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  1.


As she raced down the alley, Tillie glanced behind her and saw that the speller was still on her tail and closing the gap. “Damn,” she muttered, putting on another burst of speed. “That’s why you don’t slow down to look back. Or to mutter to yourself. What are you doing? Shut up!” 
She shut up, turned left, and stumbled as her kitten heel caught in a pothole. Her eyes darted to and fro as she searched frantically for a place to hide. Finally, she climbed into a blue recycling dumpster and settled back against a stack of folded cardboard boxes. She closed her eyes, forcing herself to remain motionless, trying to ignore the dampness seeping into the seat of her blue Chanel miniskirt. She listened to the footsteps as the man ran past her hiding spot.  
Tillie breathed deeply and flinched as the odor of the dumpster hit her nose.
At least it was recycling and less stinky than trash or compost. Still, this was no place for a sophisticated escort — or any woman in her mid-thirties for that matter. Her knees protested her crouched position. She shouldn’t have been skipping yoga so often lately. She wasn’t twenty-two anymore.
Holding her breath, Tillie removed her charcoal grey jacket and turned it inside out, revealing a silky purple lining. She inverted the hood as well and pulled it up over her cropped, coppery curls.
She popped her head up for just an instant and saw that the slightly heavy-set, dark-haired man was still there. He was crouched beside a red brick garage, several feet from her hiding place, examining the ground, his hands surrounded by a honey-gold aura. Tillie quickly ducked back under the corrugated plastic lid, silently cursing. 
She began to mouth an incantation, careful not to vocalize the words, knowing that the counter-spell could work only on the magical forces seeking her. If he heard a physical sound, he would find her. 
Wishing for the umpteenth time that she was a natural speller instead of a seer, she continued to frantically shape the cumbersome Latin words until she finally heard slow, ponderous footsteps leaving the alleyway.
Tillie waited a few more minutes before peeking out again. There was no one to be seen. Allowing herself a relieved sigh, she scrambled over the blue metal wall of the dumpster. As she ran back in the direction from which she’d fled, she considered her next move. 
She knew she had to run, but where? Mattie, her identical twin sister lived across the country and might be able to offer a place to hide. But would they find her there? She had no idea what these people knew about her. Besides, Mattie wasn’t part of this dangerous world.
No, she decided. Best to leave her loved ones out of this. She was on her own.
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“Oh, for the love of—” Mattie smacked the vending machine with the butt of one hand, absently pushing frizzy red hair out of her bright blue eyes with the other. The Cheez-Its refused to drop. 
“Come out, you son of a whore—” she stopped mid-curse and corrected herself. “I mean sex worker. We don’t use that word. That word is derogatory. I’m sorry, Tillie. You’re not a whore — you’re a sex worker.”
She drew back her foot and gave the base of the machine a kick with the toe of her sensible black flat, finally dislodging the crackers.  She stooped, grabbed the bag, and jumped up, waving it above her head. 
Then she noticed the crowd of teens gathered around, staring. 
“Don’t you little creeps have someplace to be?” she growled.
“Yes, Ms. Holiday,” they mumbled, crashing into each other in their haste to disperse. One girl, a prim blonde in a knee-length plaid skirt, disappeared directly into the office of the assistant principal. Mattie waited until they were all gone, then gave an embarrassed little laugh, spun around, and jogged back to her classroom to inflict Charles Dickens upon her unsuspecting sophomore British Lit class.

      ***Mattie’s students had taken to Great Expectations like a cat to vegetarian gumbo, and as she walked down the hallway of her apartment building, her earlier pep was greatly diminished. Her mind was full of the ingratitude of teenagers, the growing traffic problem in Portland, and the latest attempts of her soon-to-be-ex-husband to plunder her small cache of savings as they navigated the rocky waters of divorce. 
She stopped at her door, snatching at the long envelope taped to it, the plastic window crinkling as she read her name and apartment number through it. 
“What now?” she wondered aloud. In the two months since moving off Craig’s boutique sunflower farm and into this studio apartment, there had been an envelope taped to her door at least once a week. Last time, they had turned off her water for two full days for repairs and she’d had to stay with a co-worker. 
She unlocked the door, entered the apartment, and tossed the envelope onto the vintage wooden coffee table with excessive force.
“Whatever this is, I am not dealing with it right now.”
Mattie shed her floral wrap-dress, donning a pair of plaid pajama pants and a t-shirt that read “Books are Bad-Ass.” Pulling her bra through her sleeve, she walked into the kitchen, grabbed a pint of salted caramel ice cream from the freezer, a spoon from the dish drainer, and a nearly-empty bottle of Kahlua from the top of the fridge. She sloshed it around, gauging the volume, and tucked the bottle of Bailey’s under her arm as well. She pried open the half-full pint of ice cream as she wandered back into the main room.
Mattie poured in the dregs of the Kahlua, dropped the empty bottle on the floor, and collapsed onto the purple loveseat. She opened the Bailey’s and paused, the Irish cream poised over the pint, about to pour. She shook her head and took a long swig instead, its sweetness caressing her tongue and sliding down her throat. 
“Yep. That’s the stuff.” Mattie reached for the remote, turning on the TV, and then took a moment to ponder her viewing options, running her finger over the raised rubber buttons. 
Mattie shared a Netflix account with her twin sister, Tillie, on which both enjoyed a wide range of intellectually stimulating shows and films. They clung to this shared account as a way to remain in touch across the 2,000 miles that separated them.
But Mattie also had a weakness for alien conspiracy shows, and she knew that Tillie would tease her mercilessly if she knew. So she maintained a side account just for those. 
“Screw it. I’m watching Ancient Aliens.” Mattie logged out of the joint account, pausing to note that Tillie hadn’t watched anything in a couple of days. 
“Huh.” She set down the remote and picked up her phone, fidgeting with the loose corner of its teal case as she considered giving her sister a call to find out what she’d been so busy doing, then shook her head. “I’m too beat. I’ll call her tomorrow.”
She set down the phone, picking up the remote again to log into her private account. She settled in for an evening of guilty pleasures.
As Mattie spooned her liquored-up ice cream into her mouth, the unopened envelope from her leasing office lay on the table in front of her, forgotten.

      ***“Okay, who’s ready to talk about Miss Havisham and her wedding dress?” Mattie’s enthusiasm was met with the blank stares of her students. A couple of them slumped further in their desks — a clear sign they hadn’t read the material. “Anybody? Who can tell me why Miss Havisham wears the wedding dress?”
Mattie nodded encouragingly as a tentative hand rose to her left. “Yes, Gail. Why does she wear it?”
“Because she’s crazy?” Gail ventured.
“Because she’s crazy! Okay, fair point, but let’s get more specific. What’s so crazy about wearing a wedding dress?”
“It’s not her wedding day,” put in another student.
“Weddings are stupid anyway,” declared a third, eliciting laughs from around the room.
“Hey, Ms. Holiday,” called an impish, dark-skinned boy from the back of the room, “What’s new in divorceland?”
“Oooooooh, you don’t want to hear about that,” Mattie gave a self-deprecating snort. Encouraging shouts came from several of the kids, and she sighed. “Honestly, I should never have mentioned that, and I don’t think we should be taking up class time with my personal life.”
“But it’s relevant!” piped up a short goth girl in the front row. “Tell us why weddings are stupid and Miss Havisham is crazy for wanting one!”
“Miss Havisham is wearing her wedding dress as an act of mourning for her marriage that never was. I, on the other hand, am dealing with a money-grubbing shitsucker who I never should have married in the first place! Let’s stick to the curriculum, here.” As Mattie spoke, she turned to write on the board, not noticing the same prim young woman from yesterday’s audience slipping out the door. 
As she slid the marker across the whiteboard, she spoke aloud, “What does Miss Havisham want?”
Mattie underlined it and turned back to the class, clicking the lid of the marker onto its end.
“Gail? What do you think? Why is she crazy? What does she want?”
Gail froze, her yellow pencil poised above her notebook. “To get married?”
“Maybe.” Mattie wrote it on the board, then turned and continued. “I think at one point that was certainly the goal. Is it still? I think that at this point she knows she’s not getting married, so she’s not wearing the dress in expectation of the event. She wants something else. Anyone care to put forth a theory? How about you, Tabor? You said weddings are stupid, right? So, what does Miss Havisham want, if not a wedding?”
“I don’t know. She wants things to go back to how they were before she met the shitsucker who didn’t marry her?” Mattie joined the class in a chuckle, as she turned and wrote Her youth — before the shitsucker.
Mattie paused. “Is shitsucker one word or two?”
Hearing the door open, Mattie turned around to see the prim girl walking back in, followed by a tired middle-aged woman whose long dark hair was pulled into a single tight braid down her back. “Debra? Did I excuse you? Please be seated. Hello, Jill. What can I do for you?”
“Could I have a word with you out in the hall, Ms. Holiday?” 
“Certainly. Class, take this time to write a couple of paragraphs on Miss Havisham’s lost youth or on your own particular theory about what she hopes to accomplish by languishing in her nuptial finery.”
Mattie followed Jill out into the hall and closed the door behind them.
“What’s going on?”
“Ms. Holiday. Mattie. You know I like working with you. I know the kids adore you. Most of them.”
“Oh, what the hell did that little prat, Debbie, say?”
“She is a little prat. There’s no denying that. But, Mattie, there have been complaints. From Debbie and her ilk, and from parents. The fact is that since you and Craig split up, what little filter you had seems to have gone out the window. I know you like to live in the moment — I admire that about you as a person. But as a teacher, you need to think about what you’re saying to these kids! When Debbie came to get me, I was inclined to just give you a warning and send you back inside. But I come in here, and you’re writing ‘shitsucker’ on the board. I must admit that’s a term I’m not familiar with.”
Mattie grinned. “I made it up myself.”
Jill sighed. “It’s very evocative,” she admitted. “But you can’t be using it in class and asking children how to spell it!”
“For crying out loud, Jill, they’re teenagers. This is the English they want to explore!”
“I see where you’re coming from. I don’t disagree, per se, but—”
“But?”
Jill sighed again. “But I’m taking over the rest of this class period. British Lit, right?”
Mattie opened her mouth to protest, but Jill held up a hand to forestall her.
“I want you to take a little break, head down to the teacher’s lounge, and think through how you can handle the rest of your classes differently this afternoon. You can come back in next period, and I hope you’ll be prepared to watch your language and avoid references to your personal life in front of and to your students.”
“But Jill—”
“And for crying out loud, Mattie, please call me Mrs. Buckheim in front of the kids. I’m the assistant principal, and if they don’t see you treating me with respect, how can I expect it from them? I want you to know that you’re on thin ice as it is with Dr. Alverez. There’s only so far I can defend you.”
Mattie slumped in defeat, leaning against the hard cinder block wall. “Sure. Yes. Of course. I understand. I’ll see you later. It’s Great Expectations.”
“Thank you.” Jill briefly rested her hand on Mattie’s shoulder, then turned and entered the classroom. 
Mattie stood for a moment, wondering just when she had started to hate her job. She shook herself out, straightened her shoulders, turned on her heel, and headed down the hall, muttering as she did so, “Fucking Debbie. Now there’s a real shitsucker.”
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Tillie strode down the side of the rural highway, her Prada backpack slung over her shoulder. She had exchanged the rest of her expensive togs for thrifted jeans and sneakers and a Rolling Stones T-Shirt she had stolen from her sister years ago. As she marched, a grin blossomed across her face. She did love a good adventure. 
And she’d gotten away! She’d escaped and the future stretched out in front of her.
Without missing a step, she stretched out her mind and looked slightly into the future, her eyes turning a milky white. Her smile faded. Not this next one — it would take her straight to the Auditors. 
She let the red sedan pass by, stepping back as it sped by with a cloud of exhaust. She watched her inner movie as the future brightened and she grinned again.
Tillie stepped forward, swinging her right arm out, thumb outstretched, her eyes returning to their normal blue.
The grey pick-up truck that had just come around the bend screeched to a halt, and Tillie jogged over to the passenger door. As she pulled it open, she heard a gruff male voice from within.
“Where you headed, sweetheart?”
“Anywhere west of here. But I’m not your sweetheart, and if you call me that or any variation thereof again, we’re gonna have problems. Are we gonna have problems?”
“No, ma’am.”
“Excellent. I look forward to journeying with you, sir.” She climbed into the cab and closed the door with a resounding thud.






  
  4.


As Mattie sat in the teacher’s lounge, fuming and imagining all the ways in which the conversation with Jill could have gone differently, the door opened, and in walked the principal, Dr. Alverez. 
The temperature in the room dropped three degrees. 
Mattie narrowed her eyes as she watched him cross the room to fill his ostentatious blue Yale mug with coffee. 
Dr. Alverez was the only person Mattie had ever seen who managed to make argyle sweater vests look intimidating, even when paired with pleated khakis. His stern visage reminded her of the chill she had experienced upon viewing ancient Mayan statues while traveling in Central America. 
That’s when it started, she thought. Three months ago, when Miri just quit out of the blue, and Dr. Alvarez took over, and suddenly it was all about the standardized tests. Pretentious, overbearing Dr. Alvarez. I don’t even know that jackass’s first name.
“Ah, Mathilda.” Always so formal — Mattie had repeatedly asked him not to call her ‘Mathilda,’ to no avail. “I trust your day has been productive.”
“Mrmft,” she replied, rolling her eyes.
“No? Well. Perhaps some pop quizzes are in order. Nothing motivates your students like a pop quiz.”
“Nothing makes a student hate you and your material like a pop quiz,” Mattie snapped.
Dr. Alverez raised an eyebrow. “This isn’t a popularity contest. Our goal is to guide and to educate.”
“I would like my students to engage with the material, not just memorize it, thank you very much.”
“Mathilda,” Dr. Alverez lectured. “The aim of our school is to shape these children into productive—”
“What? Productive workhorses? Productive consumers? Productive serfs?” Mattie interrupted. “No. The aim of education should be to give them the tools to think for themselves, to improve society, not just to function within its existing boundaries, and it should certainly not be to mold them into good little brainwashed corporate drones, dammit!”
Mattie stood, her chair clattering to the ground behind her. She left it where it was. “I am going to go sit out in the courtyard. I am in no mood to listen to your—” she stopped herself just in time to substitute a milder word for the one she wanted — “malarkey about teaching for the tests and quelling creative thought.”
Dr. Alverez crossed his arms and leaned back against the hideous pink vinyl countertop that ran along the back wall of the lounge. 
“Are you quite finished?” he inquired coldly.
“Yes.” Mattie strode to the door, jerked it open, and twisted back around to glare at her boss again. “And furthermore—“ She stopped abruptly.
Dr. Alverez had his hands held up in front of him and was contorting them in an intricate gesture. Mattie squinted; were his fingers glowing?
The doorknob was suddenly and violently torn from her hand and the door slammed shut. She jumped away from the exit, turning her head back and forth, eyes darting from the door to her boss and back again. “What the hell just happened?” she demanded.
The man had thrust his hands behind his back and his aristocratic face was wearing a suspiciously innocent expression. He schooled his countenance back into his habitual stern frown. “Don’t walk away from me while I’m speaking, please.” Each word was a falling icicle.
Mattie narrowed her eyes. “Do you have some kind of remote system for this door?” She stepped closer to him. “Did you just slam the damn door on me? What is your problem?” She straightened her spine and met his cold eyes. “You know what? Screw this. I am done with this job. I’m tired of your bullshit, and I’m not going to deal with it any longer. I quit! And you know what else? You are a pompous ass, nobody cares that you have a fucking doctorate, and—” Mattie began to run out of steam. “And you dress like a big nerd!” she finished lamely.
“What?” There was a note of panic in Dr. Alverez’s voice that filled Mattie with satisfaction. He wasn’t so unflappable after all. 
“You heard me! I’m out of here!” 
She was halfway out of the room as he called after her, “Wait, no, you can’t just—” 
Mattie began to sprint down the hallway as his voice faded behind her, rushing through the heavy double doors at the end of the hall. She ran out into the sunshine and twirled around and around on the grass. 
Dizzy, she pulled out her cell phone and called her sister. It went straight to voicemail, so she left a message.
“Tillie! Call me! I did it! I quit my job! I feel so giddy. I know I shouldn’t. I should feel terrified and regretful, but I just don’t. I have no idea what I’m going to do next, but I don’t care. I’ve been miserable. Anyway, I haven’t talked to you in a few days and I miss you. . . .  Call me back!”
Mattie hung up, performed one more celebratory spin, and dashed to her car to drive home.

      ***Pulling her apartment door closed behind her, Mattie capered into the living room and danced over to the couch. Setting her purse down, she sank into the soft cushions and closed her eyes, savoring the feeling of being home and carefree mid-day. She opened her eyes and her gaze fell on the forgotten envelope she’d left there the previous evening. 
“Ah, yes. What have we here?” She reached for the envelope, tore it open, and unfolded the thin sheet of paper within. She read it, blinked, and then read it again. “What the hell?”
Grabbing her purse, she upended it and fished her phone out of the pile of receipts, loose change, pens, and old grocery lists that fell out. 
She cursed as she looked for the property management’s number in her contacts, her litany of complaints growing ever louder and more inventive as she listened to their phone ringing on the other end. 
Finally, the ringing was replaced by a chirpy female voice.
“Rob and Knob Property. Can I help you?” 
“You can damn well try!” she shouted. “I paid my rent! What is this letter you taped to my door? You’re going to evict me if I don’t pay? I dropped off my check a week early!”
“Ma’am, I’m going to have to ask you to calm down,” gasped the woman on the other end of the line. “Can you give me your name, please?”
“Sorry. I’m sorry.” Mattie took a deep breath and tried to remember that the answerer-of-the-phone was probably not in charge of evictions. “It’s Mathilda Holiday. I’m at 2525 NE Glisan, Apartment 14. Really, it’s 13. You’re not fooling anyone by skipping a number.”
“Thank you, Ms. Holiday. I didn’t personally have any say on whether to include number 13 in our larger buildings, but you are the third person to point that out to me this week, and I will be happy to pass along your comments to management. Now, if you’ll just hold on while I pull up your account. . . . Ah. I see. My records show that your check was declined for insufficient funds.”
“Insuff— What does that mean? I have plenty of funds!”
“It means your check bounced, ma’am. I’m sorry. Maybe you should call your bank? I don’t know what else to tell you. Now that it’s late, we need a cashier’s check for the full amount by this Tuesday, or we will have to evict you. That’s our policy, and there’s nothing I can do. It’s in your lease.”
Mattie’s voice chilled. “I see. Yes, I will call my bank. Thank you. What did you say your name was?”
“I didn’t. It’s Barbie.”
“Of course it is.” Mattie punched the End button on her screen with as much force as she could, stubbing her finger slightly. She missed the landline phones of her childhood, when angrily hanging up could be done with real panache. 
Taking another deep breath, she scrolled through her apps, logging into her credit union account. 
She stared at the negative balance for a full minute. “It’s empty. My bank account is empty. Why is my bank account empty?”
She sat upright. “Craig. It has to be Craig.” She scrolled through her contacts again, hitting Call with a flourish. As it rang, she stood up and began to pace. 
It stopped ringing and his jaunty recording came on, “Hey, it’s Craig. If this is Mattie, you can go to hell. Anyone else, leave a message!”
“Why you— I can’t believe you— You know what, asshole? I’m coming down there. You’ve been warned.” 
Pulling on an old, well-loved grey hoodie, she scooped her wallet, phone, and a couple of pens back into her purse, leaving the rest of the flotsam scattered on the coffee table. 
As she walked down the hallway, she pictured Craig listening to her message and quaking in those stupid duck boots he always wore. The idea cheered her up again, and she began to hum an old Rage Against the Machine tune.

      ***Mattie eased her twenty-five-year-old sedan off to the side of the country road, pushing the brake pedal all the way to the floor before it finally lurched to a halt. Pulling out her phone, she called Tillie. It went straight to voicemail again.
“Tillie! Call me back. Craig emptied my bank account and it’s overdrawn and so my rent check bounced and I’m going to get evicted if I can’t pay it, which now I can’t, and I quit my job, which I do not regret, but now I have no money because he stole it, and I’m going to punch him in his damn throat, and what the hell is happening to my life? Call me back — I need you to talk me down!”
She hung up and sat still for a moment, focusing on her breathing and trying to count to ten. But each time she started, she only got as far as three before an image of Craig’s smug face popped into her head, smirking as he exited the bank with bags of cash pulled from her account. 
“Uggggggggh!” she bellowed. “I’m gonna lose it!” She stared at the phone, willing it to ring, jumping at the chirp of a text coming through. 
“Yes! Finally!” She peered at the notification. It was from her bank, informing her of a low balance and warning of an impending overdraft fee. Why was it that they always waited until a week later to let you know about things like that? 
“Golly, thanks!” Mattie aggressively revved her engine and swerved back onto the road, narrowly missing a tattoo-sleeved young woman on a green Vespa scooter. 
“Sorry!” she called through her open window, garnering an up-turned middle finger in response. “Okay, maybe I’m not sorry, then.” 
She slowed down and pulled into the familiar driveway of her former home. Craig’s car was absent.
“Well, crap. I came all this way for nothing?” She called him again and got the same infuriating, smart-ass recording as before. “Oh, really? I can go to hell?”
Mattie looked around and her eye fell on the field of just-starting-to-bloom sunflowers on the other side of the drive. A grin blossomed across her face, and she pulled a utility knife from her center console and jogged over to the field.
Standing amid the tall stalks, Mattie pried her knife open, stretched out her arm, and spun in a circle, slashing at the plants. This proved an ineffective strategy resulting only in the plants bending back and then smacking her arms, so she bent and began to cut down stems one-by-one. Once she had a good armful of branches and stems

      ***
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