
  
  
      
        
          D2D - Mathilday Holiday Omnibus

          
		      
          Anna McCluskey

        

        
          
          
        

      

    


  
  
Copyright © [Year of First Publication] by [Author or Pen Name] 
All rights reserved.
No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.






  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Magic Today 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        The Viper's Head
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Hello, Darkness
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Brick by Brick 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Time's Up
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  [image: ]




  
  ©2020 Anna McCluskey 
All rights reserved. This book or parts thereof may not be reproduced in any form, stored in any retrieval system, or transmitted in any form by any means — electronic, mechanical, photocopy, recording, or otherwise — without prior written permission of the author, except as provided by United States of America copyright law. For permission requests, write to the author at theannafiles@yahoo.com
This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to actual events, places, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental. 
Author website: www.annamccluskey.com 
Instagram: @authorannamccluskey 
Facebook: www.facebook.com/annamccluskeyauthor
Cover art by Sleepy Fox Studios
www.sleepyfoxstudios.net






  
  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
    	
       
         1.
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         2.
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         3.
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         4.
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         5.
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         6.
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         7.
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         8.
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         9.
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         10.
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         11.
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         12.
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         13. 
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         14.
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         15.
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         16. 
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         17.
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         18.
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         19.
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         20.
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         21.
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         22.
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         23.
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         24.
      
      
    

  
      

    
  


  
  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.
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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, she arranged them on the ground.
Mattie stood back and surveyed her work, a crude but readable, “FUCK YOU.” After a moment of consideration, she returned to the field and cut down one more plant for an exclamation point. 
As she finished arranging a huge, open flower just so for the dot, she heard her phone ringing from inside her car. She jogged back to the vehicle and picked it up, hoping to see Tillie’s picture on the screen. Instead, she saw the distinguished African American features of Tillie’s best friend. Her face lit up — it had been forever since she’d talked to Trevor. She hit accept and put the phone to her ear.
“Hi, Trevor. What’s—”
“Have you heard from your sister?” he interrupted.
“What? What’s going on?”
“I haven’t seen or heard from Tillie in three days. Three days, Mattie!” Trevor’s words were coming out way too fast. “I have talked to her every single day of our lives since we were eight years old. Senior year of high school, when she went to Cancun on spring break, she called me every day from a payphone. She also called me every day when she flew out to Portland a few days before I did for your wedding, and those were literally the only two times in our lives we have been separated. This is unprecedented!”
“Hold on, Trevor. Slow down. Start at the beginning. What happened three days ago?” Mattie mentally sorted through her most recent interactions with Tillie, realizing with a start that the past week had held only a series of unanswered calls and texts. 
Mattie couldn’t remember when she had last had a successful conversation with her twin. 
Trevor took a deep breath. “Okay. Today is Wednesday, right?”
“Right.”
“So on Sunday she came over around 11, and I made brunch, and we had some mimosas, and she got tipsy and said something about a ‘club’ and that she was afraid she had ‘pushed it too far.’ And then she clammed up. Wouldn’t say another word about it and just kept changing the subject until I finally let it go.”
“What club?” interjected Mattie.
“Right? That’s what I said. She wouldn’t tell me. Then, as she was leaving, she brought it up again. And then she said, and I quote, ‘Don’t worry — I’ll sort it out. I won’t have to run.’”
“Run?” Mattie’s knees felt shaky, and she slid into the car, bracing her left hand against the top of the door. 
“I know. It was super weird,” Trevor replied. “And then she wouldn’t say anything else. She ran out the door, and got in her Uber and left, and I haven’t heard from her since. Not a fucking peep. You’re sure you don’t know anything about a club?”
Mattie racked her brains. “No, I don’t think she’s ever mentioned it. I assume we’re not talking about a book club or something. What kind of club would she have to run from?”
“I don’t know, but she’s not answering my calls or my texts and she hasn’t been at her condo, and I’m freaking out! How is Tillie in a club that neither of us knows about, that she may or may not be running from?” Trevor’s voice climbed an octave. “Where the hell is she, Mattie?”
“I don’t know! I guess I’ve been kind of wrapped up in my own shit. I have called her a couple of times in the past few days, but she hasn’t responded. And she hasn’t texted me back either. And I noticed last night that she hasn’t watched Netflix in a couple of days. And she knows I’m waiting for her to finish season one, so we can talk about it! Have you called the police?”
“Yes. They were remarkably uninterested in the whereabouts of an only-recently-missing hooker.”
“She’s not a hooker, she’s a—”
“Sex worker,” Trevor interrupted. “I know. I’ve gotten the lecture too. But to the police, she’s a hooker. And apparently, they don’t look for hookers until they’ve been missing for a while. They were pretty dismissive on the phone. I even used my best ‘white guy’ voice, to no avail.”
Mattie snorted. “That was my next suggestion.”
“Matts, I’m scared. What if she’s in real trouble? What if she’s hurt and bleeding or—” His voice cracked. “Dead, and no one cares but us?”
Mattie leaned her head against the peeling steering wheel and closed her eyes. I don’t need this on top of everything else, she thought and immediately felt guilty. 
Aloud she said, “Tillie’s tough. And she has good sense and good instincts. She’s going to be okay. But I want to know more about this ‘club.’ Do you think she’s mixed up in some kind of mafia situation? Or doing drugs at a dance club? She’s never done drugs before. Maybe she’s selling drugs?”
“I thought about that. I can’t really see her doing any of those things. Can you?”
“Not drugs. She was always on my case for smoking weed in high school, and that doesn’t even really count. Mafia, though? Maybe. If she thought the reward outweighed the risk, and there was potential for adventure in it. You’ve been to her place?”
“Of course. I looked all over for any hint of where she’s gone. And I spent the night there last night, in case she came home.” Trevor’s voice sounded bleaker and bleaker, and Mattie came to a decision.
“You know what? I’m driving out there. Screw it. I just quit my job, my bank account is empty, this divorce is sucking my soul away, and I’m about to be evicted. Who needs it? I’m coming out there, and we’re going to find my hellion of a sister and whatever sketchy-ass club she’s gotten herself mixed up in.”
“Oh, my God, Mattie, that would be amazing. Thank you! Wait, what happened? You quit your...? You’re being evicted? What is going on with you?” 
“Don’t worry about it. I’m leaving today. I’ll see you in a few days, okay? You just keep looking around and keep calling the cops.” Without waiting for a response, Mattie hung up the phone, gave her profane greenery another quick, satisfied look, and turned her key, which she had left in the ignition. The engine sputtered for a moment before starting. 
“You’re going to have to do better than that, girl,” she said, patting the dashboard. “We’re going to St. Louis!”

      ***Mattie struggled to shut the trunk over the three battered suitcases she’d crammed into it. The back seat was full of boxes, and the front passenger seat contained an inverted chair. She’d packed up everything she figured she’d need over the next couple of weeks and a few sentimental items, and left a note for Rob and Knob Property Management: 
“Dear assholes,
Your eviction policy sucks goat-ass. I have moved on. Please accept the rest of my belongings and my security deposit in lieu of last month’s rent. Have a nice day.”
With a final heave, Mattie convinced the trunk to latch. She slid into the driver’s seat and turned the key. The motor coughed to life, and she pulled away from the curb without looking back, heading for the freeway.
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Morning found Tillie in a diner in Utah. She sat back in her booth, staring out the window at the street outside, deep in thoughts of her immediate future. Where should she go next? The world was her oyster — on the half shell, in a light champagne dressing, topped with caviar. 
So she was on the run. No point in dwelling on the past or even the uncertain present, when there was such a bright future ahead of her, full of possibilities. 
She wondered what Trevor was up to. Would he worry about her? She’d told him not to worry, but he probably would. Definitely would. But there was nothing he could do for her anyway, and hopefully this would blow over and she’d be able to go home soon, and she’d make up something about an impromptu vacation and he’d be annoyed with her for a while, but he’d get over it, and everything would be dandy again.
She absently took her first sip of coffee, then choked. Shaking her head, she returned her attention to the mug in front of her and added three scoops of sugar from the crock on the table. Dipping the spoon into the cup, she paused and regarded it for a moment. 
With a small smile, she leaned back again and muttered an incantation. The spoon began to move on its own, stirring the sugar into the coffee. 
A gasp from her right caught her attention, and she turned her head to see a small boy staring at her as he waited for his parents to finish paying their bill. Her grin widened, and she threw caution to the wind. 
She began to make cutting motions in the air atop the table. As she did so, the air seemed to grow thicker. She frowned in concentration, completing the gesture, and then fell back in her seat.
There was a small popping sound, and the saltshaker in the middle of the chrome table blinked out of existence, blinking back in a moment later two feet to the left, right at the table’s edge.
The child ran after his parents, out onto the dusty sidewalk, and Tillie’s smile faded, her face now drawn with exhaustion. Stitching was even more difficult for her than spelling, and she didn’t have a lot of practice with it yet.
Turning her focus inward, she looked into her own future and found herself another ride, north this time. It looked safe enough. 
She returned to the present moment. Glancing at her watch, she decided she still had time for breakfast first. She needed to fuel up after expending so much energy on her small stitch.
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Not too far away, or at least closer than either would have suspected, Mattie stretched as she emerged from her tiny tent in a state park just outside of La Panne, Utah. She had driven most of the day and into the night, finally pulling over to camp only when she couldn’t keep her eyes open any longer, pitching her tent and bedding down in her ancient sleeping bag, a relic of preteen Girl Scout campouts. 
Her stomach growled, and she wished she had the money to stop somewhere for breakfast. She had $287 in cash and it needed to get her to St. Louis — she could wait until lunchtime to eat. 
Mattie glanced at her phone and saw several missed calls and three voicemails, all from the day before — she had put it on silent upon leaving Craig’s farm and ignored it until now. She lowered herself onto a log, settling in to listen to the messages, putting the phone on speaker and resting it on her lap.
Message one was from Craig. “You bitch! Do you know how much work I put into those plants? You think you can just come out here and wreck my personal property?”
“What about my savings?” she demanded. “I worked for that money, too!”
“Call me back. We need to work this shit out.”
“That’s what I’ve been trying to do,” Mattie retorted. “You stole from me!”
“No, you know what? Don’t bother calling. I’m just going to come to your place and trash it for you. Show you how it feels.” Click.
Mattie chuckled. “Yeah, good luck with that!” She scrolled to the next message; the timestamp showed it was from about an hour later.
“Mattie, what the hell is this? I’m at your apartment. I picked the lock. Sue me. I found your note. You’ve been evicted? Look.” He paused. “Is this because I cleaned out your accounts? I didn’t realize— I thought you had— Look. Call me back. Let’s work this out.” Click.
“Too late, jackass,” Mattie muttered, with a grim smile. “I got shit to do.”
Next message. Her boss’s weary voice filled the air. “Mattie, this is Jill. Dr. Alverez has just informed me that you quit. I know you’ve been having some issues since he started, but I think we can work this out. I would be happy to mediate or to bring in an impartial party to do so. At the very least, it would really make my life easier if you would come back for a couple of weeks, just until we can hire a replacement. Please call me back.” 
Mattie deleted it, feeling a little bit guilty. She hadn’t considered how this would affect Jill’s life. But she knew that if she called her back, there was a chance Jill would convince her to return, and her sister had to come first. 
She stood up and began dismantling her campsite, cramming her gear into her already-full back seat and slamming the door behind it. 
As she started up the car, Mattie looked at the gas gauge and swore softly. It was pushing empty again and for the first time, she began to have doubts about whether she was actually going to make it without running out of funds.
“Oh, I’ll get there, all right,” she muttered. “I’m gonna find my stupid sister, and then I’m gonna kill her.” 
She drove into town, easily finding its only gas station, right on the state highway, just past the point where the speed limit went down to 25 as the highway turned into Main Street. After waiting for a few seconds for the attendant to come out, Mattie remembered with a jolt that she was no longer in Oregon and would have to pump it herself.
“Oh, boy,” she muttered. “This oughta be fun.”
Mattie got out of the car and stared at the instructions on the screen. “Come on, you used to do this all the time, remember? It’s like riding a bike.” 
But then she recalled when, at age twenty-three, she had started biking again after about eight years and had spent a good hour and a half wobbling up and down the street, falling over numerous times before getting back into the swing of it. Even riding a bike isn’t like riding a bike.
“Okay, Mattie, stop muttering to yourself. Just figure it out and get back on the road.”
She pulled out her debit card, remembered there wasn’t any money in her account, and went inside to pay with cash. Coming back out, she circled around to her car, steeled herself, and squinted at the instructions again. 
“Remove nozzle and push button,” Mattie read. “Sure. I can absolutely do that.” She removed the nozzle and examined it for a button. There was no button. She looked at the instructions again, but they remained unchanged. 
“Look,” she told the screen. “There’s no button. There’s a little lever thingy, but I’m pretty sure you’re not supposed to pull the lever until the nozzle is in the tank. Should I put the nozzle in the tank?”
The screen did not respond, so she shrugged and put the nozzle in the tank. She pulled the lever, pinching her finger slightly as she did so, and stepped back. Nothing happened. 
Mattie heard a polite cough to her left and turned, with a rueful smile, to see an amused man in his early forties, with a comfortable, fatherly look to him. 
“It’s the button next to the screen. To pick the grade? You’re straight outta Oregon, huh? You ever pump your own gas before?” 
“Yeah, I grew up in Missouri, but I’ve been living in Oregon for a while,” she told him. “I’m just a little rusty.”
He laughed. “Well, let me give you a refresher course.”
“Would you mind?” Mattie moved aside, and he took over, showing her what he was doing as he did it.
“Thank you! Now that I see you doing it, it’s all coming back.”
“Glad I could help. Have a safe trip, ma’am!” He shook her hand and walked into the adjacent convenience store. Mattie finished screwing on her gas cap, slid into the front seat, turned the key, shifted into drive, and hit the gas.
Her car remained in place and an alarming metallic clanking sound came from beneath the hood.
“No, no,” she admonished it. “I told you. We’re going to St. Louis. You have to make it to St. Louis. Come on, girl.”
She pushed the gas pedal all the way to the floor. The engine revved and the clanking continued, but the car refused to budge. 
“No, no, no, no, no!” Mattie pushed her entire body against the seat, straining to push the gas pedal further into the floor. Finally, the car lurched forward briefly, but before she could celebrate, it stopped short again with an ominous SPLAT. Mattie lowered her forehead to the steering wheel and let out one more, “Nooooooooooooooooooooooo!”
A knock came at her window.
“Ma’am? You okay?”
She turned her head without lifting it and saw the same fatherly fellow leaning down, looking in on her with a concerned crease to his slightly weathered forehead. 
“My car is doing strange things. I fear the worst,” she informed him.
“I see.” He chewed on his lip for a second. “Well, I’m not good with engines myself, but let’s get you to the mechanic just across the way. I’m happy to give you a push.”
“Yes. Please. Thank you.” As her helper walked around to the back of the car, she lifted her head and shifted into neutral.
“Hey, Hank,” the man called out to the russet-haired teenager standing next to the building, smoking a cigarette. “You put that thing out and come give me a hand. We’re gonna push this nice lady’s car over to the garage.”
Hank set down his cigarette on the large pebbled ashtray and hurried over. As Mattie steered, they pushed the car across the road, bringing it to a halt in the driveway in front of the garage. A sign out front read, “Gonzalez and Son: We Can Fix it While You Wait or You Can Go Home” and in smaller letters underneath, “It’s up to you.”
Mattie shifted back into park and exited her vehicle, wondering how the hell she was going to pay for repairs.
“Thank you so much, Mr….?”
“Jacks. Most folks call me Johnny.”
“Well, thank you, Johnny. I’m Mattie. And thank you, too, Hank. I really appreciate this.”
“You’re welcome, ma’am,” muttered Hank, turning bright red. He retreated across the street to finish his smoke break.
“Now, let’s get your car fixed up, Mattie,” Johnny marched into the small building next to the main garage and smacked the bell on the counter, calling out as he did so, “Jorge! Get your butt out here! You’ve got a customer.”
“I’m coming, I’m coming,” an irritated voice came through the adjoining door, followed by its owner, a greasy but honest-looking young man in tan coveralls. “What’s wrong with her now, Johnny?”
“It’s not my Betsy this time. We got ourselves a visitor to our fair town.” Johnny nodded at Mattie.
“Hi.” She hesitated, then surged forward. “I have to tell you right now, I don’t have a lot of money. I’m honestly not sure how I can pay for this.”
“Well, let’s see what we’re working with, and then we can see what you might need to pay.” Jorge wiped his hands on a clean rag and walked outside to her car. They followed him, and Mattie handed him the keys.
He started it up and hit the gas, listening to the clamorous engine for a few seconds before turning it off. As he got out of the car, his face held a regretful half-grimace.
“It’s going to be expensive, isn’t it?” Mattie asked.
“Seems like the transmission’s shot,” he told her.
Mattie swore. “I can’t afford to replace the transmission,” she said.
“Honestly, ma’am, even if you could afford it, I wouldn’t recommend it in this . . . antique of a car,” Jorge told her. “Tell you what, though. I’ll buy it off you, for the parts. They don’t make ‘em like this anymore, and a lot of people around here got old cars just like this. I’ll give you, hmmm, eighty-five bucks and a ride to the Greyhound station in Salt Lake. You can catch a bus there either back to where you came from or on to where you’re going.”
“I’ll take it,” she said, immediately. As she turned around to thank Johnny for his help, Mattie’s eyes widened. Johnny’s face had gone blank and his eyes had turned a strange milky white. Almost immediately, his eyes snapped back into normalcy, and the color drained from his face. 
“Jesus! Are you okay, Johnny?” she exclaimed, hurrying to his side.
His face cleared up, and he put on a forced-looking smile. “Oh, yeah. I just felt a little dizzy for a moment. It’s passed now. Price of getting older!”
“Oh. Okay.” Her stressed and tired mind must have been playing tricks on her. His eyes couldn’t really have turned white, could they? What would cause that anyway?
Struggling to keep her tone light, she gestured back to the convenience store across the street. “Can I buy you a coffee or something as a thank you for all your help?”
“No, no. Just—” He paused. “Be careful. You’ve got a long road ahead of you. Keep your mind open.” Johnny spun on his heel and headed back across the street to his car, leaving with a haste that left Mattie wondering if something weird was going on, after all.
She turned back to Jorge, who didn’t seem to have noticed anything out of the ordinary. He was stooped down, peering into the back seat, still full of Mattie’s belongings. “You sure got a lot of stuff in here. You gonna be able to take all of that on the bus?”
“Oh, crap! I didn’t think about that!” Mattie’s heart sank again as she contemplated the last remnants of her earthly possessions. “I guess I don’t need most of it. It’s just — It’s all I have right now. I got evicted and — well, you don’t need to hear my life story. But, no, I don’t think I can take all this with me.”
“Tell you what,” Jorge offered. “If you feel okay about it, we can make a stop back to my house; I got a basement with plenty of space in it. I’ll hold onto your stuff for a few months, and if you get a chance to come back and get it, it’ll be here. If you end up deciding you don’t need it, you don’t even worry about it. I’ll sell what I can and toss the rest.”
“That sounds perfect,” Mattie said, gratefully. “I’m sure I’ll be back for it, but you don’t have to give me more than two months. If I’m not back by then, I’ve probably randomly decided to move to Mozambique or something!”
“I hear it’s nice there,” said Jorge. “But I think you’ll be back.”
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Sitting in one of a row of crooked connected orange plastic chairs in the bus station in Salt Lake City, Mattie mentally added up her remaining cash. She tried to ignore the mad mutterings of the grey-haired, vacant-eyed man sitting a couple of seats down. 
“A stitch in time,” he muttered. “A stitch in time and you ignore the future. Can’t ignore the future. What’s she doing? A seer should have known. Didn’t even see ‘em coming.”
Mattie shook her head, hoping again that Tillie wasn’t mixed up in drugs, and focused on the numbers. The gas had cost her $30 — what a waste! Then Jorge had given her $85 for the car, but her bus ticket had cost her $275. This left her with $67.
That should be fine, she concluded. The trip would take three days. She figured she could eat cheap gas station snacks and get a bottle of water and keep refilling it. Once she got to St. Louis, maybe she could find a temporary job waiting tables until she found Tillie. 
With the finesse of one long-accustomed to ignoring the unpleasant future, Mattie successfully quashed any misgivings about what she would do after that. She didn’t exactly have much left of her life in Portland, but surely there were lots of options out there. 
Her phone began to vibrate and she dug it out of her pocket and checked the screen. Jill again. Maybe she should answer and salvage the situation with Dr. Alverez, so she’d have a job to return to.
As Mattie wavered, the soprano voice of another denizen of the Greyhound limbo lifted in volume, interrupting her thoughts.
“I mean, come on, I have to get out. He emptied out our savings account again and took it all the way to Vegas this time. Lost it all in one damn weekend! $12,000! I scraped that money together myself. And I’m supposed to just, like, forgive him? Gimme a break!”
Mattie glanced over at the woman and raised her eyebrows. I guess I’m not the only one with a thieving ex.
Her call went to voicemail and she shrugged. Probably best to wait and see what Jill had to say anyway, right? She tucked the phone into the side pocket of her purse and turned her attention back to her eavesdropping. Not that it really counted as eavesdropping when the other woman’s voice filled the entire depot.
“I don’t give a damn galoot what people did in your day, mom! I am not staying. I’m done; I’m leaving, and I’m crashing with you. I’ve already bought the ticket, so you and what’s-his-name will just have to be alone somewhere else for a while. You’ll manage.” 
The blonde hung up her beglittered phone, clipping it to her bright pink purse with a rhinestone-studded clasp. The purse matched the cotton candy hue of her velour pants and hoodie. She turned around, noticing Mattie’s regard.
“Oh, I’m sorry, am I bothering you with my drama?” she snapped. “No one likes a nosy bitch in a bus stop.”
“No, not at all,” Mattie protested. “I’m sorry if I was intruding. I’m going through a divorce myself. My ex emptied out my bank account a couple days ago, and my rent check bounced. So I was just thinking that I can relate.”
“Oh, yeah? Sorry. I guess I’m just a little defensive right now. It’s been a rough week,” she scooted closer to Mattie, a rueful smile spreading across her face. “I’m Claire.”
“Mattie. Don’t worry about it. I’m prone to defensiveness myself. And my week has been beyond rough. Let’s see, I stormed out of my job, had most of my money stolen by my ex, found out my twin sister’s missing, and, oh, yes, I got evicted.”
“Damn, girl!” Claire gathered up her luggage and moved into the cracked seat next to Mattie’s. “This sounds like a story. Tell me everything.”
“Ugh. I don’t want to go into it all. Just — know that you’re not alone. Honestly, the divorce has been the worst part. I could handle the work shit and my sister and everything if I wasn’t already under this stress.”
“Yeah, I don’t think I could do it. I’ll prolly move back in with Rick after like a month. I just want to make him sweat a little, y’know? It’s more trouble than it’s worth to start all over.”
“Oh, I don’t know about that,” Mattie said. “He emptied your account and went to Vegas? That’s a pretty serious offense. And it sounded like he’s done this kind of thing before. You shouldn’t have to wonder how often he’s going to pull something like that. How long have you guys been together?”“Oh, yeah, he’s got a real gambling problem,” Claire said airily. “We’ve been sorta on-again-off-again for like eight years, I guess. Every coupla years, we go through this cycle, y’know? He empties the account, loses everything, I storm off, we cool down and realize we love each other, and he promises to get better. He’ll go to some meetings or whatever and everything will be great for like a year, and then he’ll fall off the wagon and next thing I know, he’s on another bender. At this point, the routine of it is almost comforting, y’know? You want some gum?” She proffered a slim, foil-wrapped rectangle. 
“Oh. No, thank you. But listen—”
“No, seriously,” Claire interrupted, folding her gum into her mouth. “Starting over with another guy, or God, being alone? I couldn’t handle it.”
“If you say so,” Mattie said. “I’d rather be alone than with a complete tool. But, hey, love is complicated. Who am I to say what you should do? If you’re happy overall, that’s what matters, right? Craig and I were not at all happy, once the early bloom wore off.”
“Oh, I love Rick, all right. No doubt about it. I just got bad taste, y’know?” Claire laughed. 
“Well. Maybe open a new bank account and don’t give him your password,” Mattie suggested.
“Oh, he’d find it. He always finds it.”
Just then, a stocky woman in a navy-blue uniform stepped out of a door to their left and called out, “Rock Springs, continuing to Denver, Salina, Kansas City, and St. Louis. Line up here; your bus will arrive shortly.”
“That’s me,” said Mattie, standing up and gathering up her three bags.
“Me too!” replied Claire. “My mom’s in Denver. I’m gonna stay with her and her,” she rolled her eyes, “new boyfriend.”
“I’m going to St. Louis to find my sister.”
They ambled over to the end of the line.
“Wow. St. Louis. That’s pretty far. How long does that take?”
“Three days, apparently. I am not looking forward to it. I was driving, but my car broke down.”
“Damn,” commented Claire. “You are having a rough week. I think I would have just canceled my trip altogether, y’know?”
“Well. I just really need to find her. When it comes right down to it, she’s the only family I have.”
“Your parents die?”
Mattie blinked at the brashness of the question and nodded. In her experience, people usually found the topic of dead parents too awkward to bring up. It had gotten less uncomfortable as she had gotten older, and she looked forward to being of an age when it was the norm. 
“That bites,” Claire proclaimed. “My dad kicked it too, like three years ago. My mom didn’t even miss a beat. At first, I tried to get to know the guys, but she goes through ‘em so fast. Anyway, she got married when she was like sixteen, y’know? I guess she’s got some wild oats to sow or whatever. I bet your sister’s sowing her oats, too. She’ll turn up.”
“Sure. Yeah. That makes sense.”
Claire looked around and nodded toward the restroom. “I’m just gonna hit the can before we board. Save my spot in line?” She grabbed her backpack and pulled up the handle of her wheeled suitcase.
“Sure,” replied Mattie. “You can leave your stuff, too; I’ll watch it.”
“No offense, babe, but I don’t know you from Taylor Swift, y’know? You don’t leave your shit with strangers in bus stops. I learned that a long time ago. Be right back!” Claire ambled off, dragging her suitcase behind her. Mattie stared after her, bemused and slightly exhausted from keeping up with her conversational leaps. She glanced at the guardian of the gate, who shrugged.
“She ain’t wrong, hon,” the woman declared. “I’ve seen some real assholes pass through here.”

      ***Upon leaving Salt Lake, Mattie was impressed with the cleanliness of the Greyhound busses, the courtesy of the drivers, and the ample space aboard, allowing each passenger their own double seat in which to stretch out, complete with working outlets and admittedly spotty wifi. Claire sat across the aisle from her, flipping through fashion magazines in between naps. 
They changed busses in Rock Springs, Wyoming and more people got on, forcing several passengers to share seats. By unspoken agreement, Claire and Mattie banded together against the possibility of being stuck beside an unknown element. 
In Denver, Claire disembarked, leaving Mattie with sage advice: “Chill out! I bet your sister’s just shacking up with some guy and forgot to bring her phone along. You’re gonna find her in no time.” 
Mattie advised Claire, in turn, to dump Rick and get some damn standards.
After Claire departed, Mattie remembered the voicemail from Jill. Her phone was dead, so she plugged it into the outlet situated between the seats in front of her and waited for it to power up. Once it did, she frowned at it. Jill had left three more messages.
She listened to them in quick succession, starting with the oldest.
“Hi, Mattie, this is Jill again. This is slightly awkward, but I need to ask you to call me back. It’s about Dr. Alverez. I need to know what you two discussed and whether it has any bearing on— Well, I’ll explain when you call. Please call me back. Thank you.”
“Mattie, it’s Jill again. Dr. Alverez hasn’t been to work and I can’t seem to get a hold of him. I’m very concerned, and I’m not making any accusations or anything, but I just need to know if there was anything said in your conversation with him, on either side, that might help me figure out whether there’s cause to be alarmed or— I don’t know. Just please call me.”
“Mattie, I don’t mean to be a nag, but I just— Please. Call me. It’s Jill.”
As soon as the third message ended, Mattie hit the call back button. It rang on the other end for barely a blip before Jill answered.
“Mattie! I’ve been calling and calling!” she said.
“I know,” Mattie said, guiltily. “I’m sorry; my phone’s been dead. I’m on a bus.”
“For two days?” said Jill. “Where are you going?”
“It’s a long story. What’s going on with Dr. Alverez? He’s missing?” 
“I don’t know,” Jill sighed. “Honestly, if it was anyone else, I probably wouldn’t be so worried yet. But he’s just always been so . . . hands-on, you know?”
“You mean micromanagy,” corrected Mattie.
Jill sighed again. “Yes. He’s a micromanager. And I haven’t heard a peep out of him since right after you left. You really got to him. I’ve never heard him so upset about anything. And to be honest, I would have thought he’d be glad to see the back of you. No offense.”
Mattie grinned. “None taken. I’m proud to be a burr in that guy’s craw.”
Jill paused. “Wouldn’t you be a burr in a paw? I thought a ‘craw’ was a mouth.”
“Hmm. Maybe. A burr in a craw would hurt just as much as a burr in a paw, though,” Mattie pointed out. “Maybe even more.”
“Fair enough,” said Jill. She sounded more cheerful already — more like her old self before Dr. Alverez took over and started running her ragged. “I have to admit, it’s been nice not having to answer to Dr. Alverez every eight seconds, although I am going to feel very guilty that I just said that if it turns out something terrible has happened to him.”
“I’m sure he’s fine,” said Mattie. “He’s just off licking his wounds. Why don’t you tell me how I can help?”
“I guess I just wanted to know what happened between the two of you, and that might give me a clue about whether I should actually be filing a missing person report or what,” said Jill.
Mattie’s eyebrows rose. “A missing person report? Honestly, Jill, I don’t think our interaction was that bad. Certainly no reason he should be so upset that he’d need two days to sulk about it. It was more of a last straw situation than any kind of explosive altercation. He was talking about pop quizzes and I got huffy and he started in about molding kids into the workers of tomorrow or something like that, and I was just suddenly done and I quit. That’s it.”
“That sounds about right,” said Jill. “Okay, well, I’m sorry to have bothered you. I actually don’t feel like I have any more answers now, but calling you was just the only thing I could think of. I guess at least, if nothing else, now I won’t have to tell the police that you and he had a violent argument or something. And there’s still no chance of you coming back to work here?”
“I’m a little bit tied up right now, actually,” said Mattie, glancing outside at the Rocky Mountains passing by the bus window. “I’m sorry that this was so disruptive for you.”
Jill sighed. “Honestly, Mattie, I understand. You weren’t happy here. I wish you the best. It’ll take me a minute to replace you anyway, so if you change your mind, you can always give me a call. In the meantime, I’ve got Katherine subbing.”
Mattie smiled. “Katherine’s a good choice. Good luck with Dr. Alverez. Are you going to file the report?”
“I think I’ll wait until Monday,” said Jill. 
Mattie hung up the phone and stared out the window, barely registering the gorgeous view. What were the odds of two

      ***




OEBPS/cover.jpeg
THE COMPLETE SERIES

ANNA MCCLUSKLEY





OEBPS/images/5df0e250-f3bb-4e22-80e3-eb5f1f9ea877.png
ANNA MCCLUSKEY






