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            LET ME SPEAK TO HIM

          

        

      

    

    
      The landline at my folks’ house rang, and I picked it up. I was screening calls for my mother, because my father had died two days before. “Hello?” I said.

      “Let me speak to Edward,” a woman said with a slight Southern accent.

      I put a hand to my chest and couldn’t speak, my mind filled with images of his last moments in bed and mortuary workers carrying out his body to an unmarked van.

      She said in a gruff voice, “Let me speak to him. Now.”

      “No,” I said in a choked voice.

      “Where is he? Tell him I need to speak to him right now. Get him on the line.”

      “He isn’t here,” I said, gripping the phone tight, tears trickling down my cheeks.

      “Where is he?” she barked. “This is social security calling.”

      “This is a cruel call. Do something different with your life.”

      I blocked the number, stared at dead flowers in the yard and let tears trickle down my cheeks, missing my father.
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            GRAY CAT

          

        

      

    

    
      A strange gray cat has been attacking cats and dogs in our area, according to a neighbor. On a dog walk, I saw a gray cat in tall grass by a wetland, and I knocked on the neighbor’s door to tell her. She came out and quickly shut the door, saying she didn’t want her cat to see us.

      I said, “Is the cat causing trouble a gray tabby or solid gray?”

      She glanced toward her house, as if worried her cat might see her near my dog in what would be the ultimate betrayal. “Solid gray with white mittens and a kinked tail.”

      I walked away and called Animal Control, but they were closed until morning. Calling a police non-emergency line, the operator was blasé about our neighborhood kerfuffle. “Call Animal Control,” he said.

      “I did, but they’re closed, and it’s too bad, because we know the whereabouts of the cat in question who is feral and attacking other animals.”

      He said in a slightly bored voice, “Call animal control when they open.”

      We hung up, and I walked home with my dog. Along the way, we saw the solid gray cat hiding in tall grass by the wet land. But to confuse matters, the dog and I noticed two other cats near the wetland. The black cat couldn’t be the one causing problems. But the gray tabby has a kinked tail.

      The neighbor’s investigation continues into the culprit making deep scratches on dogs and cats, leading to costly vet bills. Life in a small town means everything, no matter how small, is of interest to everyone. My dog volunteered to catch the gray cat, but I told her our neighbor was handling it.
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            SHUSHING

          

        

      

    

    
      I was creating an ad for one of my books, Secrets at the Café, and wanted to type the word ‘mystery,’ but what came out was ‘shushing.’ When I tried again, gibberish emerged on the document. Looking at the laptop’s keyboard, I realized with horror that I couldn’t recognize any of the letters.

      I cocked my head, assessing the situation. My brain felt normal, except for a band of cold around my head. I could think, but something was definitely wrong.

      My husband snored in the next room, napping in the late afternoon. I didn’t want to wake him and hoped this episode signaled nothing big. I’d been sitting hunched over, so I stood and inhaled several deep breaths before searching for my phone. I couldn’t remember my doctor’s name, and it took me awhile to find it. My local doctor’s office is owned by my health insurance company, which is strange, and when I called, a woman in a call center directed me to the walk-in clinic, but she said it was full and closing soon.

      I hung up and felt light-headed and slow-minded. Any decision was too big a task.

      My husband came in the kitchen, where I sat on a bar stool at the counter. “What’s going on?”

      “I couldn’t make sense of letters on the keyboard, and I think something’s wrong. The word mystery came out as shushing. They told me to go to the walk-in clinic.”

      He raised his eyebrows. “Forget the walk-in clinic. We’re going to the ER.”

      But at the Emergency Room, where they got me in right away, something about an organ transplant was going on, and I didn’t see the doctor on duty for five hours. Later, I examined the insurance company’s statement and saw they refused to reimburse our local hospital for my ER visit because it took too long to see me.

      Anyway, what I learned was, and I wanted to share this in case it helps you or a loved one, if you suspect you’re having a stroke, take two aspirin under the tongue (I knew to do that but forgot) and call 911. Emergency medical technicians will take you to a facility and their patients have priority, because they call ahead and make arrangements to get their patients in right away for evaluation and tests.

      I spent the night in the hospital and was evaluated via Zoom by a hospitalist in another town at two in the morning. She kept squinting at the screen and saying the picture of me was too small, and the nurse by my bedside said the hospitalist had to do that on her end, but she didn’t know how. That was odd, in the middle of the night.

      The next day, I had many tests, and the consensus was I’d had a TIA or mini-stroke, and the clot had passed. We’re keeping a watchful eye on a carotid artery that is partially blocked. I hope this doesn’t happen to you, but if it does, call 911 and be well.
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            STOMACH

          

        

      

    

    
      I took my dog Buddy, an older beagle-mix rescue dog, to see the neighbors down the street, and we chatted at a round kitchen table about wildlife in town and movies to watch. When I stood to leave, Delia, a woman with white hair in her early eighties, lifted her shirt and showed me her stomach.

      “Feel my stomach,” she said, exposing her skin. “I have a hernia. They’re taking it out next week.”

      I cocked my head. Her skin was gray and lumpy, like something was wrong.

      “Feel it,” she said.

      I kept my hands to myself. “We’d better get going. Take care.”

      Buddy leaned forward on his leash to sniff her skin. He gave me a sad, serious look, the same one he’d given me before I was diagnosed with breast cancer. He sat and gazed at Delia, staring as trying to communicate what he sensed, but she waved him away. “Go on now.”

      I said, “I hope the surgery goes well,” and Buddy and I left for a walk.

      Some beagles can detect cancer, and they’re trained to sniff it out. My mother told me about a bunch of beagles in her area who were trained for that purpose, but when they were taken out in public and sniffed certain people in the town square, individuals asked why the beagles had singled them out. This created difficult conversations, and the beagle trainers stopped taking the expert cancer sniffers to public places.

      A week
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