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  Thank You!


You picking up this book (or whatever the electronic equivalent of that is) means even more to a new author than it usually would. Thanks for being willing to read the work of a new novelist. To me, this is like selling tickets to a theme park. The ride has to be worth the price of the ticket. I've done all I can to make sure you have an enjoyable ride. 
Once you've read the book, go to www.RATSgift4u.ideajones.com and sign up for our email list. You'll get a little book-related gift to thank you for your support. Our email inboxes are clogged, too, so we promise not to abuse the privilege.
Please leave a review after you finish the book. Go ahead, be honest. True, getting reviewed helps people find me, but reviews are really for readers. Give it to me straight. I can take it! (FYI, you can also leave a review if you read this book through your local library).
And thank you to Mark, my first reader and first editor.  His laugh motivates me to write the next chapter.
This book is entirely written and edited by actual human beings. Any mistakes are my own.
Welcome to Barbados, CA and the world of Based On A True Story!






  
  Dedication


This book is dedicated to everyone who has felt as if you're not interesting, or not enough. 
Just so you know… you're wrong.
It's also dedicated to every dog we've ever shared our lives with. 
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  Chapter 1
Mutable


mutable; adjective. From the Latin mutare—to change. Capable of change or modification. Of course, change can be good, or bad, or just different. There’s no way to predict how something, or someone, will change. Not even yourself.

I’ve always loved the word kerfuffle. Commotion sounds too noisy. Chaos feels threatening. Upheaval is too nauseous. Kerfuffle reminds me of the fuss a bird makes cleaning out its nest, sending old feathers and random crap flying in all directions. My kerfuffle started, as so many things do, with a cake in a tub.
The tiny cake sat in its clear plastic container on the conference room table, plain white icing scratched and smeared from bumping against the walls of its cell. The top of the container bore a sticker reading, Cake For One! Yes, the sticker included the exclamation point. It also said $9.99, which if you round up—and why not be generous—worked out to one dollar for each of the ten years I’d been working in the Reference Division on Rexworth’s Heritage Dictionary. Another sticker told me it had been On Sale!, which is not something you necessarily want a cake to be.
My tiny dessert was accompanied by a single can of energy drink from the office vending machine. This was awkward, because at least twenty people were present for our team building meeting. They say Jesus managed to feed a multitude with a single fish and a loaf of bread. He didn’t leave instructions, and I’d never shown any special aptitude for miracles, so the outlook wasn’t promising.
And honestly, if I suddenly developed miraculous powers, would I spend them on that? What if it turned out I only had enough juice for one miracle?
While I was puzzling over what my first—maybe only—miracle would be, my boss, a chronically depressed lop-eared bunny of a man in horn-rimmed glasses and a plaid shirt, cleared his throat.
“Well.” Harvey looked about, but no one had anything to add to that. “So. Patsy. You’ve been here ten years.”
No. Well, yes, but no. No-ish. I had been there ten years, but my name was Patricia. I told people to call me Patricia. They called me Pat, as in butter, or cow; Patty, like a burger, or again, cow; or even worse, Patsy. I’d even gotten emails addressing me as Pasty. I loved words, but my name wasn't one of them. My name was like the prom dress my parents bought for me in high school, given to me by two people who picked out something perfect for the person they wished they had.
“You’ve worked on five editions of Rexworth’s Heritage Dictionary.”
Yes-ish. Counting every version—online free, online unabridged with subscription, print abridged in paperback, soft and hard covers, and even, for libraries and wealthy people with big, sturdy stands who decorate with books, unabridged hardcover—the total was more like thirty in terms of real effort. But officially, I supposed five was correct.
And? Come on, there had to be more to this. Harvey shoved the cake and can at me. We smiled, me uncertainly, he insincerely, while a roomful of people watched each individual second limp slowly by. Harvey was never comfortable complimenting anyone. “Actions,” he was fond of prosing, “speak louder than words.” A strange credo for a guy in charge of people who write dictionaries. Words were supposed to be our thing.
I looked vaguely over the heads of my coworkers and mumbled, “Thank you?” A few people looked up from their phones, figured out there wasn't cake for everyone, and tuned out again. We were almost through, anyway. Harvey’s parties weren’t satisfying, but they were short.
Being invisible, I thought, is only a superpower if you do it by choice.
The others rose to leave, mumbling things that sounded vaguely congratulatory, but Harvey surprised us by moving on to the next topic on his secret agenda: keeping our common kitchen area clean.
We sat back down, everybody checked in. This was a subject commanding the passion my decade of service could not. We discussed it with all the camaraderie exhibited by a sack of wet cats. Keeping our common lunch area clean wasn’t on anyone’s roster of duties? Damn!
Chuck, who we referred to as UpChuck due to the disgusting way he usually left the community fridge, complained about my lone cottage cheese indiscretion. I pointed out I did at least try to mop it up with paper towels. Bridget claimed none of us did anything as bad as UpChuck did with his leftover ketchup packets, which he collected the way some people collect souvenir spoons.
This wasn’t the first time anyone had referred to him as UpChuck, but it did mark the first time it happened to his face. At work, anyway. Turned out that was also his nickname all through school, and he was still rather sensitive about it.
We reached our usual non-consensus on that subject, and Harvey moved on. Throughout the meeting, whenever we got to anything happening, or due, in the next two weeks, Harvey would shoot me a sideways look and say, “We’ll have to proceed without Patsy’s help.” He’d pause just a bit too long, then say, “She’s going on a well-deserved vacation!”
He had tried to talk me out of it again, just before the meeting. “Is this,” he said in his slow, hesitant way, “a good time for you to go?” It never is. “We're understaffed.” Always. “I shouldn't tell you, but—” He would. “They may be looking for places to make cuts.” As usual. He shook his head, a melancholy bunny warning a younger bunny not to poke her head up out of their hole in the dirt. “Can you be away at a time like this?”
It's always “a time like this.” There had been a time, one most of us thought of as our Golden Age, when we worked from home, free of the energy drain of office politics and executive temper tantrums. Free to stick a load of wash into the washer while doing routine paperwork with a clear head for once, free to stand up and stretch, help Junior or Mom get a drink of water whenever they were thirsty, or pee as needed. We saved money on clothes, on gas, on therapy. Productivity went up, but—
It revealed that we had more managers than need for managing. First the suggestion we return to the office, roundly ignored, then hybrid work, our Silver Age, then a mandatory return to the Stone Age, not best for employees or the company itself, but made all those extra managers and mysterious mid-level executives seem necessary. Not all of them were. “The numbers,” those mysterious numbers that drove our stock prices, “didn't pencil out,” so we were left hoping that being at our desks, healthy or not, sane or not, would save us from the waves of layoffs periodically rolling through our building, in order to save money that could be used for generous executive bonuses that the stock price didn't seem to notice. The added workload caused by the loss of staff, and the looming threat of being the next to unwillingly “explore other opportunities,” soaked us in stress hormones and made us as productive as a toddler eating pudding with his fingers.
I was cranky, and forgetful. One evening, after searching the parking lot in vain for my car, I called my husband, Jerry. “What?” Jerry said. “I’m on my way to pick you up. I dropped you off with cookies for the office potluck, remember?” A few days later, I found two dozen chocolate chip cookies in my filing cabinet, filed under B. For baked goods, I guess. I applied for time off. Now two glorious weeks of vacation were poised to take me in their arms and sprint me to safety before I killed someone.
Our budget being what it was, we were staying home. Jerry had a list of chores he wanted to catch up on, things that never got done in the normal course of our lives. Knowing they were done would feel good, but there was nothing on the list to look forward to. Oh, I had dreams, but dreams have no dates attached. Tomorrow you’re not one day closer to “someday” than you were before.
Now I was parked in front of our house, cake wad on the seat beside me, listening to our old car’s engine tick quietly as it cooled down—alerting me that it needed to spend expensive quality time with a mechanic—but I didn’t remember driving home. I clenched my hands in my lap until my fingers cramped. Something new, please. Somewhere I haven’t been before. New faces that don’t already expect the least of me, and look smug when they get it, or the most of me, and accept it without noticing. All I want is to be someone else, somewhere new!
A day later, I was standing on a worn redwood deck in a seaside village, thinking, “I don’t believe in omens. I don’t.”
I’ve always hated the saying, “Things can only get better.” There are other options, after all.
Well, it was a new experience. If you make a request of the universe, make sure you’re specific.






  
  Chapter 2
Anfractuous


anfractuous; adjective. Winding, containing many turns. Dates to the 1600s. From the Latin anfractus, bending or digressing. Life, in other words. We like to believe we travel in straight lines. We don’t.
Perhaps I should back up a bit. When I surprised Jerry with my Cake For One, he surprised me by saying he was taking me away from it all to a romantic beach house. 
I didn’t live in a world of lavish romantic surprises, or any romantic surprises. Our budget never accommodated lavish, and Jerry, while a good guy, didn’t like surprises or do romance. “Wait—what?”
“We’ll have fun,” he continued before I could work up a more coherent response, “walking Midge on the beach.”
And just like that, Jerry distracted me from asking if our deposit was refundable, as I might not have a job to come back to. Walking Midge? Why would we be walking his mother’s dog?
We take care of Midge when Evie’s out of town. Well, I take care of Midge, and Jerry gets the credit.
“We can’t take Midge,” I said, confused. “She gets carsick, remember? Mt. Vesuvius carsick.”
Jerry’s smile was wide, tight, and determined. “Mom will take care of her.”
He was bringing Evie? His mother, who disapproves of everything about me, including my job, even though she never remembers what I do?
“This is,” she’d flutter a hand around as if batting away butterflies, “Jerry’s wife.” Not “my daughter-in-law,” and there is a distinction. “She’s a”—more hand waving—“proctologist?”
At which point people scatter, or worse, try to lure me into the bathroom for a chat, so I blurt out, “No! No! I’m a lexicographer! I write dictionaries!”
For most people, my job is a curiosity, like making a living sculpting busts of celebrities out of cheese.
Evie forgets what I do even as I say it. As my mother used to say, “Evie isn’t hard of hearing, she’s hard of listening.”
Jerry was still talking. I tried to tune in, but I was distracted, primed to talk about my job, rumors of more layoffs, my micro-managing boss, and my lovely two-minute party and six-inch cake. I was also mentally reviewing arguments that might head off this impending train wreck of a vacation, while Jerry waxed rhapsodic over the joys of a road trip with a person who doesn’t like me much. He didn’t seem to realize I wasn’t completely checked in to our conversation.
People talk to me. Not with me—to me. Plant me on an empty city bus, buried behind a book, and the next person to get on that bus will sit beside me and regurgitate the details of his life. Jerry says my normal facial expression—the face people make when they’re not trying to make any face at all—says, “please, tell me everything.”
People chase me down to tell me things. Except Jerry, who usually doesn't talk much, and Evie, who talks a lot, but not to me if she can help it.
Jerry spread a flier on the counter. “It’s nonrefundable, but that’s okay.”
Nothing about this is okay. I went into that panic where I’m frozen like a stuck cursor, stumbling around in my skull, looking for an answer. “Ah. Ah.”
Prying the lid off my cake absently, Jerry grabbed a fork. Just one. “Mom’s really excited about it.”
There is no world where Evie, who gets even more carsick than Midge, would be excited by a long car ride, especially with me, but she'd never tell you, and you know it. Her son took a bite. Of my Cake For One.
I cleared my throat.
Jerry frowned and carved the single rose from the top of my mini-cake. He took a bite of pure frosting, sucked on his fork. We both come from long lines of stress eaters.
I grabbed a fork and started from the opposite side of the cake wad. Cloying sweetness assaulted my tongue. Having a truck full of sugar overturn in my mouth was the last thing a diabetic needed, but this was mine and I was damn well going to have some.
“Hmph-humph.” He swallowed. “We’ll just have to keep her distracted.”
Distracted? What was I supposed to do, juggle? And who is “we?” You always say you can’t talk while driving, which is, I suspect, why you usually drive.
“She’s coming back a day early from her women’s retreat.” Jerry took another mouthful of cake.
I dove for the last bite and ate without tasting it. Evie comes back from retreats percolating with righteousness with nowhere to pour it, brimful of built-up religion.
I have little to say on the topic of religion that wouldn’t cause her to hyperventilate.
Besides, I’m not a great communicator, even on topics that aren’t sensitive. I’m often called upon, even chased down, to listen, but rarely required to speak. My social skills rusted shut years ago.
People talk to me when something needs doing—I’m a great doer of things—when they want someone’s attention, or when they’re mad at somebody else. Whoever it is unloads his collection of unmet needs or inadequately appreciated whatever and decamps, acknowledged, satisfied.
They don’t ask about me, except in a perfunctory way, nor do I expect them to. You’d have to know my family to understand, but if you do, trust me, you get it. Speaking up, in my experience, is akin to asking someone to toss you a grenade, and please pull the pin first. It’s called “self-expression” because it’s safest to keep it to yourself.
Everyone needs someone to talk to, so I talk to—myself. Not out loud. In my head. I live with a constant internal commentary, like a Greek chorus, maybe very slightly more cheerful.
Jerry caught my expression and turned away, shoulders hunched. “I thought you’d be happy about this.”
Why?
“We’re making an event of it.”
A public hanging is also an event.
Jerry found a half-empty jar of something and jammed his dirty fork in, thus making it forever his. “Weren’t you just saying the other day you miss when we used to do things together?”
Well, yes— you and me together. Not you, me, her, and her dog.
“We do the same stuff every day,” Jerry continued. “Maybe if we get away from the stuff we have to do all the time, we could do things we’re always saying we want to do.”
This was the same thing I’d been thinking on the drive home, but now it sounded like a foreign language. I rinsed out my cake tub. Not counting chores, Jerry and I hadn't spent much time together since, well, I couldn't remember when. We used to like being together, didn't we? And there were things I wanted to do, weren't there? I forced a casual tone to my voice. “Like what?”
Jerry shrugged. “Like, I don’t know, you could write an actual book?”
“Instead of the stuff I’ve been writing for ten years?” I say I write dictionaries. Officially, I edit, but what I actually do is write definitions for words. Without explanations it’s not a dictionary, it’s a spelling list.
“Don’t you ever wonder what you’d do,” Jerry took my hand, looking earnest in a way adults usually don’t, “who you would be, if you did what you wanted to do?”
“Since most adults aren’t actors, rock stars, or astronauts, that’s the human condition, isn’t it?” Who doesn’t let his coffee get cold while contemplating what might have been, before realizing it really is too late to be a ballerina or a baseball player, and going back to work?
What do rock stars and astronauts daydream about doing while their coffee gets cold?
“Hey,” Jerry said with impeccable timing, considering this was the tenth anniversary of me doing it, “someone else can make up words for once.”
I stiffened, and he let go.
Several pieces snapped together. I’d spent ten years of my life doing something I thought was useful, if not glamorous, to the best of my ability, for a boss who was impossible to please, and not even my own husband thought of my job as important or even mildly interesting. “Make up” words? That, for a lexicographer, is the cardinal sin. We record these bits of history. We explain them. We don’t make them up!
I was a snarling animal, crouching in my cave, ready to devour someone. I didn’t explain this to Jerry, because the only thing worse than being in a pissy mood is having to explain it or have someone try to fix it.
There are topics I revisit whenever I am reminded it’s unlikely I’ll turn out to be wildly successful at something and never have to clean my own bathroom again, and life is a wet wool sweater, several sizes too small. I don’t expect them to be fixed. I want them to be transmuted, in a “then my fairy godmother waved her magic wand, and I was perfectly beautiful, healthy, rich, brilliant, and kind-hearted, and my road was smooth and strewn with rose petals that never fade” kind of way. But I don’t want them fixed.
Fixing implies effort with no chance of perfection. If you can’t get transmutation, I say, go for complaining. It produces no real results, but gives a lovely, self-righteous feeling that life isn’t fair, to you, specifically, and the universe doesn’t realize how wonderful you, particularly, are—which means you are both more wonderful and more perceptive than anyone else.
Jerry is one of life’s “fixers.” Give him a broken something and watch him tinker until it’s working, if not perfectly, then better. He had picked “dull, predictable, and stressed” from my complaint list and found a deal on a rental house only a gasp and some hyperventilation over our budget.
The flier Jerry spread out showed a cozy little nest overlooking the ocean in historic, peaceful, Barbados California. It was sweet of him, and a wildly romantic gesture.
If he hadn’t invited his mother to come with us.
Jerry took a gulp of house-brand soda, stared resolutely out the kitchen window, and said, “You and Mom could be really close if you gave it a chance.” He fixed me with a strained smile so broad that I could see his dental fillings. “It’ll be great!”
This landed me back in the present moment with a mental splat, mouth agape, big cartoon question marks popping up in the air around me. Great? It’s non-refundable, that’s what it is. My vacation was turning into another cake in a tub, a stale cake in a cracked tub.
My least-favorite word is confrontation. I prefer sidestepping uncomfortable issues like dog doo on the sidewalk, assuming they will be swept up somehow before I have to go there again. So how to juggle being nice, yet saying “no,” especially to someone who very much wanted me to do the one thing I least wanted to do and love it, even though he knew, or should have known, exactly why I wouldn’t?
It was clear he wanted this enough to overlook the many arguments against it. He smiled again, hopefully. I’m fairly good at many things and not amazing at any one, but I am, damn it, a Good Girl, and I have a strong pain avoidance reflex when it comes to disapproval. Things felt tenuous between us in ways I couldn't specify. It was a faint itch that moved as I scratched. If asked, Jerry would assure me he was fine, we were fine, everything was fine. But were we fine? So I didn’t say “This sounds hideous and I won’t do it!” I didn’t bring up how his mother and I can’t spend an entire lunch together without rubbing each other the wrong way.
Jerry’s supposed to know my likes and dislikes, and not subject me to things I don’t like. I’m not supposed to have to explain it.
Nobody understands me.
Oh, they will, when I’m gone and my unfinished novels are published posthumously, and I get the recognition I deserve as one of the century’s brightest literary lights, cut down before my genius could flower at the tender age of eighty-four. What good will that do me? By then I’ll be cold and moldy, my brain rotted by cheap coffee, stale donuts, and one too many office meetings.
Maybe I did need a vacation.
Beautiful Barbados California, just eight hours up a twisting, narrow road with a carsick mother-in-law, and her even more carsick dog.
Jerry gave me a big kiss, which I more permitted than participated in. “Let’s get some sleep. Big day tomorrow!”
As I got ready for bed, I decided that was probably what someone said to the scientists the day before they tested the first atom bomb.






  
  Chapter 3
Avoid


avoid; verb. From the Old French word for to empty. To stay away from or prevent. Somehow it’s easier to miss things you want to do than things you don’t. I hate office meetings, but I don’t miss them. I just arrive after all the good donuts are gone.
There are substances club soda won’t remove from car upholstery, no matter how hard you scrub, and conversations that, even after forgiveness has been given, leave faint stains on your emotional seat covers that never quite come out. Less than a day into the trip, we’d had both. 
We drove past my office building on the way out of town. Over one hundred years after Jeremiah W. Rexworth published “The American Guide to Useful Words and Phrases,” one arm of his publishing empire decamped for a midsized city in northern California with an educated workforce, adequate infrastructure, and cheaper office space. Hallowed tradition, it turns out, weighs less than profits. Enter yours truly. 
At first, I thought I'd found my dream job. An excuse to read, to write, to spend my days with other people who were as obsessed with words as I was. I thought it would be brilliant minds who gathered to consider the evolution of language, who made droll intellectual jokes about esoteric subjects, appreciating being able to make a living among like minds. There were moments like that, but not many. Mostly, it was a job, what jobs are in the 21st century. If you're not part of the top five percent, you know. 
We passed the building where my flock of chickens pecked for our daily feed, one of the small clusters of taller buildings that speak to the frustration of a town that lives in the shadow of larger cities. We don't have an extensive skyline. Five or six tallish buildings that would get lost at the feet of true skyscrapers, clustered together in the center of the city proper as if for safety, surrounded by miles of squat older buildings, some of them dating back to the Gold Rush, and urban sprawl that gradually gives way to suburbs, farmland and wetland, rivers where people go rafting or try to swish gold from the water in shallow pans for the hell of it, or just relax on the gravel shores of the rivers that flow through, all under the watch of the foothills and mountains of the Sierra. 
We crossed the Sacramento River, quiet on its broad surface, but the current underneath strong and fast. If I felt kinship with anything in what had become my home town, it was that river, larger and more important to more people than most realized, deeper, carrying hidden debris and history. Gold had been discovered in a tributary of the Sacramento, launching the Gold Rush. Its waters were the heart of the delta that fed the big cities that looked down their noses at its home even as they demanded its bounty.
I might not be much for outdoor sports, but I loved to sip a cold drink while watching the water flow past. There are surprisingly few restaurants on the river, but I promised myself I'd get back to my favorite as soon as we returned. I was churning with debris I hadn't examined, needs I couldn't identify. One day soon, I decided. You and me, River.
My thoughts were interrupted as the rental van hit a low ridge of asphalt and swayed. Midgie, her tubular body apparently filled with an endless supply of vomit, made a miserable coughing sound and let fly.
Evie gulped. “Poor sweetie,” she murmured in a wobbly voice, stroking her dog’s head. “Poor little wow-wow.” She pulled a wad from the roll of paper towels.
We drove past farms, rows of red tomatoes, green vines preparing pumpkins for Halloween, almond orchards, and fields that had held lavender all spring but now slept under the summer sun. We stopped at a farm stand, stepping out into morning heat that promised the kind of afternoon baking and sultry evening that sucks your energy along with your sweat. Loading up on fruits and vegetables to take with us, I tried to figure out what Jerry and Evie might like. Even in the farm stand, the air was already thick and warm, with a musty, earthy scent. 
The inside of the rental van was acquiring its own distinct scent, club soda and things much less enjoyable. I put down the bouquet of flowers I held in my hand. There's only so much you can expect from a bunch of flowers, after all.
Back on the road, we didn't talk much. Evie and Midgie fell asleep for a bit, which was a blessing. The motion sickness meds they'd both taken hadn't done much more than make them drowsy, but it was a welcome break. Jerry and I played passive-aggressive games with the environmental controls in the van. After he switched the air to “recirculating” for the tenth time, he glanced at me. “It saves gas.”
Looking out the window, I pretended not to hear his muttered explanation, and let it sit. Let him get an idea which way the air quality in the van was going. His sense of smell isn't as sensitive as mine. I winced, my nose screwing up as we sped along the hot asphalt. When I couldn't stand it any more, I switched the air back to “fresh.” Jerry didn't complain.
After an hour or so, Evie sat up, waking Midgie. Two mistakes combined don't cancel each other out. Wordlessly, I handed her the roll of paper towels I'd grabbed from the back at the farm stand.
This was our pattern for the next few hours. When she felt somewhat better, Evie attempted to distract herself by bringing up things neither Jerry nor I wanted to talk about, hoping each time, I think, that the response would be different, as though this were a conversational slot machine. At first, I dredged my mind for any safe topic, but we exhausted the possibilities of whatever was passing the windows, the weather, and where the next possible stop might be where we could buy paper towels and cleaning supplies. We lapsed into tired, irritable silence. Well Evie and I lapsed. Something has to be happening to lapse. For all Jerry contributed, we might have been in an automatically driven vehicle.
“Oh, my,” Evie muttered, making a distressed sound. Someone in the back seat, her, Midgie, both of them maybe, retched.
I didn’t say anything because this had already happened so many times I’d run out of helpful advice, sympathetic words, even guttural noises. Evie and I didn’t have much to talk about under the best circumstances, which these weren’t. It’s not just the differences in our ages, personalities, backgrounds, tastes, politics, hobbies, and interests. There’s a basic divide in our approach to life that goes right down to the bedrock.
A very nice hummingbird and a very nice dog will still have trouble finding much to talk about.
Jerry gave me a quick, tight, distracted glance. Something was bothering him. His eyes met Evie’s in the rear-view mirror, and he winced. Maybe he didn’t feel well himself and was being stoic so as not to add to our miseries. Poor guy. He didn’t need his wife and his mother fighting on top of it. I’d just have to ignore what Evie said, somehow. All day. Every day. For two weeks.
Evie wiped the back seat with a wad of paper towels and cleaned her hands with a sanitizer that smelled of alcohol and flowers, like a drunk rolled in the dumpster behind a florist's shop. With the same stiff, toothy grin Jerry gives when he thinks he’s successfully hiding his desire to be elsewhere, Evie patted the back of the seat to get my attention, wafting me with Odeur du Unfortunate Back Seat. “So, Patty,” she began. My name is Patricia. Patricia! “Casey called!”
Now I'm nauseous.
“She said to tell you ‘Hi.’”
Jerry responded with a noncommittal grunt. I didn’t say anything. Evie looked from Jerry to me.
I said nothing again, louder.
“Wasn’t that evening fun?” This from Evie.
“Mmm.” My contribution. Make what you can out of that!
Jerry and I had gone to Evie’s for dinner a few days before, only to be ambushed by Casey and Gideon, members of Evie's church, intense, scrubbed, and unexpected. Within minutes, Casey was “chatting” with me about my marital duties. A DVD they’d brought ran in the background. A group of people, maybe a family, maybe clones—they all looked weirdly alike—sang poorly-written gospel songs to a flock of dejected, or sedated, sheep.
All through dinner, Casey and Gideon lectured us about our proper roles within our marriage, masked as casual chat. Not conversation. In conversations, other people get to speak. Casey told me about my scriptural duty to flood the world with the fruit of Jerry’s loins. My inability to have children is a sore spot on my psyche, and nobody else’s damn business. All the while, TV Family sang gooey, meterless, sloppily-rhymed hymns, the sheep struggled weakly, and TV Family clutched them like baa-ing flotation devices.
Now, driving up the highway in the rented minivan I’d privately christened The Barfmobile, I didn’t want to open the Casey and Gideon Thing, especially in front of Jerry, especially now. Tensions between me and any member of his family always ended up being my fault, and we were holding to a delicate, confusing detente, like he was still irritated about something I'd done in his dreams. He drove with his hands clenched on the wheel, peering out the windshield as though he had magnets in his eyes that could pull our destination closer.
“She asked about you,” Evie said.
“Ahh,” I responded. Actually, an “ah” that shaded into “oh” and finished with a flat “uh.” Polite, but unencouraging. Learned it from my mother.
“They want you to come to the Couples Encounter,” Evie chirped.
They are one of the couples I least want to encounter. The car gave a lurch.
Fixed on her goal, whatever it was, Evie shocked me by not heaving. “Pastor leads workshops, “ she went on, bright-eyed, “and they bring in speakers like Tilly Bestway. She was a big help at the Women’s Retreat. She says if anything is bothering you, you have to bring it out right away.” Evie snapped her fingers. “Not later that day, or the next day. If you wait, you’ll just come up with reasons to avoid dealing with it.” Like not killing people because prison looks uncomfortable?
She mopped at a stain best left to mystery. “That’s not her real name, of course. She took that name—”
“Because hers is the best way?” Tilly sure sounds like a fun girl!
“What? No. Her first name isn’t Tilly. She took that name to show she’s a Tiller of God’s Soil.”
Of course. Oh, Lord. I nodded, that “Yes, I heard you” minimal acknowledgment that admits someone just spoke, but your reaction should not be interpreted as any sort of encouragement to say anything else on that topic.
Jerry grunted, leaving me to tell Evie we couldn’t go.
Evie wilted. “Oh. I just thought—” She glanced at Jerry. Back to me. “Well, if you don’t want to . . .” she turned disappointed eyes to Jerry, who hunched a bit more over the steering wheel.
Jerry was positively pre-verbal on this trip, probably seeing his wonderful family vacation already crumbling before him. Yes, it was an unrealistic fantasy. Sometimes, the most improbable dreams are the very ones we yearn for deepest in the bone.
Jerry’s phone buzzed. I answer his phone in the car, a negotiated settlement that keeps us from flirting with telephone poles, pedestrians, and the rear bumpers of other cars.
He shook his head. “Let it go to voice-mail.” The first words he'd uttered in miles. It lives!
I had never heard those words come out of his mouth. Jerry took a phone call from work while we were exchanging our wedding vows.
“Good for you,” I said approvingly. “We’re on vacation, right? Work can wait.” He gave me a wobbly, sick grin and turned back to the road.
I made myself smile at Evie. She looked at me quizzically, narrowed her eyes, glanced from me to Jerry, back to me. I could see her evaluating her son’s stiff posture. She offered me a limp smile, the only apology she was likely to make.
Along the road were farms and fields of dozing cattle, trees of more kinds than I’d ever seen. “It’s nice here,” I said. It was, although by “here” I meant out there.
Evie said something equally as banal in response.
For the next few hours, we made careful small talk about whatever we could see from the car windows between gas station bathroom visits, eruptions from the back seat, and stops at grocery stores to replenish our cleaning supplies.
The forest rose ahead. I thought of Dorothy, Toto, and company approaching the Emerald City. A few leafy guard towers first, dotted here and there, then we pierced the green palisade. 
For a moment, everything else was forgotten. It’s too faint to just say it was green. There were greens of every hue, emerald, a dark teal almost black, grass green, kelly green the color of shamrocks, blue greens, yellow, gray. Speckled in that were golds, reds, blues, flecks of bright wildflowers, and rusty brown trunks so tall we couldn’t see the tops. The light dimmed and the air cooled as we moved into the embrace of leafy giants screening us from the sun.
Evergreens taller than skyscrapers. Bright sunlight glittered through the chinks, more radiant and sparkling for coming in sudden flashes from narrow gaps between the trees. Occasional openings gave us glimpses of puffy white clouds.
We pulled in at a tiny gas station with faded gray paint and smudged windows. The sign proclaimed this to be Handy Shandy’s Tank You Very Much Gas Station, offering gas, snacks, beer, and live bait. Who could ask for more? It also assured us there was a mechanic on duty. We didn’t need a mechanic—we needed an exorcist.
Jerry hopped out to fill the tank. Evie, Midge, and I dangled out of the windows. Jerry scuffed at the pitted asphalt with one sneaker. “Locked. I’d better see if I can find somebody.” He hesitated. The sooner he finished, the sooner he’d have to get back into the van. Scuff. “I’d better look around.” He ambled off, pausing every few moments to mumble “hello?” Soon he returned, shrugging. “It's an old pump. Won’t start unless the attendant puts in a code.”
Someone cleared his throat. Jerry turned.
Evie, Midge, and I managed to raise our heads.
A squat fireplug of a guy in oil-smeared coveralls, dusty Giants cap pulled low over hair so short it bristled, paused in the act of wiping his hands on a stained rag. The patch on his coveralls read “Willy,” or “Billy.” A blot of something rendered the first letter illegible. He surveyed us uncertainly. You could see the stock “can I help you?” greeting cross his face and depart, cowed. “Uh—need gas?”
Jerry fished his credit card from his wallet. Something passed between them, some masculine exchange. Willy-Billy glanced at us, at Jerry. Jerry shrugged. The attendant smiled sympathetically. All they said was:
“Yeah. Better fill it.”
“You got it.”
Willy-Billy ducked into the tiny station, tapped keys, waved. Jerry filled the tank, inhaling deeply. I took a sniff. The odor of gasoline seemed downright refreshing, compared to the miasma inside the van.
Jerry racked the nozzle and closed the gas cap, shuffling off into the station, chatting with Willy-Billy.
When Jerry got back in the van, he looked relieved, as though touching bases with another male had eased some tension within. “Nice guy.”
I reviewed all I knew of their brief interaction. How the hell did Jerry know Willy-Billy was a “nice guy?” Of course. Jerry had just spent over eight hours cooped up in a van with three fitful females, up to his eyeballs in estrogen, stress hormones, and vomit. In the reversed situation, I would have run towards the first woman I found, sobbing. No wonder Jerry had a new friend.
A few minutes later, we pulled up in front of a beautiful old Victorian, parrot green with white gingerbread everywhere, like the kind of dollhouses rich little girls get in movies. This was where we were staying? The house I dreamed of living in all through my childhood? Midge whimpered, pawing at the van door. I knew how she felt.
Jerry motioned to us to stay put and rang the bell. So Barbie wasn’t getting her dream home after all. A skinny, white-haired woman emerged, smiling. Her smile faded as she sniffed the air. She peered at Jerry, past him to the van. Jerry produced a crumpled piece of paper. Frowning, she read it, and disappeared into the house, shutting the door. When she opened it again, not all the way, Jerry nodded dutifully at whatever she was saying. She dropped a key into his palm and closed the door in his face.
Standing on the perfect porch of the perfect house, Jerry stared at the Barfmobile.  Evie, clutching Midge to her chest, leaned out of the back, gasping, her hair blown into a bird’s nest. I was hanging out of the front passenger window. He regarded us as if seeing us for the first time. Sighing deeply, he trudged to the van.
Reluctantly, I drew my head in. “That’s the landlady?”
“No,” Jerry said, “just the neighbor the owner pays to give out and collect keys. And, so she informed me, call the cops if we have wild parties.”
Us? I laughed weakly. The wildest thing we did was put plastics out for recycling that didn't have the right symbol on them.
Jerry turned the Barfmobile on the narrow street, a process involving lots of backing and forthing, and pulled into the driveway of the house next door.
We lurched out of our reeking van as the sun set over the Pacific Ocean, drained, by every definition of that word. Before us was a cottage covered in weathered gray shingles, cupped in a tiny yard with a mangy, dry lawn ringed with poorly-trimmed hedges. It was guarded by the most ridiculous lawn gnome I’d ever seen, arms spread, head back, mouth open wide in the cuddliest snarl ever, wearing a fuzzy dinosaur costume under a tie-dye t-shirt. It was also wearing exaggerated lipstick and eye shadow, and its claws were long, red nails. At some time, someone had been buying plants at the nursery,  looked at that hippie drag Godzilla gnome and thought, “That's it! That's what my cottage needs!” It balanced on the fulcrum between weirdly cute and just weird.
Jerry, taking luggage into the house, paused, blinking. “That wasn't in the pictures,” he said. 
“You just noticed this?” How could anyone miss Dragzilla?
He shrugged. The world outside meters and monitors usually goes below Jerry's radar. Grabbing another load of bags, he returned to what he'd been doing. 
Evie picked her way past me, limp as a piece of wilted lettuce. She spared our garden guardian a glance, opened her mouth, closed it. Shaking her head wearily, she followed Jerry to the house.
Midge staggered under a bush, heaved, and sprawled on her face. She might have been kissing the ground. Home at last.
Ocean waves, redwood trees, wildflowers, blessed, blessed fresh air and the sound of the sea, punctuated only by the occasional barf, which I hardly noticed any more. I walked around to the deck in the back, the boards faded and pulpy, with the texture of an old kitchen sponge, and watched the sun set over the ocean.
Then a bird dropped dead at my feet. I didn’t have time to react beyond “Is that a seagull?” before Midgie staggered up to me. “Why?” her pleading eyes seemed to be asking. “You know how sick I get. Why?”
I had no answer, but she did. A moment later, I was washing my shoes, my feet, and the deck with water from the garden hose. Jerry came out through the sliding glass door, looking out over the ocean. He beamed and said, “See? I told you. Isn’t it romantic?” My jaw dropped.
He was looking at the ocean when he said it, so maybe he didn’t know about the bird, or the barf, at that point.
If I killed him right now, not a jury in the world would convict me. “Yeah.”






  
  Chapter 4
Impulse


impulse; noun. From the Latin impulsus—see impel. A sudden urge; the underlying reason for an action; a tendency or inclination. In physics, a measure of momentum over time. In practice, the thing you do that you can never really explain later. 
No matter what you’ve heard, I’m not insane. Yes, I was on the front lawn of our rental house at two a.m. with a yapping dachshund. Okay, I was shouting Shakespeare while waving an unstrung badminton racket. I might have been, well, nude, more or less. Perhaps the neighbors did call the police. 
In my defense, let me say Nature isn’t as serene as you’d think.
There was a sliding glass door from our upstairs bedroom leading to an uncertain-looking—I hate to call it a balcony. Balcony sounds very Romeo and Juliet. And solid. You didn’t worry about Juliet falling through her balcony. This was a shaky, creaky, loosely associated collection of boards. No, not boards. Boards, like balcony, is a word that sounds solid. These aged planks were more like Styrofoam models of boards.
I eyed the balcony doubtfully, while Jerry tugged on the door latch. “Every night, uhhh, we can end the day in each other’s arms, oof, watching the ocean from our own, huff, private deck.” This was an amazingly romantic speech for Jerry. It must have come from the rental’s website, except for the grunting. That was his.
A seagull landed on the deck railing, which fell off. Jerry pulled on the window instead. “Okay, hooh, we can fall asleep”—he gave the window a hard yank—“to the gentle sound of the waves.” The window sprang open so suddenly he almost fell out, and wouldn't close again for anything. Maybe we could just stay up all night, wondering if our room was about to fall romantically off the house and over the cliff.
Jerry called the key lady, who said, “You opened the window? Why did you do that? It doesn't close!” She reminded him that our payment was non-refundable. Jerry hung up, smiled weakly, and pointed out that with the window open—wide open—we could listen to those peaceful Pacific waves. The ones busily pounding rocks into sand. The surf hollered, “BOOM,” intoned “WAAAAAAW” in a low moan like an entire monastery of baritone monks chanting, following this up with “SHHHHH!” It’s surprising how loud a “shh!” can be.
I listened to the rhythmic “BOOM! — WAAAAAH! — SHHHH!” of the gentle ocean waves all night. Romance? Not so much. For one thing, our room was cold, and not in an, “Ooh, let’s cuddle” way. Cold in an arctic explorer way. I wore two layers of tee shirts and socks to bed, and huddled under an extra blanket, all of which were chilly and slightly damp.
Jerry reached for me, making his “c’mere, baby” face. Some people think sex is the panacea, the sovereign specific, the universal remedy for anything. I have to be in the mood. I was in a mood, but not one that made me want to get sensual with the taciturn shit who'd left me to the tender mercies of his disapproving mama all day. You've hardly spoken to me, now we’re in a cold, wet room, so come on, baby, let’s do it? That would take more forgiveness than I could manufacture out of what I had to work with. Jerry stopped waggling his eyebrows, turned over, and settled into a sleepy sulk.
I was exhausted, but the cold, wet air and the cold, wet nose kept me up. Midge came in and did the sensible thing for a dog whose short fur won’t keep her warm. She headed for an accessible warm body—mine. I was just starting to doze lightly when her nose slid down my back like a small, pointed ice cube.
She tunneled under the blankets in search of the warmest spot, which turned out to be at the base of my spine. On her way there, she trailed droplets of freezing cold water on my skin. I hoped it was water. Evie swore they’d both be over their upset tummies by morning, but I did wonder drowsily if Midge was about to baptize the mattress, with the kind of distant, tepid curiosity that is all exhaustion can muster for anything.
I was ready to give sleep another try, but Midge decided it was time to express her affection. She nosed her way to the foot of the bed, clamped two small but powerful front paws around my foot, and started grooming, just as Jerry launched the nasal jackhammer of his snore.
The combination of cold nose and doggy tongue on the inside of my arch, and what sounded like someone breaking concrete with a hydrogen bomb, banished sleep. Fuzzy-headed, I threw on a robe and stumbled downstairs. Midge shifted her loyalties to Jerry’s foot. Nothing wakes Jerry, so they were good for the night.
I wandered the rental house, a cup of hot tea in hand, earbuds in. Silky and smooth, James Lee Stanley told me he couldn’t help wanting me “Every Day.” That’s the thing with a good love song. You picture yourself desirable, sensual, listening while someone pours out his, or her, fascination with amazing you. “They tell me time is all-healing, but I can’t shake this feeling, no matter how I try, I love her more and more.” In that moment, you know yourself to be deeper, wider, more filled with light and shadows than you are in the harsh lighting of reality. The world is seductive, and you are its idol.
The full moon shone through the windows, so I left the lights off. The shelves offered nothing entertaining enough for a sleepless night in an unfamiliar place, as is often the way with another person’s bookcase.
I paused before the doors. Two ornately carved wooden frames inset with large glass panels presented the view outside, a magic painting, mine to step into at my pleasure. Redwoods swept the night air with their fragrant fans. The moonlit water undulated like a belly dancer in shimmering, iridescent robes. The light flirted with me, teased me, made moonlight promises.
My gaze fell on the hot tub. I didn’t tub. You either like stewing in a pot of hot water or you don’t, and I’m usually too restless to percolate. Not a zen atom in my anatomy. Still, the idea of being warm was appealing, and the idea of being warm with that view irresistible.
I had a swimsuit, but going back upstairs to get it—and squeeze into it—would break the spell. This was a snowflake of magic born of impulse and opportunity, easily melted. It was “go” or “no go,” no caveats or considerations. I was having my first compelling spontaneous urge in years. Of their own volition, my hands abandoned my phone on the table and reached for the door. It opened soundlessly and I was drawn through.
Picking my way across the flaking deck, I prayed it wouldn’t collapse and send me rolling half-naked over the edge of the cliff, to be hauled up by a passing fishing trawler at dawn. The moonlight winked at me. Shivering, I reached for the controls, then thought of having to mince my way back upstairs afterward in frigid, wet underwear.
The houses on either side were screened by hedges of tall, twisting, wind-blown bushes. Evie and Jerry were both sound sleepers, and the sea drowned out even Jerry’s snoring. The ocean breeze blew me a scented kiss. Wild abandon tickled me for the first time in memory. I draped my robe, tee shirts, bra, panties, and socks over the railing. Feeling deliciously wicked, the chill, wet air tingling on my skin, I turned on the controls and made ready to lounge in luxury.
A scratching, grinding noise from under the cover. Oops. The instructions did say we’d have to fill the hot tub before using it, so I poked one end of a garden hose under the cover, turning on the water. There was a weird squeaking noise. Were there gears in a hot tub? If so, these were rusty.
That’s when I heard growling. The back door hadn’t closed all the way, and Midge had waddled out, probably to barf in Mother Nature's lap. She stood behind me, little body quivering, eyes locked intently on what must have looked like the mother of all doggy baths. She glared at the hot tub, mumbling.
I was unwilling to give up my fantasy. Maybe whatever was wrong was so simple even I could fix it? Not if it required more than jiggling parts and frowning at them—I can barely get an elevator to work—but no harm in looking.
The current occupant of the hot tub noticed the flooding in his home and came out to talk to someone about it. A pointy noise emerged from a hole in the hot tub cover, working the air. The full moon lit a pair of beady eyes no more than three feet from mine.
A big rat with teeth like scalpels chattered at me. That’s when I spotted a small, pitiful pile of feathers and bones.
I opened my mouth wide. Cords stood out on my neck, but the sound emerging from my throat was a squeak. Midge, however, heard and responded. A miniature picture of canine indignation, she showed the rat, which looked to be almost her equal in size, her tiny teeth. High-pitched, trilling growls came out from between her little lips. Itty bitty nails tapping on the soft wood, she advanced, stiff-legged, as more rats emerged.
After a large meal, Midge weighs maybe twelve pounds, but she placed herself between me and the vermin. The rats were using body language cribbed from old Jimmy Cagney gangster movies. Midge was channeling Robin Hood. I got the role of naked Maid Marian with a very bad case of goosebumps.
The sudden rush of warmth I felt for my petite defender was quickly replaced by icy dread. Those rats were huge. Time to snatch Midgie and retreat into the house.
Snatch, however, is one of those verbs implying quickness. If you want introspection, even angst, I’m your girl, but speed isn't one of my distinguishing characteristics.
A rat would feint; Midge would counter. Each time, the combatants were a bit closer, a bit more desperate. I called softly, “Midge? Midgey?” Time to grab her and retreat.
A rat darted at Midge, who doubled on herself, long snout level with her thin, whip-like tail, and snapped. While she was distracted, another edged toward her.
I spotted a dirty stick. Gingerly, I drew it towards me with my foot. The stick turned out to be a very dirty badminton racket, half unstrung. Badminton? The yard, such as it was, was a steep strip of halfhearted grass running down to a hedge that marked the drop-off of a sheer cliff. Not a good location for lawn games.
A rat lunged at Midge. I dove for the racket. The spa cover shuddered and toppled to the deck with a loud thump. What looked like a wave of rats scattered in all directions as the hose went rogue, dousing us all with cold water.
Stumbling back against the door, I heard the click that said, “one of your options is now closed and locked.” I yanked on the handle anyway, swearing, my other hand flailing the racket as my clothes slid off the railing into the mud.
Scrabbling feet, snapping teeth, cold air filled with barking and chittering. A rat ran up my foot. I screeched, kicking, flinging it over the railing. I had been compromised. Midge threw herself into battle. She and the rats rolled down the steps in a tangled mass.
Something deep inside me, a sliver of warrior DNA that had been napping through countless generations of bookworms, woke up and yelled the first thing that came to mind. With a cry of “How now, a rat? Dead for a ducat! Dead!” I stumbled toward Midge, racket swinging.
We were all jumbled, sliding, floundering in and out of the shadows. Half unstrung, my weapon was only intermittently successful in hand-to-rat combat, so I waved it wildly, lumbering around, always just short of grabbing Midge.
A close second to my fear of the rats was my fear of sliding through the hedge and over the cliff. Only Midge navigated successfully. Stubby legs churning, she shoved mud around like an earthmover, dove for a rat, grabbed its neck and shook it, flinging it away to pursue the next. Built to tunnel down to fight badgers, the battle light was in her eyes and a little mud beneath her notice.
I, however, built to sit curled up on an overstuffed chair with a thick book in my lap, was as graceful as a cow on ice. Several times, I landed on whatever part of me was facing the ground, still swinging. Curses in canine, rodent, and English rent the air as we battled chaotically uphill around the side of the house toward the front door.
Midge was tiring. She stopped, sides heaving as she gulped air, her tongue hanging out and her head low. The last rat in view, trapped between Midge and the house, bunched itself for a leap right at her. Moving more swiftly than ever before or since, I swung my racket in a perfect backhand.
Even a gifted athlete would stand only a fifty percent chance of connecting with that racket, but somehow I made the shot. With a startled squeal, the rat achieved low Earth orbit. Midge also squealed, in frustration, as I picked her up and clutched her to my chest. The rats were vanquished, at least for the moment. Cooing the kinds of extravagant praise one offers a dog in such a situation, I cuddled her in my arms.
Some dim part of my brain, way in the back and treading adrenaline, wondered how I had known there were no more rats around. The moon wasn’t that bright, was it?
No, it was not—but there was lots of illumination, so bright I saw spots when I turned around. I squinted into the lights, not all of which came from the surrounding houses. At least two belonged to the police car parked just beyond the little white picket fence.
Midge, yapping, tail wagging furiously, bounded from my arms into the arms of my mother-in-law.
Mud-spattered, scratched, bruised, I held my head high. I was, some ancient part of my brain insisted, the victorious warrior woman. I might have even been considering giving my battered racket a name, Ratflinger, the way they name swords in legends. I don’t think I’d ever been prouder of myself than at that moment.
Someone snickered, and I remembered I was naked.
Not a situation for which my brain had a response. My tongue, which never fails to fail me, wrapped itself around my teeth and refused to budge, and the only thing that
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