shouldn’t I want this? Hold on, he said his favorite cottage. Who has a favorite cottage just an hour from home? Is it a place for liaisons?

      Entering Paso Robles, he asks if I’m hungry, “I thought I’d take you to a great little place.”

      “That sounds nice, but I’m getting really tired,” my fatigue is catching up with me.

      A few minutes later he swings to the curb and stops beside a classic small-town square.

      Swiveling in his seat to face me, “You look wiped out. A sandwich will help you.”

      “Oh, I thought you meant a restaurant.” He said a great little place. Doesn’t that mean something nice and expensive, with a great chef?

      The sandwich shop is quaint and tidy. I order a ciabatta sandwiches with fresh mozzarella, tomato, and basil. The one at Jack’s was good this morning, and I don’t have the energy to figure out what I want. At least I’m reviving by moving around the shop and seeing food.

      “We’ll get them to go. There’s a piece of property I might buy. I’ll show you,” he tells me.

      “That sounds nice,” I think.

      Why isn’t he asking me? Instead, he’s telling me. Maybe it’s a manly thing I should appreciate.

      We drive past another beautiful winery. I notice that each one has a different motif. At one of the smaller places, Jack slows and stops right in front. It isn’t even a parking place. “I’ll go grab a bottle. This is another of my favorites when I’m in Paso. Be right back…”

      Leaving the truck idling, he strides to the door of the rustic tasting-room. I watch him with an appraising eye. He stands apart from others by the way he carries himself. He’s a hell of a good-looking man. Glancing around the lot, I see other people and other cars. I feel set apart from them. I’m with a landowner, a powerful man in the industry. It feels good to be moving up in the world, but it may be temporary.

      Within minutes, he’s striding back to the truck with a bottle in one hand and two crossed wine glasses in the other. “This is a good Cab. They’ve been here for over 20 years.”

      “How nice.”

      Am I with him, or am I just along for the ride? His attitude is confusing me. There isn’t anything wrong with what he is saying and doing. It’s the current running underneath. I don’t understand it. It feels aggressive, almost angry—like I’ve done something wrong, and he’s taking it out on me.

      Adelaida is a two-lane country road. On the tight curves, our tires are partway into the opposite lane. Oak trees canopy over and grow right up to the edge of the asphalt. It’s more untamed than in the Los Olivos area. He touches the brakes as a wild turkey runs across in front of us. The road keeps climbing, and then we reach a plateau, around 2000 feet. Between the trees, I catch bits of the view. There are rolling hills as far as the eye can see. It’s majestic and wild.

      He slows and pulls off the road onto a dirt track, then stops at an old iron gate. “We can walk from here,” he says.

      I grab the sandwich bag, and he carries the wine and glasses. The track leads through the trees and into the dense shade. For several minutes we walk in silence. Then the scene opens up to a grand view. The rolling high hills alternate with views of vineyards and of wild land.

      “This is gorgeous!” My eyes travel to an old barn down in the valley.

      “I thought you’d like it,” he wraps his arms around me and pulls me into a tight embrace. A moment later he steps back and gazes directly into my eyes. “You are a beautiful woman.” He reaches up and aggressively pulls my head to his searing lips.

      He takes my hand and walks me to a large, flat slab of rock. It’s been absorbing the sun all day and is lovely and warm in the late afternoon. I feel the heat radiating off it. Looking at the view, he says we’ll sit here. With his arm around me, sitting side by side, we watch the setting sun with its flash of brilliant colors.

      “I’ve been looking at this property for a friend. It’s a good value and a good location,” he discloses.

      “It’s spectacular, especially this rock. It’s warm.”

      “I’ll make you warm,” he says in a throaty voice. He pulls me toward him with his hand tangling in my hair. He’s more rough and determined than I’ve seen him.

      I’m not keeping up with this pace. He seems to be on a run without me. This whole afternoon he has been commanding me. I felt it, but kept brushing it off. Does he have a dark side?

      His other hand moves around to the front of my jeans. He fumbles with the button and tries to slide down the zipper.

      “Hey, you misunderstood…” I shove his hand away. “Have some tact, or control!”

      Silence….

      “You’re lucky to have someone like me who wants you. You’re a little nobody leading trail rides. You’re throwing away a great opportunity,” he shakes his head in disgust. He stands and adjusts his pants. “Better get yourself up unless you want to walk home,” he turns and stomps back to the truck.

      It seems I have indeed pissed him off. I grab the sandwich bag and scramble after him. The rock can keep his bottle of wine.

      We both sit in silence while he speeds through the canyon. As soon as we hit the 101, I figure he can now safely drive without my additional wide eyes.

      Giving this some thought, I’ve seen his arrogance at every step of the way. He hasn’t asked, he has told me everything we will be doing. Is this what a rich man does? I wonder what his wife has to say. What was she like before she married him? Maybe she actually does deserve the 5 million dollars.

      I can ease this unpleasant situation. It will be a mind game. It will mean nothing to me. I don’t care what he thinks. It’s similar to the way I used to talk suspects into jail. It’s easier than a fight. I don’t have to worry about my ego because it’s a game.

      I break into the sandwich bag and begin the unwrapping process. Just the sound of the crinkly paper is like a Pavlovian sound to me. “Would you like your sandwich?” I ask unconcernedly.

      Silence.

      A few minutes and a few mouthfuls later I advise in a sweet voice, “You’re right, that is a great little place for sandwiches.”

      “Sure I’ll have mine,” he grumbles.

      Over the course of the sandwich, he thaws a little.

      “You don’t need to play the virgin with me. I’ve already had you,” he rubs in that fact.

      Oh, you’re such a gentleman… NOT.  “I understand, but like you said, I’m just a girl who leads trail rides. You’re the rich landowner. I’m out of my element.”  There, I verbally flogged myself. Let’s see if he has any decency and says something nice. I look over at him and wait…

      He clenches and unclenches his jaw. I can see the idiot thinking. He waits a few moments for a dramatic effect. “That’s alright, you have spirit,” he relents. “And you’ve never moved in these circles before.” He can’t resist a final dig.

      I’ll let him have the last shot. I don’t care anymore.

      My insight said he isn’t right for me. Now I have proof.
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        Overlooking Santa Ynez Valley

      

      I began writing Dressed in Pink after a trail ride with Vino Vaqueros in Los Olivos, California. At the time, I was wondering how to bring long-lost fun into my life. I thought about the adventures I could have if I led trail rides on the weekend, and slept overnight in my horse trailer. That’s what Jessica does—and she found Misadventures in the Wine Country.

      Though I’ve had fun and nibbled on great pastry, her adventures far outshine mine. I usually drive up once a month for wine festivals, bird watching in the vineyards, and an occasional trail ride. Yes, I do have adventures of my own.

      I love to write. I snack on chocolate when Jess snacks on chocolate. I go on research trips to taste Smorgasbord so I can describe her lunch. I have a glass of wine on my desk as I explain the nuances of tasting. When Monica makes liqueur, I make faux-liqueur with vodka and jam and lots of sugar. I’ve also made mead, though not as extensively as Jessica and Eric do.

      But editing is never-ending. I pour over my books. I have a proofreader, and I check for punctuation and spelling with two computer programs. When you do find an error, please try to move past and enjoy what I intend it to be—a breezy adventure.

      I like to write in the first person narrative style, rather like a diary.  While some events in my books haven’t occurred, many of them are true-ish with a little tweaking. That’s why I consider this series like a woman’s adventure-travel-guide.

      Most of the scenery is as I describe. I’ve modified the bakeries.

      Vino Vaqueros is owned by trail guide Jaye Ganibi. The barn is really there and her horses are gentle. She took my picture, and she’ll take yours too.

      Citronelle isn’t real, but you’ll have dozens of other wineries to choose from.

      The veterinarian Charlie Simon is my vet by another name. The real Charlie also works late into the night, talks about esoteric things with his clients, and likes chocolate. It’s a shame he can’t visit Monica’s every morning. He would also love the vortex.

      My Monica’s Bakery is on the N/E corner of Grand and Alamo Pintado. The real store doesn’t have a bakery, but it does have whitewashed shelves and delicious jam, similar to Monica’s.

      The garden shop on Alamo Pintado Ave is real and stocked with chimes, treasures and garden ornaments. I seem to come home with something each time I visit.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Cover

          

        

      

    

    
      I paint my covers on canvas. For me, the hardest part was adding my name and the title. It takes graphic design skills, which I lack. Hours passed while I struggled with something that should be reasonably easy. Finally, I found a program and have streamlined the process. Now it’s fun and not something I dread.

      My idea is that the swirling colors show action. The tipped wine glass indicates trouble, and I use a real object from the plot, such as a sand dollar, a flower, or bullets.

      Except for Dressed in Pink, one of the plots translates into the main color. Dressed in Green has something buried under a green tree. Dressed in Blue is the ocean and takes place on Santa Cruz Island off the California coast. Dressed in Orange, with the tangerines, takes place at the Wednesday farmer’s market in Solvang.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About The Author

          

        

      

    

    
      I write about adventures that have happened, that may happen, and that will probably never happen. “Dressed in Pink” is the first book in my Misadventures in the Wine Country series of cozy mysteries.

      Aside from writing, my other passion is horse riding. When I was in the sixth grade, I had saved enough money to buy my first horse for $415. Six years later, after being bucked off one too many times, I had enough money to upgrade. This time I bought a horse who was happy to ride with me.

      I am a former police officer with the Los Angeles Police Department. Though I’m no longer with the Department, it always finds its way into my thoughts and writing.

      Bunny and Juliette are my horses that also find their way into my writing. We live in Ventura, California.

      To see photos from these and future adventures, follow me  on

      Facebook  DianaStoneBooks

      Instagram DianaStoneBooks

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Please Leave A Review

          

        

      

    

    
      As a new author, I’m struggling for reviews. They are valuable, and hard to get. Thousands of readers, yet few have the time. Thanks in advance.

      Thank you for your time and effort. I do read and value them!

      This is the link to Amazon for Diana Stone Dressed in Pink. Click on the stars to leave a review. Just a line or two will do.

      Two weeks before my book was published, another Dressed in Pink came out. Remember, mine has a wine glass and bullets.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Diana Stone

          

        

      

    

    
      Dressed in Pink

      Dressed in Green

      Dressed in Blue

      Dressed in Orange

      Dressed in Black

      Dressed in Red

      Dressed in White

      Dressed in Chianti: A novelette
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