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I am alone no longer.

It’s strange how much you can change in just one year. Twelve months ago, I’d have laughed in your face if you told me I’d be packing for a road trip this morning. Not rudely, of course, but because traveling anywhere remote was a remote possibility for me at that point. I’d have sooner believed you if you’d said, “One year from now, you will become a Scientologist, learn the pan flute, and join a Bay City Rollers tribute band.”

But I’ve had a change of heart. Well, kidney, really. I’m leaving for Los Angeles this morning, about to do some things long overdue. My Saturn is idling in the driveway, stuffed with suitcases I’ve never taken anywhere but to hospitals. I feel as if I’ve just discovered that the cure for cancer is dark chocolate followed by two orgasms. I think I’ve forgotten to pack my toothbrush, but I don’t care. I can buy one on the way. The thought thrills me.

“So you’re really doing this,” my brother, James, says from behind me, sending me out of my skin.

I jump, making a hair ballish–noise like aak, and spin around to face him. He crosses his arms and fixes me with his practiced stare: one part condescension, two parts disbelief. It’s the same look James gives the paperboy when the Fond du Lac Reporter misses the welcome mat on the front porch by an inch or more. I lean back into my car, pretending to check my cooler of snacks and bottled water while trying to regain my pretrip composure. As my surrogate parent for the last sixteen years, James has always been able to sneak up on me—catching me in an innocuous act like reading and still making me feel as if I’d been caught stealing from a quadriplegic. “Yes, I’m really going.”

“Does Kate know?” he snipes.

“She will,” I reply. I shut the cooler and turn to face James.

“Leigh, why do you even care? She’s such an asshole. She’s a footnote.”

“I just do, is all.” Kate is our mother, who developed the curious conviction when James and I were younger that she would one day become a great actress. The morning she left us for Hollywood, she crouched next to me and whispered absently, “Never settle. Take big risks.” Then she stepped into her Ford Pinto and lurched away from the curb, her silver bumper glinting in the sunlight, the scent of Charlie cologne mingling with exhaust in the air. I was five years old. I sat on the curb waiting for her until Sesame Street came on, after which I returned to the curb to wait for her return. Twenty-three years later, I’m still waiting.

“You’ve got to be kidding.” James walks around my car and stands directly in front of me. He looks spooky without having had his first cup of coffee, a little like a B-list actor with an emerging heroin addiction. Not that James has ever done heroin. James actually times his alcoholic beverages—one per hour—to ensure he never “loses control.” Eighty percent of my friends have had a crush on him at one point or another. Even the guys. They all want to be him, until they spend more than an hour in his presence. “When’s the last time you even talked to her?” he continues.

I ignore him and pretend to examine my kayak, which I’ve secured with bungee cords to the roof of my car. Exhaust forms a foggy pool around my ankles. I don’t think it’s a good idea to tell him Kate has no idea I’m dropping by. Or that the last time I talked to her was about seven years ago.

“And how well did that conversation go?”

I ignore him some more. If I ignore him long enough, James usually gives up.

“Leigh, be reasonable. You’re in no shape for some…road trip…that will just disappoint you.”

His tone makes my stomach contract into a fist. “I’m in fine shape. Dr. Jensen said so last week.” I adjust my kayak one last time. Why couldn’t I have just gotten up ten minutes earlier? I suddenly hate the snooze bar. I wish I could think of something clever to say, but the best I can do is, “Besides. I’ve been reasonable my whole life. That’s the problem.” James rolls his eyes: Give me a break. Even now, he knows exactly how to make me feel like a twelve-year-old who still can’t read a clock.

“People wait for years on kidney transplant lists…. You’re lucky enough to get one, and all of a sudden you’re Peter Fonda in Easy Rider?” He shakes his head, almost knocking me down with a sonic boom of disappointment. I think he’s more upset by the fact that I’m growing as a person—his little sister is changing from unassuming, vanilla Leigh, with a spine like a warm Twizzler stick, to independent, empowered LEIGH, with a firm handshake and excellent posture. I once was lost, but now am found, thanks to a kind stranger named Larry Resnick.

But more on him later.

“James,” I say, “Peter Fonda had a motorcycle filled with drugs and money. I’ve got a Saturn with a kayak on the roof.” I also think of asking James if he would prefer I join a convent and sew my lips shut, but instead I say, “I’m tired of living vicariously through everyone else. I want my own life.” And really, that’s the meat of the matter. I want a life. I try to sound rational and convincing as I explain this to James, but I know if this conversation goes on much longer, my voice will grow higher and tighter until it sounds like I’m sucking helium. As the person who used to sign my report cards and once met with my ninth-grade principal to discuss the lewd cartoons I’d drawn in my math book to amuse friends, James has always had that power over me.

“What if you get sick again,” he says, challenging me. “Then what?”

“Then I find a hospital.” Simple logic, right? I think James is just afraid of change. Either that or being left behind with his wife, Marissa, who makes hot tuna casserole every Tuesday and leases a new beige Volvo every year. As if on cue, Marissa opens the back door. In a gauzy lilac robe, her hair in purple rollers, she looks like she’d be much more comfortable had she been named Mimi or Lady Bird.

“Everything alright?” she asks timidly.

James crosses his arms and glares at me. “Leigh still thinks she’s going to California.”

Marissa appears confused. “Oh?”

“I’m just taking a trip. People take them every day,” I say, trying to sound calm. Would James ever just let me breathe? I feel chest-deep in a vat of pudding and sinking fast.

“Leigh, you are not going alone.”

“I’ll be fine. I’m only going for two weeks,” I insist, but I don’t sound too convincing. I’m growing claustrophobic and sweaty, so I decide to just take action before I change my mind completely. “James,” I say with as much finality as I can muster, “I’ll call you from Sioux Falls.” With that, I slide into the driver’s seat, shift from park, and begin my journey. It’s one of those hyper, surreal moments where you might escape after all, where you think for a minute that you’ve actually convinced the Jehovah’s Witnesses peering through your front window that you’re not home, even though they clearly saw you streaking through the living room and diving behind the couch wearing nothing but a towel.

I leave James looking hurt and perplexed in the driveway, and suddenly I feel guilty. But not guilty enough to stay, and not guilty enough to quash my excitement.

I’m really doing it. Two left turns, a series of intersections, and one long graveyard on my right (which I drive past holding my breath, to add a day to my life), and I’m leaving Fond du Lac, Wisconsin. Good-bye, Tucker’s Hamburgers, Gilles Frozen Custard, Lakeside Park, and the Miracle Mile, where a dozen people bought winning lottery tickets and thousands more bought losing ones. I wish I had a convertible, so I could wear Jackie O sunglasses and a scarf over my hair and carelessly toss something fluttery and symbolic into the wind—maybe a love letter from an old beau, or ancient to-do lists, or just bundles of money, because if I had a convertible and Jackie O sunglasses, it stands to reason that I’d have a much more exciting life involving a surplus of inherited or ill-gained money.

I turn my stereo up and Jefferson Starship assaults me: “We built this city…!” I rush to find something that won’t trigger my gag reflex. (Ah, yes: “London Calling,” by the Clash. For some, not just a band, but a way of life.) I suppress a delirious giggle. I’m really doing this. I begin to sing along and ease onto Highway 23. My MedicAlert bracelet glints in the sun, looking much more like a sterling silver Return to Tiffany™ heart tag bracelet than the old-school stainless steel plate the kid with diabetes wore around his wrist in fifth grade. Humming down the highway with the rising sun at my back, I snake a hand down my side to touch my scar. I can almost feel my new kidney jouncing around in me. It feels less like an alien jelly bean and more like an old pal. I decide to name it Larry. After its namesake. I am alone no longer.

I was diagnosed with polycystic kidney disease when I was twenty-two, but hadn’t felt quite right since high school, really. I spent my late teens like an extra from the set of Flowers in the Attic: pale, fragile, dark half-moons under my eyes. I napped often. You’d have thought I grew up on melba toast dusted with arsenic. It wasn’t until my brief stint in college that anyone had a clue what was going on inside of me. The overworked staff at the university clinic put me on benazepril for high blood pressure and Tylenol for a low, grumbling back pain that wouldn’t go away. Minor, right? It was nothing gripping and urgent like meningitis or syphilis. I had more bladder infections than anyone else I knew, but I figured I was just prone to them, the way my friends were prone to cold sores and bad taste in men. And my fat ankles? Well, they were just another of the many physical traits that would never make me a qualifier for America’s Next Top Model. Nothing to write home about.

One day while filling out a doggy report card at Fuzzy Navels for Kermit, a high-strung pug, I collapsed with a blooming, amazing pain in my lower abdomen. (Fuzzy Navels is the doggy day care I work at. I was beta “paw”ssociate.) They wheeled me out of work on a pop-up gurney, and everything happened so fast after that: the ultrasound that diagnosed my disease, a million blood and urine tests, a parade—no, a hailstorm—of needles, new words like creatinine and erythropoietin…. My kidneys were infected with cysts that were multiplying, bleeding, taking over, blossoming like mini mushroom clouds. People with polycystic kidney disease (or PKD) aren’t supposed to get sick until their midlife crisis, until they’ve had time to save for retirement and build equity in a home. It’s supposed to progress slowly, plodding along at a nice, glacial pace. But I guess my particular PKD skipped class the day they handed out the syllabus. Over the next few months, the painful cyst-bleeds ramped up in frequency and intensity, as did the resultant hospital stays. And then one day, my cysts just wouldn’t stop bleeding. The pain was radioactive. My abdomen swelled up like the bloated belly of a refugee. I became a revolving door for dozens of blood transfusions.

My kidneys, then working as successfully as Todd Bridges after Diff’rent Strokes, were excised from my body during a bilateral nephrectomy from which I now have a fifteen-inch scar. And I became the second-youngest patient on kidney dialysis at St. Luke’s.

I remember I wasn’t quite sure what to make of it all. I felt as if I were hurtling toward earth without a parachute. I stepped outside my body, avoiding eye contact with everyone: the boy who bagged my groceries, the teller at the bank, even my closest friends. In an orgy of self-pity, I let tears collect in my ears at night while I mentally catalogued everything I’d probably die before doing or seeing or touching or tasting. I eventually stopped returning my friends’ calls. I became a nonperson pulling into my brother’s driveway in a noncar. I hadn’t quite received a death sentence, but I knew my odds. About 55,000 people are on waiting lists for a kidney transplant at any given time, and 12 people die each day before they get one. That’s 4,380 people dead every year, just off the transplant list. I tried to stay optimistic. If 12,000 people receive a kidney transplant in a given year, I had a 37 percent chance of making it to thirty. Even the Miracle Mile couldn’t help me.

Talk about putting things in perspective.

PKD is genetic (although I can’t recall anyone in my extended family being formally diagnosed); so thus programmed from birth, my getting sick was inevitable. And maybe I lit the fuse with a few too many college visits to Bullwinkle’s for dollar Captain and Cokes on Thursdays, but what could I do now? By the time I decided that anyone in their twenties could be hit by a truck before they made it to thirty, my doctors had me on a list for a kidney transplant. James wanted to give me a kidney, but he wasn’t a good match. We seldom are. I love James, and I owe him more than the average person owes an older sibling. But there’s something in James that’s like lemonade on a canker sore.

But that’s a story for the ride.

So anyway, six years, hundreds of hemodialysis sessions, and a million bad poems later, I’m the proud parent of an adopted kidney donated by a good-hearted stranger named Larry Resnick. Sadly, he wasn’t a living donor. I have no idea how he died, but I’m sure it wasn’t of old age.

God, I sound flippant. I don’t mean to sound so crass. I guess there’s no telling what kind of reaction you’ll have when told you may or may not make it to thirty due to an organic rebellion occurring inside your body. And how you’ll swallow the prescription for that ailment is something else entirely. My doctors told me the new kidney was not a cure-all. That I should think of it as just one more piece of my total ongoing treatment plan, the key word being ongoing.

I know I’m not cured, but when I woke up after surgery, I wondered if I was in the wrong room. Or the wrong body. I felt as if I’d been living in the dream where you’re trying to run away from a lurching horde of zombies, but your feet are tied together, so all you can do is shuffle, and I’d finally woken up. Once my anesthetic wore off, I wanted to devour a deep-dish cheese pizza, then take a sun-dappled bike ride through Paris. Well, I was probably incapable of riding in the pace car of a parade, given my hospital gown and stitches, but damn I felt great!

My transplant team said that sometimes people wake up after surgery feeling quite well, and I shouldn’t push myself, and a million other dos and don’ts. And as long as my kidney functioned, I’d have to take medication every day that suppressed my immune system so my body wouldn’t reject it. Of course I listened. I’ve been listening all my life. And I’ll do everything I’m supposed to, but…something’s different. I can’t help feel I’ve been given a free ticket to the destination of my choice. My mind keeps playing that song from The Wizard of Oz when Dorothy and the gang wake up from their sleep in the poppy field and dance right on into the Emerald City—“Optimistic Voices,” I believe it’s called. (You can almost imagine the conversation that led to that title. “But we need to name the song!”…“I don’t know. It’s a pretty hopeful tune. And those gals’ voices—so cheerful, so positive, so…optimistic. Jeez, I don’t know. This is a tough one!”)

After the operation I returned to my brother’s place and gradually resumed my life. The first perk was that I didn’t have to return to work at Fuzzy Navels for about five months. And when I did, I didn’t have to pick up poop anymore. Too germy. Too much risk of infection.

But then things got a little strange. Before my transplant, I lived in the rigid little bubble that many chronically ill people call home. Every morning for breakfast, I had a bowl of shredded wheat and soy milk. I measured all of my portions. Every day for lunch I ordered a veggie sandwich on a sesame bagel from the Bagelmeister Café. For dinner each night I had a salad of mixed greens and iced tea with whatever low-sodium, low-phosphorous, low-potassium casserole Marissa had taken a well-meaning stab at that evening (mmmm, right?). After dinner, I watched Animal Precinct and ate an entire bowl of salt- and taste-free popcorn. You get the picture.

But after my surgery, I began having strange cravings for food I’d never tasted before. Gazpacho. Falafel with cold cucumber salad. Candied ginger. Once I found myself standing in the Copps checkout line at two A.M. dropping five bags of frozen edamame on the conveyer belt. Five bags! I’m sure the checker thought I was completely stoned.

In addition to my new food cravings, I also completely lost interest in the music that had propelled me through three years of college. Dido? Barftastic! Third Eye Blind? Shittacular! At first I chalked it up to a simple change in tastes. This happened to everyone, didn’t it? I mean, we all used to have mall hair and jelly pumps, but then we developed common sense, right? One night, I found myself on line at the Exclusive Company holding CDs by Elbow, Nick Drake, and Wilco. I’d never heard of these people—or heard any of their songs—but I knew I’d love them. And I did. A new soundtrack for a new me.

James knew something was up when he came home one afternoon to find me on my knees digging up his front lawn. “What are you doing?” he asked, in a tone that suggested he was making a mental note to price straitjackets online later.

“I’m metal detecting,” I answered. Wasn’t it obvious?

He frowned. “I didn’t know you owned a metal detector.”

“I just bought it,” I said, removing my gloves and grinning. “You won’t believe the stuff I’m finding!”

After I showed him the collection of rusty nails and old coins I’d dug up, he left, looking slightly ill. Later he began referring to my new hobby as “mental defecting.”

I discovered metal detecting by accident at the park one afternoon with my new favorite reading material, graphic novels. I saw a man who bore a strong resemblance to Ernest Borgnine skimming the ground with a machine like the starship Enterprise on the end of a long stick. It occasionally emitted a muted bwoop, at which point he crouched down, dug around in the dirt, and unearthed a mud-caked artifact that he carefully examined. I forgot my pretransplant shyness and asked him what he was digging up, and he showed me. Dirt-crusted coins, worn dog tags, and even a rusty contraption that looked like an old polio brace. I bought my own metal detector the next day. I checked with Dr. Jensen, since I knew I wasn’t supposed to be digging around in the dirt, and he said it was okay because my surgery had been more than six months ago. As long as I wore gloves and washed my hands. Which I would have done anyway, given the fact that I despise dirty hands.

I know, this sounds like a hobby for retired accountants who wear black socks with sandals. But since I have such a short attention span, I figured it’d be a great way to meditate on the go and make some pocket change in the process. And like the man who scours used book stores convinced he’ll discover an inscribed first edition of Anna Karenina for five bucks, I am positive I’ll one day unearth a pocket watch that belonged to Ralph Waldo Emerson or maybe a flask used by Janis Joplin. I’m going to have to keep this one a secret from my friends, though. They just wouldn’t understand.

Weirdly, I also had a strong urge to go kayaking. Before my surgery, I thought of kayaks as the Canoes of Death. The very idea terrified me. Lacking any semblance of upper-body strength, I knew I’d just roll over and trap myself underwater the second I sat in one. And I only knew how to doggy-paddle—my version being much closer to the flailings of a stroke victim than that of a flat-coated retriever gliding through the water with a duck in his jaws. I also thought only people with really expensive sunglasses and huge backpacks kayaked. But guess what? With my new kidney, I bought my own smallish recreational kayak and joined a kayaking club. I talked my friend Wes into buying a kayak and joining the club, too. Wes turned out to be pretty good.

While I was reexamining my life, I decided to take this road trip. I call it my Unfinished Business Tour. So here are the major pit stops during the tour: First, stop in for a chat with Seth Bradley, whose last words to me were, “We can still be friends, right? [Long pause.] So are you gonna eat that?” Second, pick up my road trip partner for the next leg of the journey—my best friend, Jillian, who moved to Colorado shortly after we graduated from high school. Oh, and while I have her attention, talk her out of marrying her eye crust of a boyfriend, Geoffrey (yes, with a G—even my neighbor’s cat had the good sense to be named Jeff with a J). Third, personally thank Larry Resnick’s family for his gift of life to me and learn if I’m really channeling him. Last but not least, I want to confront my mother about how she could abandon James and me. I know that at this point I shouldn’t care, but I do. I’m finally ready to ask the questions that have dogged me my whole life.

You may be thinking that this is an errand for the chronically and optimistically deluded, or maybe a person who’s eaten some bad bologna. You may also be thinking, Channeling the kidney donor? Is she high? I know. It does sound like I’m smoking lawn fertilizer. So let’s throw this narrative in reverse. The Seth thing, well, that’s just basic curiosity about the old college boyfriend who broke my heart. Okay, broke is too kind a word; more like he sliced my heart from my chest, sautéed it in butter and garlic, and ate it during a date with Kara Rivers, his next girlfriend. On a whim, I e-mailed his old Hotmail account, not really expecting a reply. But he wrote back, and he sounded genuinely happy to hear from me. Really happy, like I was the Megabucks lottery commissioner with a big check for him or something. Turned out he landed a job after college in Sioux Falls, South Dakota. We made plans to meet for lunch. Since I was headed west anyway, I figured, What the hell? I was so over him, and maybe he’s gotten bald and fat, which would be kind of fun. But he was my first major deal, and the last real one, so you know how that goes.

The Jillian and Geoffrey thing is a bit more complicated. They started dating six months ago, and now they’re engaged. While I realize this isn’t terribly absurd, here’s the problem: I’ve never met Geoffrey, and neither has Jillian’s family. And Jillian is close to her family. And to me. We’ve always had veto power over the men she’s dated, and there have been a lot. Sure, she and Geoffrey live in Colorado, but you’d think they could’ve squeezed in at least one trip back to Wisconsin somewhere during their whirlwind courtship. I wasn’t really paying attention while this developed, because I was deeply absorbed in discovering and mentally cataloguing more ways I was channeling Larry. And that whole idea is Jillian’s fault anyway. But through conversations with Meg, another friend who moved to Aspen with Jillian a few years back, I learned some disconcerting things about Geoffrey with a G.

He seems to be your average self-deluded weirdo—not nutty enough to be a lunatic, but not endearing enough to be eccentric. He runs a health club called Crunchtime in downtown Aspen, and one of his more memorable print ad campaigns compared a photo of his buff thonged ass to a photo of a friend’s saggier ass in a thong (“Become ass-tounding again! Join Crunchtime!”). When The Passion of the Christ was released, Geoffrey printed an ad featuring a crucified weight lifter and the tag “Resurrect Your Body!” That wasn’t even the worst part. He’d superimposed a photo of his own smiling face over the face of the crucified weight lifter. Can you believe that?

He gets terribly possessive of Jillian, once driving ninety miles to extract her from a night out with girlfriends because she’d sounded “weird” when she called to check in with him at midnight as he’d instructed. Maybe because she was having fun? And he is completely obsessed with fitness. Before Geoffrey, Jillian was like me: laid back, slightly pudgy (and fine with it—my kidneys couldn’t handle low-carb if you paid them), and easily talked into spending an entire day in pajamas watching Brat Pack movies on DVD while eating Cheez-It crackers, caramel corn, and gummi bears in a nice little snack rotation. You know, normal! After Geoffrey, Jillian became decidedly not like me: chiseled, dedicated to “food as fuel,” and awake at four A.M. daily to train with Geoffrey for their next triathlon.

Oh, and did I mention he has two ex-wives and a son with each of them?

So I have to rescue her. I haven’t told her this, though. It’s kind of a surprise. It’s also a wonder he’s letting her leave for a few days, but I suppose those are the freedoms granted when traveling with a well-medicated, frequently hospitalized friend. (The assumption being that I am less likely to introduce Jillian to hillbilly heroin and swarthy men intent on seducing her, since I’ve had a kidney transplant and all.)

My third and fourth reasons for taking this trip are self-explanatory. And right now is the perfect time for a road trip. Fuzzy Navels is closed for the month of July, since my boss, Mindy Vandenheuven, the alpha pawssociate, is trolling Europe for young backpackers to bed. I’m not dating anyone because, well, do I want to have a miserable time out with some guy who’s comparing my legs to his last girlfriend’s, or would I rather eat an ice cream sundae and take in a sunset? And I need time away from James to figure out where to go from here. I think I’ll just take this summer to be alive. I can worry about the rest later.

The farther west you drive in Wisconsin, the more interesting the scenery gets. Once you cross I-39, the expansive cornfields and potato fields give way to the occasional cranberry bog and lush rolling hills flecked with mature oak trees and family farms complete with old red barns, twin silos, and the requisite herds of impassive black-and-white Holsteins. The views from the interstate are postcard-worthy, but I’m only a few hours from home and already I’m sick of the billboards for cheese shops, casinos, U-pick apple orchards, flea markets, and Amish furniture.

You never see signs for Catholic furniture. But I do think we Catholics have cornered the market on yard art, with the Saint Francis of Assisi bird feeders and the Virgin Mary in a mini amphitheater/half bathtub. I’ve counted eight such Mary in a Bathtub statues in front yards in the last two hours. My great-aunt Pansy had one in her yard, too; my cousins and I would arrange our Barbies in a semicircle before Mary for a concert from the Giant Virgin Soloist. Sometimes all of the Barbies would make a pilgrimage to Mary in the Bathtub to confess their sins, which usually revolved around a deviant, sex-addled Ken and, once, a large armless G.I. Joe action figure with post-traumatic stress disorder and blackouts when he drank too much.

Closer to the Mississippi, the hills segue into rocky gorges and steep sandstone bluffs. Tenacious pines and birches cling to the rocky outcroppings. All of the local geology has something to do with the last ice age, but I may have been passing notes during that particular lesson. Maybe the next rest area will have some brochures.

Four hours after leaving James and Marissa in Fond du Lac, I become the last person in a long line for an empty stall in the women’s bathroom of a rest stop on the Minnesota border. The girl in front of me turns around and fixes me with a bright smile. I jump, because she looks exactly like me. Well, not exactly, but close: blond, shoulder-length ponytail, billboard of a forehead, a spray of freckles across the nose. Her lips are plumper than mine. We’re both wearing denim shorts and white T-shirts, but she’s wearing baby blue sneakers without socks and I’m wearing sandals. It’s like gazing into a dirty mirror at a younger, cuter me. Mini-Me.

She says, “I’m totally convinced there are more stalls on the guys’ side.” She smiles again, and I smile back, disarmed. Her teeth are crooked, but not distractingly so.

“There’s this disposable paper gadget called the Magic Cone that girls can use to pee standing up,” I blurt. Where was I going with this?

I’m glad when she laughs. “That would save time. We could switch lines.”

I glance at the line ahead of us. Everyone looks exhausted and uncomfortable, shifting from foot to foot like dazed cattle.

“Where are you headed?” she shouts over the din of constantly cycling hand dryers.

“California.”

“Oh, me too!”

“No kidding,” I say. “Where in California?” The line inches forward a bit into the industrial warehouse of a bathroom.

Her eyes flick over my shoulder. “Long Beach, to visit my aunt.”

“Cool. Ever been?” I ask.

“Once when I was younger,” she says dreamily. “All I remember are palm trees and strip malls.”

We inch forward again. Wads of paper towels have spilled from the trash cans and are now blowing across the floor like tumbleweeds. Mini-Me and I continue to make small talk, bonding over the annoyances of public bathrooms. After about two days, we’re at the front of the line. A stall bangs open and releases a white-haired woman in a Disney sweatshirt who is yapping into a cell phone and wiping her free hand on a thigh.

At this point Mini-Me smiles at me and says, “It was great meeting you. Nature calls!” And she’s off to the newly vacated stall before someone else jumps the line. What a nice girl, I almost muse aloud, entering my own empty stall seconds later. I hardly even mind that she used the phrase “Nature calls!” which is one of my least-favorite colloquialisms in the English language. Only “silly goose” and “heavens to Betsy” rank lower.

Sweet, sweet relief. Larry’s working beautifully. I stand and wipe, checking the bowl for signs of blood or strange coloration. Nothing but yellow, baby. Afterward I fight the herd to the sinks, wash up, and am pushed by the mob to the hand dryers. Somehow, the bathroom chaos has its own order. I set my purse on the tile floor between my feet and punch the silver button on the dryer. To my right, a woman has turned the nozzle up and is attempting to dry her hair. I wonder where she washed it. In one of the sinks? That’s a bit off-putting.

As a blast of hot air hits my dripping hands, a swarm of girls in soccer uniforms stream into the bathroom, giggling and shouting the call and response lyrics to a song that’s been playing on Top 40 radio lately. They break through the endless line, victors in a restroom game of Red Rover. I overhear one of them say, “And I’m, like, ‘Didn’t you get my messages?’ And he’s all, ‘What messages?’ Like his phone is broken or something.” At this, her audience protests. Men, I think. I try to dry my hands faster, rubbing them vigorously together as the machine instructs me. Just then the strap of one of the shouting girls’ purses breaks, sending coins pinging and rolling across the tile floor. The mob in front of the sinks parts, as if the coins are little bombs, while the girls bend down to pick up the change.

As I glance at the woman still drying her hair, a blond girl picking up pennies bumps me. Hard. “Sorry!” she shouts, while I stumble to keep my balance. Because she apologized, I give her a lame smile. I really start smiling when I notice she’s wearing an armful of the same kind of jelly bracelets that were popular when I was a kid. Who knew they were making a comeback? My hands are finally dry, so I bend to pick up my purse.

I find nothing but air.

My purse is gone. I irrationally wonder if I left it in the stall, but I know I put it between my feet. My purse is gone, I think as my pulse goes from a walk to a trot. I’m sure it’s around here somewhere. I scan the gray tile floor, finding nothing but crumpled balls of damp paper toweling. I fluff through them a bit, making a show of the fact that I’ve lost something so people won’t think I’m a bag lady. More people drift in and out of the bathroom like drones. I find nothing under the wads of paper. My pulse shifts from a trot to a gallop. I latch onto a sane-looking mother with a mopsy toddler in tow. “Excuse me. I can’t seem to find my purse. Have you seen a big black purse anywhere?”

We gaze together at the big black purse on the shoulder of every woman in line. Dear God. She gives me a pitiful look while her toddler hides behind her knees, clearly sensing my imminent mental collapse. “Sorry. Try lost and found,” she offers. I drop to my knees and peer under the stalls. Nothing but feet marching away to the back wall. Feet that get smaller and smaller, a study in perspective. Feet with places to go, purses to see. I study the counter, finding only puddles of pink liquid soap and water.

I dash out of the restroom area into the lobby. I force myself to imagine that I’ve locked my purse in my car and that I’ll have a good chuckle at myself when I discover it sitting on the passenger seat like a well-behaved pet. Of course, I know this won’t happen. At this point, locking my purse and keys in the car seems almost whimsical, like a play I once enjoyed.

I feel faint. I scan the travelers plugging quarters into the vending machines and browsing the wall display of local brochures. No big black purse.

I shove the glass doors open and jog into the parking lot, jostling a man in a blinding yellow polo shirt. He stumbles backward. “Hey!”

“Sorry,” I squeak. I scan the parking lot, blinded by the sun’s reflection bouncing off dozens of cars. Around me, families are stretching or lugging coolers to the shaded picnic area. I imagine for a moment that I am one of them, with nothing on my mind but stretching my legs and the chilled peanut butter and jelly sandwich I’d packed earlier that morning.

I dash up and down the sidewalk, frantic, seeing my purse everywhere and nowhere. A parade of cars flows through the parking lot. Brake lights flare. A yawning father sits in the passenger seat of his minivan, pouring flat soda onto the asphalt. It splatters and runs past my feet. And over it all a façade of normalcy that almost makes time travel seem possible—yes, I could go back ten minutes and find my purse in the bathroom! Of course! I could go back ten hours and get up earlier! I could even go back ten years and never get sick at all!

I sink onto the curb in front of a black Acura and watch a girl in bright pink flip-flops walk a sheltie to the dog-friendly area. I can hear her saying, “Make a doodie, Shotzi. Make a doodie.” The sky hangs above me like an inverted lake. I think of making the slog back to my locked, purseless car, but I can’t yet summon the energy.

My purse is gone.

My keys are gone.

My money is gone.

And sweet, sweet, sweet Jesus, my antirejection medicine is also gone. Did I mention that I need to take these pills every day? In a specific order? Or my body could reject Larry?

Someone has stolen my purse. The thief (presumably a woman) and my purse and my money and my medication are probably doing seventy down I-90 on their way to Las Vegas, where the thief will max out my credit cards on blackjack, sleazy hotel rooms, and fur coats. Later the thief will discover my meds and down them with champagne and probably have sex with a male hooker named Mario who was purchased with my MasterCard. Afterward, they will make fun of the family photos she finds in my purse. Then I imagine her using my Visa to purchase tickets for Céline Dion’s show, and I absolutely lose it.

I can already hear my brother’s “I told you so” ringing in my ears.
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Why didn’t you just ask me for a ride?

It might sound surprising, but I didn’t wake up from surgery with a zealous urge to discover whose kidney I now carry. It happened gradually, once I felt well enough to ponder such things. Oh, and developing new tastes in food and music helped.

Organ procurement centers (how’s that for a euphemism?) keep the identities of cadaveric donor families and transplant recipients anonymous and confidential. I could, however, write to the donor family via my transplant coordinator, who would forward my note to the center, which would in turn send it on to the family. So I composed a brief thank-you letter and dispatched it, telling myself not to expect anything in return. I couldn’t even say my full name or where I was from. If I waited for a year and the kidney was still in working order, the transplant program would arrange for me to meet with the donor family. But that made me uncomfortable, because it reminded me of court-ordered supervised visits arranged between dazed children and their incompetent parents in a public park.

I couldn’t believe it when I received an even briefer note in return. It read, simply, “You’re welcome. I’m glad Larry can live on.” It was obvious by the persnickety cursive that an elderly woman had written it. Cryptic. And even more interesting, there was a return address label—the kind you get for free in the mail from the American Cancer Society to guilt you into donating a few bucks. Clearly, someone at the organ rodeo had been daydreaming about what to make for dinner as our correspondence crossed her desk. The author of this little ditty was Betty Resnick, resident of 608 Maple Lane in Cedar City, Utah. I had no way of knowing whether or not Larry lived in Utah, although it wasn’t likely; most transplants are regional, as there’s a forty-eight-hour window between death and operation. So the mystery was only half-solved.

But my curiosity had been kicked into overdrive. Especially after a conversation I had with Jillian six months ago at the Blue Moon Café one week before she returned to Aspen and met Geoffrey with a G. I’d been describing some of the weird urges I’d developed since the transplant, like my new penchants for edamame and Wilco, and she pounded the table with enough force to send a drop of water from my glass onto my right hand.

“Oh my God.” She finished chewing and gasped. “I was just reading about this!”

“About my transplant?”

“No, goofball. About recipients taking on the personality of the dead donor!”

I rolled my eyes. This was fairly typical of Jillian. Whenever I bemoaned the downward spiral of humanity in general, she shook her head and said, “But children are being born every day with gifts that will save the human race!” Jillian also believed in the power of crystals and was once nearly trampled by a throng of people while visiting a woman simply known as the Hugging Saint.

“I’m serious! There was this woman in Rhode Island—”

“Is this going to be like that story about the guy whose hand was replaced with the hand of an evil serial killer and the hand makes the guy start hacking people to death?”

Jillian shook her head. “This is real. It’s called cellular memory. I heard about a woman in Newport, Rhode Island, who had a liver transplant, and she started to acquire the characteristics of the dead woman who donated the organ. Like, she used to hate Indian food, and all she wanted after the surgery was curry…and then she began dreaming in Bengali! She took a trip to India, became a Hindu, and runs an ashram in Bombay now.”

I laughed. “That’s an urban legend.”

“Believe what you want,” Jillian said, shrugging. “I’m only saying that when you open your mind to new experiences, change is possible.”

“You said that about ear candling. I still have a scar from that burn.”

Jillian tore off another chunk of bread with her teeth and said, “But you liked the energy work, remember? You fell asleep, you were so relaxed.”

“That’s because I’d just left dialysis. I was exhausted.”

Still chewing, Jillian opened her mouth, leered at me, and asked, “Do I have anything in my teeth?” Wet bread was lodged in every crevice of her mouth.

I rolled my eyes while she snorted at her own bad joke. “Now, would your Native American spirit guide do that?”

“Sure!” she answered. “He’d do anything for a laugh.”

Just then my other best friend, Wes, arrived. Wes, a former college rugby player, is so heterosexually male he could make Clint Eastwood look flamboyant. Jillian does not care for Wes at all. In fact, she finds him terribly offensive, a feeling that I think began eight years ago when we were all playing a drunken game of Truth or Dare in Wes’s dorm room. Jillian, who had a major crush on Wes at the time, had slur-whispered into my ear, “Dare him to mash his face into my boobs.”

Which of course I did, and which of course Wes did, in an awkward, anticlimactic move that all of us pretend to have forgotten. Afterward Jillian was so mortified by the whole affair that she could do nothing but bray about how she made me eat one of my own pubes during the game just to distract us from recalling her request for the boob-faceplant.

After Wes joined us at our booth at the café, he only reinforced Jillian’s crazy notion about the possibility of channeling organ donor traits.

“I’m serious,” he said. “I heard about some guy who left his family, quit his job as, like, the CEO of some big-ass corporation, and sold everything he owned to become a missionary in Guatemala after his kidney transplant because he felt compelled to do it.” As if to underscore this, he added, “I saw it on the Discovery Channel!”

“Wes, isn’t that the network that routinely airs sensational programs about face-eating tumors and twins conjoined at the skull?” I asked.

“That’s terrible,” Jillian added, although I couldn’t tell what was terrible—the fact that these physical deformities occur or the fact that I was using them to make a point.

“No, wiseass. That’s The Learning Channel.”

“Same diff,” I said, snickering. “The modern freak show, no tent required.”

“And you watched it, you heartless rube.” He continued undaunted. “Laugh if you will, but there are more mysteries in the known universe than we will ever come to grasp.” I thought I caught a glimmer of adulation in Jillian’s eyes at his comment, but that was quickly squelched when the conversation deteriorated into a detailed description of the effect two tablets of Levitra had on his latest date.

Later I began to ponder what Jillian had said. Sure, I’d developed some new hobbies and strange food cravings. Sure, I’d begun buying unfamiliar items on impulse, with no real understanding of my urge to do so. Sure, I’d been having some weird dreams, like the one where I was a guy with a ponytail and a crazy girlfriend named Hopi and I lived in Utah and drove a late-model black Volkswagen to my job as an environmental researcher at a well-respected nonprofit.

I think it finally hit me when I received Betty Resnick’s note postmarked in Utah. Because I received that letter after I’d been dreaming about being the ponytailed guy who lived in Utah. Yeah. But before I hit the gas and barreled headfirst into la-la land, I thought I’d try something else that might help me get a better handle on the evaporating reality of my life. Jillian, having all the right New Age connections, hooked me up with a woman named Helen who billed herself as something of a psychic. Well, she actually called herself a healer. Healer Helen had the biggest breasts I’d ever seen. They filled the room like out-of-control air mattresses. So of course I couldn’t take my eyes off them. I became immediately paranoid that she could read my mind and forced myself to think about the time I donated twenty-five dollars to the Small Farmer Relief Fund.

I knew I was in trouble when she wanted to open our session with a prayer. Now, I’m a person who gets the giggles in church. I don’t know why, but something about organized religion just tickles my funny bone. Last Christmas I went to midnight Mass with Wes and I had to leave after the priest sprinkled holy water on us, because Wes started hissing, “It burns! It burns!”

Anyway, Healer Helen opened with a prayer to the god of fake psychics or whatever, and I was glad her eyes were shut because I was trying so hard not to laugh that I’m sure I looked deranged. I focused instead on the incense smoke wafting around our heads and the gauzy purple panels draped centimeters above the burning candles placed strategically throughout the room. I leaned back into a pillow, getting comfortable, when Healer Helen finished the prayer and gave me a sweet Zen-like smile.

“Are you ready to begin?”

She began by examining my palms. “You’re very sensitive. And you are a very nature-oriented person, no? When is your birthday?”

I told her. I’d thought about lying to see if she’d catch it, but I can’t lie and keep a straight face. Especially not with a mind reader like Healer Helen.

She scrutinized me some more. “You have had many lives. Eighty, perhaps ninety.”

I disguised my laugh as a cough.

“In fact,” she continued, “you were one of the first humans!”

I actually felt honored. How cool is that? Neanderthal me!

Her brow darkened. “Now, you’re not pregnant, are you? Because I keep getting this vibe that two are walking in your footsteps.”

I sat up straighter. “I don’t believe that would be physically possible.”

“I’m getting this amazing vibe,” she repeated. And then I felt a bit skeeved out.

“I just had a kidney transplant,” I volunteered, instantly regretting it.

She closed her eyes and nodded. “Alright. Your kidney. I’m sensing some amazing energy around it.”

A healing wound? I almost asked.

“What an incredible gift,” she sighed, oblivious to my skepticism. Then she did a little Stevie Wonder–like thing with her head and said, “Something with the letter L.”

Larry! I almost shouted. Then, Lemon! And finally, Leon! Because that was my father’s name. Believe it or not. My father’s name was Leon. Short for Leonard. I just shrugged and pretended to be confused. But I had goose bumps.

Then Healer Helen had to ruin it by saying my guardian angel was named Denise.

Denise? No wonder I’d turned out this way. With a guardian angel named fucking Denise. I knew a girl in college named Denise, and she’d slept with almost every frat boy in our dorm. They called her Dirty D and told us much more than we wanted to know about her sexual idiosyncrasies. How she went “Hoo! Hoo! Hoo!” when she came, like an owl. “Give a hoot. Don’t pollute.”

Some guardian angel.

But the seeds, already planted, had now been watered. It was only a matter of time.

Later I tried to convince James that I was channeling Larry through my new kidney. We were eating dinner—Shake ’n Bake chicken and veggies with four dipping sauces Marissa had made from scratch: barbeque, ranch, teriyaki, and a sweet-and-sour sauce comprised of ketchup, sugar, and vinegar. This was her idea of Japanese food.

He said, “Leigh, have you fallen and hit your head?”

I had to tread lightly. James’s temper was legendary. When I told him about Jillian and Healer Helen, he said, “Those people are just out for your money.” He ripped into a chicken strip. “And Jillian, well, she’s flakier than a croissant.”

“But don’t you think it’s at least a possibility? Like UFOs?”

He snorted. “Leigh, it’s called reality. Pull up a chair.”

“More teriyaki?” Marissa asked.

I wonder what my mother would have said. I honestly don’t know, as I can hardly remember her. She’s always been like a photograph gone wrong to me—so blurry and overexposed that it’s hard to tell what the original image was. When I was little, I’d sometimes mold my image of her into whatever mother I’d liked most on the TV movie of the week. One week, she’d be a power-suit-wearing attorney fighting to keep Baby W with her kind, sweater-clad adoptive parents. The next week she’d be a cookie-baking, minivan-driving mom who would stop at nothing until I was head of a Texas high school cheerleading squad. I became a speed-reader at an early age in an effort to catch a glimpse of her name in the credits of every television show or movie I watched. Of course, I never saw “Kate Fielding” slide past before the key grips and best boys. My grandmother (I called her Gram) never said much about her, simply pressing her lips into a tight line and changing the subject whenever her name came up.

James hated her. After awhile, his hate seemed as much a part of his personality as his tendency to quote Elvis when faced with a quandary and to pronounce curtains “coitans” when he was in a good mood. He blamed her for his boring job, for my getting sick, for his fear of confined spaces, and of course he blamed her for what happened to Dad.

For awhile after she left she sent us checks. They dried up when I was fifteen, and then, mysteriously, the checks started arriving again one year later as if she’d returned from a long vacation. Never with a note. Just a check for one hundred dollars, sometimes as much as five hundred. James discouraged me from writing to her, and I only did twice during that time. Her silence was response enough. Once, when I was ten and James was twenty, he ripped up one of her checks right in front of me in the kitchen. “We don’t need her fucking money,” he raged, stomping over the shreds of paper on his way out the door, pausing only to punch a hole in the kitchen wall. Later that night I came downstairs to go to the bathroom and found James sitting at the kitchen table quietly taping the check back together, his shoulders slumped. I tiptoed back upstairs and reread Then Again, Maybe I Won’t and began Lady Chatterley’s Lover, a book I’d found on Gram’s bookshelf. I didn’t come back down again until morning.

My mother has no idea I got sick and had a kidney transplant. Sometimes, when I see commercials featuring mothers chatting on the phone with their daughters or shopping for wedding dresses together, the weight of her absence pushes me into the nearest chair and I can’t breathe for a minute. What kind of strange, detached creature gave birth to James and me? Was she unable to produce oxytocin? Did mercury pump through her veins? Sometimes I imagine myself as a newborn, sobbing myself hoarse in a bassinet while my mother paints her toenails. But I can’t think like that too often, because it’s hard to get out of bed when I do.

The worst part is, I’m not even 100 percent sure where she is. The last few letters I sent disappeared into a black hole. None have been returned to me marked “Undeliverable,” and I suppose that’s something. I do have a phone number, but the last few times I called, I got one of those mechanical messages: “The owner of this voice mail box is unavailable. Please leave your name and number at the tone.” It’s the kind of recording you get when the intended recipient of your call can’t figure out how to personalize the voice mail system, is too lazy to personalize the system, or wants to remain anonymous. So I left a message. It felt like I was making a recording for a time capsule that would be unearthed two hundred years from now.

I have a phone number that may or may not be hers. An address that may or may not be hers. I checked public records, and the address is listed as hers. Or was. When do they update that stuff? I should have hired a private investigator, but to do so would have required me to actually acknowledge the fact that my mother may not want to be found. Or could be mentally ill. Or dead. And those are painful facts to acknowledge. Denial and postulation are so much more comforting. So I’m taking the chance that I’ll find her when I get to Los Angeles, or, at the very least, that I’ll figure out how to find her when I get there. I’m shaking the dice, letting Larry blow on them for luck, and tossing them across the table.

I suppose when you live without something long enough, it’s easy to forget you ever had it to begin with, unless someone rubs it in your face. Sometimes, during meetings at work or particularly long pit class lectures, the question would bubble up and pop in my head: What happened to my parents? And I’d feel off balance and unprepared for something, like my mind just stepped off a really fast escalator without looking. This still happens now and then, but much less now that I’ve quit drinking. It’s just another part of who I am, along with being left-handed and never failing to stain my pants or shirt while eating out. I’ve got James, I’ve got aunts and uncles that never forget my birthday, I’ve got friends that aren’t afraid to make me eat one of my own pubic hairs on a dare, and I’ve got Larry. What more do I need?

Besides my big black purse?

So here I am, fighting tears in the parking lot of a dirty rest stop that straddles the Wisconsin-Minnesota border. A girl in my field of vision is imploring her dog, Shotzi, to make a doodie. My purse and car keys are missing. I can see my be-kayaked car parked down the line, now as useful to me as a condom to a lesbian. A trucker with four chins and a T-shirt reading I BRING NOTHING TO THE TABLE is ogling me, and judging by the flock of seagulls fighting and screaming over me, I’m not long for a warm splatter of bird shit on my head.

Not to mention that my body will probably kick Larry to the curb—perhaps the same curb upon which I currently sit—now that my prednisone and Imuran have been hijacked, and then I’ll be back in line for the fun little ride called dialysis.

I’ve hit a new low, even for me. I bet the psychic didn’t see this one coming.
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I can’t believe it. Mini-Me is sitting on the curb next to my car. With my purse in her lap and a scuffed green backpack on the pavement near her legs. She must have seen me pull in, pegging me for a sucker instantly.

Without instruction from my brain, my legs begin to run toward her. I am acutely aware of Larry’s kidney. “Hey,” I hear myself shout. “Hey, you. Give me back my purse!”

Mini-Me stands, cowering against the passenger door. “Don’t be mad. I need a ride to California. Please. I won’t hurt you; I’m not a weirdo or anything. I’m just…I’m all alone and I need a ride.”

For a moment, I can’t say anything. I consider screaming “Thief,” but I’ve never been in this kind of situation before. Was I the kind of person who would just stand there and yell “Thief!” after a mugger took off with her purse, helplessly watching her sixteen credit cards and envelope of coupons fade into a point on the horizon? Or did I chase the creep down myself, grab her by the ponytail, and punch her in the face? God, this is one of those times I wish I’d watched less TV and gotten out of the house more. We stare at each other and I can almost feel the earth turning on its axis. I don’t want her to take off running with my purse. And medication. So I finally say, “Just give me back my purse. You want money? I’ll give you some.” I stick my hand out, hoping I looked serious. “Come on. The purse.”

She shakes her head. “Nuh-uh. If I give it back to you, you’ll just take off without me. This is my collateral.”

For a second I almost glance around to see if she’s talking to someone behind me, because this is the most insane thing that has ever happened to me. Is there a boom mike behind us? I’d burst out laughing if I wasn’t afraid for my life.

“Listen. I need a ride to California. Please. A safe ride. I won’t hurt you,” she repeats. “I just…You just seem safe and normal and I just want a ride.”

“Why do you need a ride? How’d you get here?”

“It’s a long story.”

A semi churns past, whipping up hot dust and ancient candy wrappers. “I can’t believe this,” I mutter. She seemed so normal in the bathroom!

“All’s I want is a ride. I don’t have much money, and…you just seem really normal.”

“I’m not that normal,” I reply. This is quite amazing. A kajillion people make pit stops here daily, and I’m the one wearing the target. Her forehead knits together expectantly and I notice her hands quivering. What if she’s a junkie? I scan her forearms for tracks. I see only chipped red polish on her fingernails, smudges on her knees, tiny beads of sweat on her forehead. “You’re not on drugs, are you?”

“No!” She gives me an indignant, pleading look and blinks heavily. I have a sudden image of her sleeping under a picnic table, tucking her knees up into a hooded sweatshirt, retreating into herself like Gram’s dog Lucky did after he’d been shot by the neighbor for chasing chickens. Riddled with bullets, he slunk under the porch and died while Gram and I wept.

“Please.” She clutches my purse closer to her chest and looks at me with these big, watery, woeful eyes. “I’m not going to rob you or anything. I promise.” I stand there gawking at her. Any second now, I’ll wake up, I think. I blink hard. I chew the inside of my cheek.

I decide to ask my new inner muse: Larry, what do you think? I listen hard. I feel weird at first, listening to my kidney, but what the hell—it beats tarot cards.

I could get hurt. Or become an emotional hostage to a crazy little liar.

And that would be worse than my high school boyfriend, Kevin Murphy, how?

I could get killed.

Hadn’t I told Wes I was taking this trip if it killed me? What supreme irony that would be. But with kidney disease already handicapping my life expectancy, what was the point of hiding out and playing it so safe I became a sheltered shadow of a person—a person half-alive, never straying beyond the comfortable corner she’d painted herself into? I don’t want to be like my great-uncle Harry, who never ventures outside except to pick up his mail, who’s in his robe by six each night, watching reruns of Gunsmoke and eating Banquet pot pies. Countless television shows and online articles tell me I have one hundred things to do before I die, and I haven’t done one of them. Besides, my mother’s parting words to me were “Take big risks.” Maybe it is finally time to take her advice.

And ultimately, I feel that Larry would have wanted me to give this girl a ride. People did it all the time in the sixties and seventies. And it isn’t like she’s a member of Hells Angels or a middle-aged trucker with a beer gut and a foot fetish. She’s a teenage girl abandoned at a roadside rest stop. A bona fide magnet for the kind of bad things you see on the news at night.

The sudden image of Gram solemnly shaking her head and saying, “‘There but for the grace of God go I,’” seals the deal. I sigh. “Okay, fine. I’ll take you part of the way.” What choice do I have? She has my prednisone. I hope I won’t come to regret this.

Mini-Me shifts her weight and blinks. “All the way? And I keep the purse for insurance.”

“I won’t leave you, I promise.” I sound like a bad boyfriend.

“That’s what my first foster mom said. And the second. And the third.”

I can’t tell if she’s being sarcastic or simply factual. “Listen. There’s medication I need in there. I had an organ transplant, and I have to take daily medication so my body doesn’t reject it.” I give her my best Let’s be reasonable look.

She opens my purse and fishes out a bottle of pills. “Is this it?”

I think I nod.

“How many do you need every day?”

I close my eyes, feeling like a socially retarded third grader bargaining for her stolen underwear at camp. “Come on.”

“How many do you take each day?”

I open my eyes again, irritated.” Of those particular pills, two.”

She produces two pills and hands them to me like a rail ticket. “Thanks. Just take me to California.”
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Now, I’ve never really done too many crazy things before. I usually left that up to my friends, listening like an enthralled five-year-old as they relayed their latest exploits: “And then what happened? And then what?” I was the designated driver. The reference. The bailer from jail. So this was my big chance to drop some jaws. And what better way to start than to be blackmailed into giving a ride to a teenage runaway

































For my grandpa Herb Walker,
 who taught me to always root for the underdog
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