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LITTLE RITUALS

by

Denise Weeks

 


There are rules and rites
and rituals older than the

sound of bells and snow on
mountains.

--James Thurber, THE
THIRTEEN CLOCKS

 




Chapter One

My life is filled with little rituals.
I don't know when or how I invented them; I simply know I have
them, even if I don't always rationally believe they
work.

Everyone knocks on wood and avoids the
thirteenth floor. Who doesn't cross her fingers now and then? But
the most powerful rite is more abstract: do something selfless,
something selfish, then a random, anonymous act of kindness. Within
a span of forty-eight hours.

This is the charm that heals, I hope.
This week's ritual started when I gave away my place on the DART
train to a kid desperate to get home. Then I indulged in several
scanty bras for no reason at all. As for the third, it has to stay
anonymous for the magic to work.

And I need some magic in my life right
now.

Since we buried my cousin Cheryl three
weeks ago, I've turned to ritual more than ever to give me
control--or at least some illusion of non-helplessness. Like
comfort food, it soothes and reassures. I think I'm making
progress, because most of the time I can almost control
myself.

The supermarket is busy as I collect
my comfort food, even though it's ten in the morning on a weekday.
As I load my groceries into the back seat, I keep thinking about
how rotten my luck has been lately. What I should be thinking about
instead: improving myself, more ways to save money, how to impress
my boss Barry so I can get promoted. I need to focus on the real
and the immediate, Barry says. He says I'm too intelligent to waste
all my energy on my compulsive little things and my neuroses. I'm
trying, I really am. But he doesn't understand about luck (he's one
of those people who draws to an inside straight and throws sevens
every time) or how dangerous it would be to tempt fate. And he
ought to know.

Because luck is everything.

As I back out of my parking place, I
feel a sudden thump behind my seat. The jolt sends me flying
forward a couple of inches, and the shoulder harness catches me
painfully across the collarbone. Adrenaline-fueled panic as I slam
on the brakes causes a ringing in my ears that nearly drowns out
the sounds of crunching metal and a shattering
taillight.

A quick mental inventory says I'm
unhurt. As the initial shock subsides, I glance in the rear view to
find a frowning dwarf emerging from a black pickup that sits at an
odd angle behind me. I could swear nothing was there a moment
before.

So much for my
spidey-sense.

He's actually not a dwarf, a closer
inspection reveals, just a stumpy Hispanic man wearing a two-gallon
Stetson and scaled-down cowboy boots. He stands, hands on hips,
surveying the damage like an angry hobbit as I climb out of my
green Junebug. "I don't have time for this," is the first thing out
of his mouth. "And neither do you."

His truck's tailgate is down, with two
metal shelving units hanging over the edge because they're too long
for the bed. The corner of the top one has rammed into my Junebug's
trunk. My trunk lock looks like a fat guy's belly button, an
"innie." The leg of the other shelving unit is stuck in the shards
of my left taillight. His tailgate has a few scratches. Overall,
the damage looks mostly cosmetic on both sides.

We must've started backing out at
exactly the same time.

In Texas, fenderbender victims don't
call the police unless there's an injury or over two hundred
dollars' worth of damage. Our airbags didn't deploy, and I don't
see any blood. I ask if he's okay, and he shrugs. We exchange
insurance information and phone numbers.

As he's handing me his card, he makes
eye contact. "You'd better check yourself before you wreck
yourself. Stay true to your mission. You don't have forever, you
know." Frowning, he turns and hurries away.

What? I stare
after him as he hops back into his truck's cab like a toad into its
hidey-hole. His tires squeal as he speeds away, narrowly missing
two other cars that are backing out.

He doesn't miss the third. Full speed,
he smashes into the side of a yellow Hummer. As I watch, unable to
breathe, the front of his truck turns into accordion pleats. Then
the truck seems to dissolve into a pile of pixels as the dwarf pops
into the air and hangs over the wreck, looking down and shaking his
head. I stifle a shout when before my eyes he vanishes.

So does his truck. The Hummer
continues to back out over the empty space where they'd vanished
from, and it looks unharmed.

I glance wildly around, my head
swiveling like one of those surveillance cameras. Why isn't anyone
else reacting? Everyone else is just . . . driving away. It's like
nothing happened.

Nobody else saw that? Heard
it?

My heart starts pounding. Did I just
imagine that? I'm going crazy like my Great-Aunt Fannie Belle. She
had "hysteria" and had to be put in a straitjacket; at least that's
what my mother used to tell me when I was a child and she wanted to
scare me enough to calm me down in public (or make me pretend I had
calmed down.)

An optical illusion. That's what it
was, in this heat. Like in the shimmering desert.

No, I remember now: hallucinations can
be a side effect of going off that anti-depressant. The doctor's
office warned me to taper off, but I ran out of pills and
discretionary funds simultaneously, so I went cold turkey. Maybe
that wasn't such a good idea.

Oh, my God. I should've known better
than to ever start taking a drug that had a listed side effect of,
"May cause episodes of sleepwalking, sleepdriving, and
sleepmurdering with no memory of the event." Cheryl told me not to
take it, but I didn't listen.

My heart can't keep racing like this
or I'll collapse. I clutch at my chest. I am seeing things. I have
to call a psychiatrist. Is Dr. Hartley still listed?
Breathe.

However, I am my mother's daughter.
Denial is our family name. It's on our heraldic crest, right
between the Cowardly Lion and the Jolly Fat Village Drunkard. So I
will use the only tool at my disposal. The "This Didn't Happen"
card.

The only upside is that life will seem
twice as long if I have to figure out whether everything I see is
actually happening. Did I imagine the entire wreck?

The damage to my trunk is still there.
So the crash happened, but I somehow imagined that guy having a
smash-up and disappearing. I know I'm neurotic, but that's
scary.

A truck honks at me. He pulls up an
inch behind me to let me know I'm blocking the way. Heaven forfend
he should be delayed simply because I'm having a mini-seizure or a
momentary lapse in consciousness or one of those transient ischemic
strokes. I might need to see a neurologist.

I manage to climb back into the car
and pull into an empty spot, although my hands are trembling. I've
got to get a grip.

I'm sure the dwarfish man drove away
perfectly fine, and I just fooled myself into seeing him crash
because I was angry with him. I'm somewhat of a visualizer, but
that's pretty extreme. Plus, I didn't know I could be that vicious.
That disturbs me.

The doctor's nurse told me not to
drink alcohol until the drug was well out of my system, and I did
sneak a glass--okay, a couple--of Riesling last night. Boy, when
they put warning labels on drugs, they really mean it.

I can't stop wondering--what did the
guy mean, my mission? My
mission, if I choose to accept it?

Maybe I misunderstood him.

Although the idea of my having a
mission in life holds a lot of appeal. Cheryl used to say that you
don't die until you've accomplished your mission in life. Once I
believed that, but after what happened to her, I lost faith in the
idea. I shake off the thought with a shake of my head. Still, it'd
be nice to imagine having some important destiny.

The damage to my trunk is not
imaginary. I can't afford to get my car fixed right now. I've got a
$700 deductible; besides, if I make another claim on my car
insurance, they'll hike my rates. But I have to report the accident
to my agent in case Frodo tries to make a claim.

As usual, my cell phone's battery is
dead.

On my dashboard is mounted a figurine
of Ganesh, the Indian god of new things. The statue was put there
by my ex, Patrick, back when he and the car were brand-new. I kiss
my fingertips and pat the figure, although it's a bit late to
invoke the Ganesha for luck. Still, as the punch line of the old
chicken soup gag says, "It couldn't hurt."

Raindrops begin to splatter on my
windshield as I venture onto the freeway. I should've stayed in bed
today, crawling out just in time for Ruth's birthday party this
afternoon, but I couldn't bear to waste my day off. I knew it was a
bad omen when I reached into my purse this morning for my checkbook
and pulled out the keepsake program from Cheryl's
funeral.

It was a sign, I'm sure of it. Cheryl
sent me some kind of warning from the next world. If only I could
figure out what it is.

I can't imagine how I'm going to start
another set-of-three charm in the mood I'm in.

# # #

It's drizzling steadily as I drive up
to my house. It's not really my house, because it's rented and I
have two roomies, but it's the entire first floor of a regal
restored Victorian right on the old-fashioned main street of
Renner, Texas, just north of Dallas. We even have two
turrets.

I do intend to call my insurance agent
right away, and I know I should call the doctor's office and tell
them I might be having visions as one of those weird side effects
from Frohedadrine withdrawal, and of course there's the ritual of
three that I need to start right away. But when I pull around back,
everything rational evaporates from my head and reason is
forgotten.

Parked in my spot is a metallic-blue
Zotzcrate, a custom-built imported two-door sports car. The vanity
license plate reads BOYWNDR.

Oh, my God. What is
he doing here?

Patrick Carter. He's my "Noel"
from Marjorie Morningstar,
"Jerry" to my "Pookie" from The Sterile
Cuckoo, "Fink" to my pathetic "Nesmith" from
the Abandonment Story
website. He looks like a pre-Batman Val Kilmer, only with
darker hair and mahogany eyes with impossibly green rings around
the pupils. I still love him fiercely.

Despite the way he keeps breaking up
with me.

Patrick's style is to show up without
calling at the most inconvenient of times, such as when I'm
coloring my hair or entertaining another date. Then we kiss and
make up.

Maybe one of my little rituals brought
him back. I don't care what made it happen, as long as it's
happening. It looks like our on-again, off-again romance is on
again. All is forgiven!

He's rolling his window down. Of
course he doesn't want to seem too eager. He mustn't lose face by
bounding through the rain, snatching me up, and crying, "I was
wrong! I can't live without you!" We must play the game. I am
happier than I have possibly ever been as I leap out into the cold
drizzle and saunter up to his car, trying not to look too
interested. I just barely restrain myself from falling on him with
kisses.

He doesn't say, "You look good," or
"What's up," or even "Will you marry me?" Without preamble, he
says, "I need my stuff back."

I take another step forward, moving
under the shelter of our big tree, before this registers. "Oh, um.
I don’t have anything of yours." I already gave back his
racquetball equipment and the laser printer I borrowed, along with
most of the oddments he's left behind on various overnight stays.
Surely he doesn't mean the opal earrings he gave me? Or the stuffed
unicorn?

He narrows those almond-shaped eyes.
"Yes, you do."

Uh-oh, he knows I hung on to his
Cowboys T-shirt, one of his beach towels, and his Scout
pocketknife, which I found between the sofa pillows.

My heart has gone all tippery-tattery.
God, he turns me on. Though he's not good-looking in the
conventional sense. Pale freckled skin, a serious gaze, smooth
caramel-corn-colored hair in the haircut that everyone on MTV who
isn't shaven has, those little wire Ben Franklin eyeglasses with
the lozenge-shaped lenses that don't correct your peripheral
vision, Wrangler jeans, hiking boots, and a baby face.

Objectively, Patrick's
offbeat-average. But to me, his very scent on my tongue (which is
where it immediately goes whenever I stand near him) is
irresistible.

This is what always happens. I resolve
to get him out of my system, but before I'm fully purged, he comes
back while I'm still too weak to withstand the force of his
personality. It takes effort to prevent my fingers from reaching
out to run through his hair. I'm supposed to be playing hard to
get.

I take a deep breath. "No . . .
remember, I made up that box of your stuff, you came by and picked
it up last week and left the key with Lainie, so we're even,
right?"

Patrick blinks. "No." He tosses his
head, and the gesture endears him to me all over again. Tender
feelings rise in my chest as a tingle begins in and around my
loins, or whatever that area's called in women. His Irish tenor
booms out and wraps me around the Maypole like a limp pink ribbon.
"You may have forgotten, but. . . ." He taps his bitten fingernails
on the custom steering wheel. "My stereo and my laptop."

What? Okay, the stereo I can kind of
see him asking for; it's a neat compact system that he gave me when
he got his fancy stereophile setup with the transparent
wall-mounted speakers. Before I realize that I'm being
argumentative again (one of his major complaints about me), I
whine, "But you said the stereo was old junk. That you were giving
it to me to keep." I feel a stab at the thought of surrendering it,
although I suppose I can get one cheap at Wally World.

He shrugs. "I guess I may have said
that. But I want my laptop."

Well. The laptop is a different
story.

It's the laptop he had when we met.
One of our first "dates" was to scamper through computer stores
comparing the various new models, where he bought a
state-of-the-art number and told me I could buy his old one for
three hundred dollars. I gave him a hundred on the spot, which was
all I'd had to spend. Our relationship progressed in fairy-tale
fashion, and soon we both forgot that I sort of owed him the rest.
What did it matter, when we were going to get married any
day?

We'd thought we were going to get
married. At least I had. What he said, as I now recall, was
actually more like, "Maybe it wouldn't be so bad to be married to
you. I'm not sure I'd feel as completely suffocated as I always
thought I would." These romantic sentiments were uttered on a night
of celebration, while we were finishing a bottle of Riesling we'd
brought back from a long-weekend tour of Texas
vineyards.

So I'm a little thrown. "Excuse me,
the laptop?"

"Yeah, the Szell. Remember? It's
actually still mine."

His attitude is beginning to irritate
me. He doesn't need that computer. He could buy another with part
of one paycheck. As a software engineer and networking specialist,
he makes three times what I do. "You don't have to rub it in. I
know I never finished paying. You only had to ask."

"Don't want the money." He looks me in
the eye. For the first time ever, I see in his gaze no affection
and no attraction, only standoffishness and a warning:
don't touch. It throws me slightly
off balance. "I like that laptop. The screen's nice, and they've
stopped making that model. You can get another."

Normally, I'd jump at the chance to
give him anything he asks for. But. . . .

"Pat, I'm getting soaked. Come on in,
and we'll talk about it." Even though the live oak provides some
shelter, my clothes are damp and my hair is wilting.

"No, thanks." He squints into the
distance. "This shouldn't take you that long."

"Before I can hand the computer over,
I need to pull my personal files off onto my thumbdrive. My
Christmas card list, my e-mail address book, my budget spreadsheet,
various work documents. It might take a few minutes to make sure I
get everything." And delete it so he doesn't snoop. My hands curl
up against my chest in silent protest. "What happened to your new
laptop?"

"Nothing. I just need a backup." He
looks away again, half-smiling at his reflection in the rear view
mirror. I notice he has a bruise purpling low on his neck. Or maybe
that's . . . a hickey?

Suddenly it comes to me that he wants
this computer for some specific reason. Such as to give to another
woman, playing the big, generous sugar daddy. "I'm used to the
keyboard on this one. It's practically an antique. Why don't you
just buy another and let me pay you the balance?" I'll give him my
savings and live on credit cards for a couple of months.

He pushes his hair back with both
hands, although it immediately rearranges itself and falls coyly
around his eyebrows, as always. I clench my fists so I won't pick
up a strand. I'm supposed to be angry at him, not revved up for
lovin'. Instead of answering me, he re-checks himself in the rear
view.

I make a quick sigilla. It's a bit
like a novena, only it's not to any one particular saint and I
think it works by magic instead of faith--all you do is take your
desire and make a mantra out of it by removing letters that have
already appeared. "Let Patrick change his mind" turns to
"Letparickhngsmd," which I recite in my head over and over, as a
magical mantra. This has worked before. It used to work all the
time. It has to again this time.

Finally, he speaks. "You're wasting my
time and yours. I suggest you get over it. Don't try to hold on to
the past, Daffy." From him, the mocking name used to sound
charming.

My magic has failed me. More to the
point, he's actually pissing me off.

I ought to shatter that laptop into a
zillion pieces, then melt the pieces in the microwave, then send
the resulting brick through the windshield of this beloved car of
his, angled so it lands right in his insensitive crotch. But, as
always, I cave in to his demands. "Why don't you step inside and
take the stereo down while I copy off my files. You can stand
across the room with your arms crossed while you wait."

Why do I remind myself of a pathetic
used-car salesperson who's trying a last-ditch gambit to hustle a
customer into the finance office?

A gleam comes into his eyes, but it
isn't a good gleam. He starts the car and the radio blasts into
life. Willie Nelson, singing "If You Cain't Live Without Me, Why
Ain't You Dead Yet?"

Country music? Patrick hates it. He
banishes those stations from the dial. He wrote to the local UHF
station protesting their re-runs of Hee
Haw. He dropped cable in favor of a dish partly so he
could choose not to pay for the country music video
network.

He lifts his left hand as though it
weighs a ton and combs his fingers slowly across his head. "Let's
not make this any tougher than it is. I'll wait right
here."

"Why didn't you come to the door in
the first place?" It's obvious, but. "Dammit, those speakers are
heavy." Elaine's car is here, so she's home, but she isn’t supposed
to lift anything over fifteen pounds, according to her slipped-disc
doctor. "I might not be able to manage them both by myself. And
electronics don't like to get wet. I really need you to help." I
hate that I sound so pleading, like a pathetic ex who has been . .
. dumped.

He narrows his eyes. His wrists sit on
the steering wheel, reminding me of snakes draped over a tree limb.
That is probably some kind of Freudian image, but I can't manage to
banish it. "Do your best. You're stronger than you
think."

He's being ridiculous. I know I can
charm him out of this mood. I lean into the car window to loom over
him, ready to rest my forehead against his and snap him out of it,
but he jerks away.

"Daphne, please. Just get me the
laptop. I'll pick up the stereo later." He wipes his cheek,
although I didn't even touch him. "And don't pull this crap on me.
It's over, remember?"

He can't be serious. We're really
still in love. He's going through an awfully elaborate ruse just to
save face. That's got to be it.

So why is he doing such a good
imitation of a flaming jackass?

I sigh. "If you'll come stand at the
door, I'll hand you everything, one piece at a time. I'll stack it
in your arms quite chastely. Elaine can chaperone. Then we'll be
done."

Perhaps he suspects that I secretly
plan to seduce him as soon as he gets inside. I've done it before
several other times when he came back to make up with me, but
initially held back in order to be macho. It'll be easy once he
stops hardening his heart and starts concentrating on other
anatomical features.

"It's not gonna happen," he mutters.
But he grasps the door handle inside and unlatches the car door. He
still doesn't make eye contact. He stares intently at the expensive
watch on the wrist that's still draped over the wheel, and then
nods silently, as if to himself. Without looking at me, he cracks
the door.

I take a step back, expecting him to
get out. Instead, he shoves the door hard so it whams into my
midsection. It knocks me backward, and I stagger against the hedge.
The impact takes my breath away for a second. He throws the car
into reverse and roars across the gravel, which flies up to spatter
me like a dozen meteorites. It stings.

Before I even know I'm going to give
chase, I'm scrambling up out of the brambles and limping across the
yard after his exhaust pipe, shouting, "Wait!" Somehow I've scooped
up a five-inch diameter river rock, and I'm whirling my arm before
I realize I can't possibly throw a rock at someone I want to ever
see again.

My legs slow down as the Zotz hits the
street. It gains speed and screeches around the corner, like a
teenager's first hot rod. I pound to a stop at the curb and realize
I am not even inside this body. The real "me" could not be
associated with such an ass-woman as would put on this little
display.

Slowly I come to my senses and stand
on the curb, blinking. What was that he just tried to pull? What
did I just try to pull? Who
was that inner child of my past? She certainly was needy. No wonder
the man wants his freedom.

I have absolutely no explanation as to
why Patrick James Carter affects me the way he does. Every fiber of
my being yearns, just like in the cliché, and every cell in my body
wants to vibrate at his wavelength. Never mind that it's
approximately the same frequency as Torquemada's, that gifted
torturer of the Inquisition.

Why is he so hostile? Why am I so
needy? More to the point, what have I done to make him stop loving
me . . . and start hating me? Why am I not worthy of his love? And
why the hell do I have to still care so much?

When our relationship progressed in
fairy-tale fashion, I should've remembered how most authentic fairy
tales actually end.

Grim. No matter who writes
them.

I imagine curtains twitching up and
down the street as I walk back to the house, dragging my ruined
dignity behind me like a strip of toilet paper stuck to the heel of
my shoe.

This is karmic payback. It is the
punishment for that time in eighth grade when I spurned the
affections of Theodore Michael Keegan.

I actually broke a date with T. Mike
to go to the eighth grade Spring Fling (shades of "Happy Days")
with Brad Grackle. I broke our date the night before because the
Grack (our equivalent of the Fonz) called me at the last minute.
And then at the dance when Mike saw me, I gave him some line about
how Brad and I had run into each other there, plus I told him that
the aunt who'd been sick yesterday had made a miraculous recovery.
I knew that he knew I was lying, but I still did it.

I was, surprisingly, never shamed for
that. Until today.

# # #

My flip has wilted and my clothes are
thoroughly damp. But I still have my pride.

Staggering into the house laden with
plastic grocery bags, I find my dear-but-crazy roommate Elaine
dancing the cha-cha around the sectional sofa.

Elaine's got her own rituals. This is
one of them, the post-scrounging or thrifting dance to celebrate
all the great stuff she got cheap or free.

"I'm in loooove," she sings, to a tune
from an old musical. "With the Goodwill Store, and Family Thrift,
and Community Ministries' drop-off box." She twirls, holding a
1950s-ish prom dress up to herself. It's a pouf of purple tulle,
with a big spray of netting for a skirt and sequins that match sewn
all over a fitted violet satin bodice that has a large puce silk
orchid pinned on like a corsage.

"Does that fit you?" I say, without
thinking how it might sound. "It's really . . .
vintage."

She doesn't seem to hear. I survey the
piles of shabby, vaguely soiled clothing covering the kitchen
countertop where I need to set my grocery sacks. The mound exudes
that musty odor characteristic of fabric that's spent a while in a
damp basement. The first pile has one worn brown plaid flannel kilt
(of no known tartan; bagpipes wouldn't even squeak for it); a black
corduroy circle skirt with a few bald spots (and three sizes too
large--go, team, go); a pilled construction-orange cable-knit
cardigan that's all stretched out of shape; a large black vinyl
messenger bag covered in some unidentifiable but sticky-looking
substance (probably spilled on it long before she pulled it out of
the dumpster); and her only decent find, a short-sleeved blouse
sprigged with tiny pink flowers on a yellow ground. When I look
closer, though, I notice its underarm seams have been ripped
open.

Elaine always wears her flea market
finds. Today she has on a silk dress, or rayon maybe, from like the
1940s, with a lace collar and seamed-up-the-back nylons. She's also
wearing tottery "tart" heels that must've come from the Goodwill
dollar bin. Like thongs with kitten heels, in turquoise leather.
With a huge flower between the toes.

It's enough to make me wish I were seeing
things again. She has no idea that her faboo vintage costumes look
absolutely dowdy on her chubby Midwestern frame. It doesn't help
that her cropped brown hairstyle is so unflattering. Or that her
nose and arms are currently peeling from a sunburn.

Not that any of this matters to me. Elaine is
beautiful on the inside. If she'd make more of an effort, she could
have guys lined up at the door, but it's not my place to say
anything to her. I pride myself on seeing past whatever façade
people choose to present to the world, like a good little humanist.
Besides, I'm no beauty queen.

And why am I being so bitchy? It's
not her fault that Patrick's a devil. I rate right up there with
those two cranky Muppet Show
heckler puppets hurling insults from the balcony.
The truth is I'd never want to offend Elaine, and I usually go out
of my way to spare her feelings. I worry sometimes that she'll
never grow up, but maybe she doesn't have to.

I jiggle my ever-heavier grocery bags. "Um,
Earth to Elaine."

She doesn't answer me, just keeps
waltzing around the room with the dress held up to her as if she
were Audrey Hepburn in My Fair
Lady. Suddenly seeming to notice me, she
stops and sings out, "Daffy!" Then she claps her tiny
chartreuse-nailed hand over her mouth. “Sorry, Daph. I
forget.”

“Twenty demerits. See that you
don’t do it again.” I make my tone light, but leave in a hint of
warning. Patrick got away with calling me that, because from him I
would put up with anything, but now that he has dumped me again and
I am finished with men and dating, possibly forever, I won’t
tolerate that dimwit nickname. Once all of Patrick’s friends
started calling me “Duck,” but I put a stop to that
immediately.

“I’m sorry. Daphne Celeste, I
mean. Or should I stick to Ms.
Dilbeck?" Her tone is only slightly mocking. "By
the way, that’s really bad luck to walk inside with your umbrella
still open.”

She's absolutely right. I shake the
umbrella, watching for droplets, and decide it isn’t that wet.
Easing it closed, I lean it into the corner behind the hall tree. I
wonder what happened to that old elephant's-foot umbrella
stand.

Elaine spins for me. "What do you
think? It only needs a few little alterations. I think there's a
couple of inches in the side seams of the bodice."

It depends on whether she wants the
seams to rip completely out the first time she tries to bend over.
Vintage fabric is notoriously brittle. "Well, the colors are
unusual together. And you might want to wait until you lose a few
pounds," I mutter quietly because I still feel like lashing out,
even though I'm just scanning the dinette table for a clear spot. I
don't dare touch any of the paperwork Rachel has left piled on the
table; there's also a stack of those potholders Elaine weaves. The
bags' plastic handles are cutting off the circulation in my
forearms.

"What?" Elaine looks right at me,
challenging me to repeat that.

"I said, that's a great find. Zounds!"
I shift my groceries. My shoulder doesn't feel right. Probably the
first symptom of the body-wide paralysis that'll soon set in as a
result of my fenderbump with the Disappearing Dwarf. He really set
my charm bracelet jingling with that little tap. "These bags are
really heavy. Could you come move some stuff so I can put these
down?"

"What--you over-schlepped?" Elaine
laughs at her own witticism. She waves a hand vaguely. "Go ahead
and set your bags on top of that junk. You can't hurt
anything."

Thinking of Rachel's probable reaction
should I crease any of her Priceless Documents, I decide to risk
getting blood clots and struggle past the dinette with the bags
strangling my wrists.

It's not Elaine's fault that there's a
lack of counter space. We share an authentic retro-chic
"kitsch-en," restored by an eccentric flea market dealer and
therefore authentically equipped with a 1930s Magic Chef range and
pink 1950s Westinghouse fridge with the freezer on the bottom,
complete with those metal ice trays that eject square cubes when
you pull their handles up. When we first moved in, Rachel and I
went half-sies on a Jetsons-style stainless steel microwave with
round front window reminiscent of a Speed Queen clothes dryer so
we'd be able to cook.

What that dwarfish car-crasher said is
still bugging me. Actually, the whole incident is preying on my
mind. It's worse now that I have to pretend Patrick didn't just
shatter my heart--and I never want anyone to know how either of us
just acted. Elaine wouldn’t appreciate me carrying on about him,
anyway. But she's big on woo-woo stuff and knows a lot about the
unexplained, in the sense of "The Truth Is Out There." She's very
spiritually open, despite being a Catholic.

I feign an offhand tone. "So, Lainie.
Have you ever seen . . . like, a ghost?"

"Sure: at school, the wraiths in the
law library who never came out. They had computer-monitor tans. I
called them 'Caspers.'"

"No, really. I saw this guy. Maybe he
was a leprechaun," I muse, half to myself.

Lainie's eyes sparkle. "Did you catch
him? He has to grant you a wish."

"I'm not kidding."

"Sure you are." She adjusts the dress,
which cramps up and looks even unhappier that it is destined to be
so unflattering on her. I am sure it wishes it had gone home with a
little girl who wanted to play dress-up . . . instead of a little
girl living in the body of a big girl.

I still feel the need to talk about
what happened. "Do you ever see optical illusions?" I say in as
casual a tone as I can manage.

That gets Elaine's attention. She
looks sharply up. "Like what?"

I shake my head, as if I’m just
wondering. "Have you ever seen a guy just . . . like, I don't
know"--my hands flail around so that I nearly knock over the
questionable garments--"disappear?"

"You know it." Elaine grins. "Every
time I demand a commitment that he isn't sleeping with anyone else,
let alone going steady. What's weird about that?"

"That's not what I mean." I
disentangle from the plastic handles. "This guy backed into my car.
Then after we exchanged info, he got into his truck and they both
just--vaporized."

She blinks, then smiles. "I don't get
it."

"It isn't a joke. A man and his truck
just--they went poof right before my eyes. Vanished into thin air.
In a puff of orange smoke. Scotty beamed them up." I'm getting all
agitated again trying to describe it.

"You're talking in clichés," she
informed me. "What is this, some kind of joke?"

"Lainie! I saw a man VANISH before my
eyes as I was looking right AT him. Along with his truck." I
realized as I spoke how outlandish I sounded. Elaine stared at me
tilt-headed the way a confused Pomeranian looks at his master when
the master starts spouting nonsense, then blinked twice. Why did I
bring this up? "Never mind. I ran into a stage magician, that's
all. A budding Houdini. Rather, he ran into me." I bite my lip as
his last observation returns to my mind's ear. "Do you ever think
of me as having a mission in li--"

When full-blown alarm comes into her
eyes, I chicken out. It's way too dorky to go around asking if
people think I have a mission in life. I shake my head and put on a
rueful expression. "Never mind. I obviously was the random target
of one of the greatest practical jokes ever."

"Where were you? At some kind of
audition?" She knows I would like to be in community theater, but
I've never worked up the nerve to try out.

"The supermarket parking lot. Must've
been a publicity stunt. Maybe there's a new trend towards faking
customers out. " I'm wishing that the dent in my trunk could be
fake as well when something starts poking my thigh. It's that
business card Dwarfie gave me, still in my pocket. I reach in,
intending to stick it on the fridge under a magnet.

The card is blank.

Somehow he switched it on me. I know
the first one I got had information on it. Dammit! I can only hope
he's not an undocumented "alien" (or any other kind of alien)
who'll bail before his policy pays.

"Speaking of clothes with unusual
color combinations," Elaine says, although I had forgotten I
mentioned that--she's like my mother, skipping back and forth
across topics like a needle across a scratched record and expecting
her devoted listeners to keep up--"look at yourself." She
giggles.

"What?" I look down. I have on dark
brown stretch jeans and the caramel cashmere cardigan (C-cubed for
short) my stepmother gave me, over a grape silky tee. I'm damp, but
it's drying without leaving raindrop marks.

"Your colors. You look like peanut
butter and jelly on toast."

She'd caught my snarkiness about her
dress earlier, all right. Despite myself, I laugh. "Ruth gave me
this cardigan, and PB&J is her favorite sandwich. Maybe that's
why I felt drawn to wear this to her party."

"How old does she turn
today?"

Elaine knows better than to ask that.
I pretend to consider the question, striking a teacherly pose. "I
asked her once if she'd enjoyed attending that one-room schoolhouse
with Abraham Lincoln, and she said, 'Don't be ridiculous. I'm a
native Texan. Mr. Lincoln was in Illinois.'"

She chuckles. All my weirdness is
forgotten, and the awkwardness of my crazy questions dispelled.
Maybe that was why she changed the subject in the first
place.

I start unloading my groceries
directly into my designated areas. We each have one shelf in the
fridge, one in the freezer, and one in the pantry. Anything put on
the communal shelf or in the door is fair game. I don't often put
stuff on the communal shelves.

"You had a couple of calls." Elaine
admires herself in the full-length mirror that she has nailed to
the wall in the passageway between bedrooms and living room. It was
a flea-market find, natch, and although its reflections are spotted
and wavery, she forgives it. The effect is of you, but you in a
faded photograph out of Grandma's cedar chest.

Maybe Patrick called from the car to
apologize. It's such a remote possibility that my heart doesn't
even bother to speed up; after one hopeful leap against my ribs, it
resumes its normal pace. If he has
called, I've got to remember to play it cool. No jumping up
and down, no excitement in my voice.

"Who called?" I set my soymilk in the
door of the fridge because my assigned shelf isn't tall enough for
the hermetically sealed box. I reach for an orange sticky note to
mark it as mine. Orange is my color. Elaine's is yellow, and green
means Rachel. (We never see green flags, except on Styrofoam
take-out containers.)

Lainie tugs the prom frock on over her
clothes. It's a tight fit. Two inches stolen from the seam
allowance isn't going to help. However, no diplomatic way to say
this comes to mind.

It doesn't matter, as long as she's
happy.

She looks at the ceiling, thinking.
"Oh--um--let's see, the first call was your mom. She just wanted to
check in, wondered if you'd heard from that nephew of her
neighbor's sister-in-law who she gave your number to, and did you
send your Aunt Jean a birthday card yet, 'cause it's next week."
She takes a much-needed breath. Oddly enough, although she has
total recall on Mama's message, she's rather vague about the next.
"The other was some guy, and he sounded pretty upset. He said it
was urgent, that I should ask you to call him right away as soon as
you got back."

This is typical Lainie. Reporting the
news in reverse order of importance, like an upside-down
journalist's pyramid. That is, the pyramid is upside-down, not the
journalist--wait: in this case, the first way applies.

Tugging at my charm bracelet (which I
know I shouldn't do; sterling silver isn't reinforced steel), I
squeeze the charm representing Patience to give me that attribute.
(He's the only charm my mother has so far contributed to my
collection: a replica of one of the lions flanking the entry steps
leading into the New York Public Library, the one representing
Patience. The other stands for Fortitude; I still don't know how
Mama could tell which one posed for this charm.) "Oooooo-kay. Did
he leave a number? Or a name?"

Still staring into the mirror, Elaine
adjusts the bodice of the dress. It clearly has no intention of
zipping up on her. "Oh . . . um . . . I think it was something like
Baron. Maybe Aaron. I don't remember. He acted like I ought to know
who he was, so I couldn't really ask. But he sounded pretty ticked
off."

I feel PMS coming on. "So you actually
talked to him? He's not on the answering machine?" At first I'd
assumed she meant she'd listened to the messages. I shove my
oatmeal into the dark recesses of the pantry and pull the old,
nearly empty box to the front as a decoy for Rachel.

"Um. Yeah." Elaine looks at me
strangely. "That's what I said."

My current streak of ill fortune
cannot continue. As soon as she turns back to her reflection, I
pour a handful of salt out of the shaker Elaine keeps on the stove,
mutter my full name (true names always hold the most magic), and
throw it over my right shoulder. To appease the . . . whoever. If
Elaine catches my move, she doesn't give any sign of it.

Of course I don't tell anybody about
my rituals. (Except Cheryl, who understood). Or the ones I see them
performing, anywhere and everywhere. I don't relish the thought of
being tagged as having obsessive-compulsive disorder, displaying
schizophrenic symptoms, falling victim to "magical thinking,"
dabbling in the occult, or whatever. It's not as if my hand starts
tingling and suddenly I know that the next thing I touch with it
will die, turn to gold, or get a Hollywood movie deal. (Though that
would be useful.)

There's nothing wrong with taking
comfort from ritual. It's part of knowing what's expected,
arranging life to make sense. Lots of people glom on to familiar
patterns and ceremonies; ritual in life leads to a feeling of
security, a sense that we know what's happening and why. Ritual can
substitute good habits for bad ones, or save you with automatic
reactions when trouble comes. Maybe the rituals we favor show who
we are. Rituals are better than security blankets because no one
can take them away.

All I know is, wherever I look, I see
rituals structuring our days, mapping our lives, and leaving behind
trails to mark our paths through the calendar.

But somehow Elaine has missed out on
the concept of the ritual message-taking for roommates. Suppressing
a sigh, I address her mirror-self. "I wish you'd asked him to call
back and let the machine pick up." I've suggested this to both my
roomies before, because no one ever writes down my messages. They
rely on their photogenic (but not photographic)
memories.

Okay, I'm persnickety. I'd prefer not
to share an answering machine, let alone the phone line, but there
you are. What am I doing at twenty-nine still living in a shared
rental? I should be able to afford a condo. But in this economy,
this is my financial reality.

"The machine's full." She flings one
arm wide as she dips down low. "Rachel's got messages."

Thirty minutes' worth? Why can't
Rachel listen to them once and then punch the "Delete" button
instead of "Save"?

Of course, Rachel is not used to
sharing. Her daddy never let her ask for anything twice; she didn't
have to, because he supplied it the first time, and sometimes
double. Rachel is my distant cousin on my mother's side (I think
it's fourth cousin, once removed.) She wouldn't be sharing this
bachelorette pad with us if she weren't terrified of living alone,
which is a secret that supposedly only her daddy and I know, though
I'm sure Elaine suspects. Rachel's always been convinced she'll
choke on a chocolate-covered cherry while watching TV one night and
there won't be anyone around to do the Heimlich, or that she'll
pass out in the tub and hit her head and drown, not to be
discovered for days, after the neighbors complain of a funny smell.
I don't know where these fears came from. She hides her
insecurities under a solid front of confidence and
invulnerability.

Rachel weighs about seventy pounds,
much of which is blonde hair and jewelry. I don't think she buys
food at all. Once when she came home a little tipsy, she explained
to me how she eats only one meal a day, preferably while out on a
date, and she lets her date pay. They're always astonished by how
much she can eat and still maintain her perfect figure. Now that
she's engaged and has only Randall escorting her, it's tougher, but
she gets a lot of mileage out of their engagement parties and
showers. She can live three days off of one fête, if she gets
doggie bags.

I think she also measures out an inch
of my oatmeal a day and steals Pick-A-Mix candy out of the grocery
store bins. But I never say a word about it.

Stuffing the empty plastic sacks into
the recycling bin, I slam the pantry door. An examination of the
caller ID box reveals the call came from the cell phone of my boss,
Barry Earl.

Frackersnackit. How could Elaine not
recognize Barry's voice?

"Oh, God," I moan, forgetting for a
moment that Elaine's listening. "What's the crisis this time?
There's a bomb scare in the office, and they need me to lead them
to the emergency exits lined up by twos, as if they were my
first-grade class? He needs to pour water out of his boots, and
there are no instructions on the heel?"

I'm exaggerating, but not by
much.

"That was your boss?" She blinks at
her reflection. "Well, he was really rude. If I'd realized, I'd
have told him not to bother you on your day off." She smiles slyly
until I meet her gaze in the mirror.

"Please." I pinch the bridge of my
nose. It doesn't help, but I always see people doing it, so I try
it. "He's bad enough without your antagonizing him."

"You take an awful lot of guff off
him," she says to the mirror. "It's good that you live so much in
your head and not in your heart, so you don't get
offended."

People think that. But my heart is
always online, even if it isn't on my sleeve like an athletic logo.
I couldn't operate from my heart any more than I could from any
other platform that's broken.

"Barry's really okay." I wish.
"Besides, if I play it right, in a couple of months some other poor
slob will be kowtowing to the Duke of Earl, and I'll have my
promotion."

Elaine's expression is unreadable. Oh,
ye of little faith.

But I know I'm right. If I show him
I'm a team player and keep proving I'm capable of so much more than
I'm doing now, then Barry will promote me to the position of office
manager that I so richly deserve, the one that's going to open up
when Juanita Darley retires in a few months. I've got the degree in
business administration and the extra computer training and all the
certifications I'd need, and Barry knows I'm qualified. He hinted
at it last week, when he asked me to spend the weekend at the
office working on his extra-urgent hurry-up project. Today's
supposed to be my comp time.

Currently, I'm a lowly administrative
assistant. Which translates to keeper of the keys, finder of lost
documents, picker-upper of dropped balls, buyer of doughnuts,
feeder of insane workaholic obsessions, high priestess of
photocopies, and sympathetic counselor.

It's a pain-in-the-rear job, but it's
one of the most powerful positions in the average office. Who else
could lose your paycheck, cancel your conference room, and forward
all your clients' phone calls to the bit bucket, all in an
hour?

Still, I want that promotion. I know I
can handle the job. And it's well within my grasp, if I just don't
screw up.

"Around when did he call?" I glance at
the clock to find it's already noon. My stomach isn't growling, but
now it will start churning. Barry Earl does not care for delays in
calling him back.

"I don't remember. A while ago. Couple
of hours, maybe." She shrugs. "Don't worry about it. I guarantee
they're all still alive over there." To her, it's that
simple.

Elaine doesn't understand having to
work for a living. She doesn't work; she volunteers and does some
free language-arts tutoring at the nearby middle school, but she
lives on a monthly stipend from some kind of trust fund or
bequeathment sent by her late father's estate. I guess she must
feel it's enough, but since she's living here with us, I can only
assume her allotment isn't that much per month. Yet that security
blanket means she has no clue as to why I'm stressed about anything
going wrong with my job, as in income.

Rachel says Elaine's like a cat:
completely useless for anything other than cuddling, shedding, and
entertainment value. I wouldn't go that far; Elaine laughs at my
jokes, is a devout liberal, and I've never heard her turn down a
person in need who asked for a (reasonable) favor. But today I can
picture her as a contented feline, lazing away the day on the
windowsill as the household bustles around her.

I must be channeling Rachel. If my
roomies used my credit cards, made long distance calls on the
communal line and then denied it, or never had the rent money by
the first, I'd have something to complain about. A few botched
phone messages aren't that big a deal in the larger scheme of
things. If my cell phone was a boat anchor while Barry was pinging
it over and over, that's nobody's fault but mine.

Elaine's still dreamy-eyed over the
dress. I look down at my purple-bead necklace, the one I bought on
impulse last week, with the glass beads that somehow exactly match
that dress. They don't really match my grape-jelly tee. As I walk
past Lainie on the way to my room, I hand her the necklace. "Here.
This would go perfect with that."

I catch her shrieks and the tail end
of her giddy expression in the mirror as I escape into the bedroom
hall. If she thanks me, it won't really count.

So now I have started a new
ritual-of-three, after all.

# # #

I'm sure Barry has been trying my cell
every few minutes. By now he's probably as fried as a buffalo wing
that never learned to fly. I snatch the portable phone off its base
and dial.

For luck, I pinch my earlobe while it
rings.

When he barks hello, I snap to
attention. "Bair? I just got in, sorry. What did you
need?"

Near-deafening crunching noises blast
through the receiver. It's probably paper being crumpled--innocent,
blameless documents precious to someone else, but which aren't what
Barry currently wants. "Dammit, Daph," he goes. "Where is my
presentation, those color slides for the sales meeting?"

Barry doesn't like computer-based
slideshows, having had one crash spectacularly on him at an
important meeting, so he always does it the Medieval way, with
actual transparencies. I keep an electronic version at the ready,
though, just in case he ever emerges from the eighteenth
century.

"It was on your desk yesterday
afternoon. Top of the IN basket. In a yellow box that blank
transparency film comes in. Marked SALES MONTHLY on a green label.
Rubber band around the box."

A metallic crash fills my ear. "Well,
it's not there now. Nothing's here. We're in big
trouble."


Chapter Two

The scene in Barry's office reminds me
of one of those five-thousand-piece jigsaw puzzles. The ones in
which all the pieces are the same color and the same shape. The
ones billed on the box as "impossible."

And somebody's been playing "Five
Thousand Pick-Up." The panic and chaos filling the office is even
worse than it was that time the temp lost the staff performance
evaluation forms Barry had spent a week filling out. Barry's
crewcut looks like a cornfield smashed down by a crop-circle team
after a fruitless harvest, probably because of all the hair-tearing
he's been trying to do (he's used to a longer style).

"It's in a yellow box," I try to tell
Barry, holding my hands in the L7 position to demonstrate the
concept of "box," but he can't listen in his panicked state. He has
pulled the innards out of all his file drawers. Loose papers fly in
every direction. He'll never get this straightened out without
help. Guess who will be tapped to do all the
putting-back-together?

Barry is the guy you always see
pounding on the elevator button . . . swearing at the photocopier
or its hapless operator . . . kicking the vending machine because
it isn't dispensing his Spittles fast enough. (He's a Spittles
addict.) He has severely limited patience, and half the time he
doesn't even see what's sitting right in front of him. He's too
busy visualizing what ought
to be, in the ideal world, to see what
is, in the (inadequate)
real one. But he looks less like Dilbert's Pointy-Haired Boss and
more like Michael Douglas, so he gets away with it.

The woman who's helping Barry look is
some twinkie from marketing whose name escapes me. On the outside
she's a squishy man-magnet, but on the inside there's an empty
tunnel containing a dab of dried-up vanilla filling where good
sense ought to be. She acts like she has all the intellectual
development of your average preteen baton twirler. She types like
the wind: she blows every word. She's also surreptitiously reading
the secrets off of Barry's yellow-sticky-note wallpaper.

Surely the box is here someplace. I'm
a little afraid they've already found it without realizing what it
is and upended it into the trash, losing half the slides. It would
take hours to print and prep it again. If only he'd agree to go
all-laptop like everyone else, but after a disastrous disk crash
during a talk he was giving to the higher-ups last year, he went
Luddite and now wants everything done manually during important
presentations.

Barry sends Twinkie to search the
conference room in case he already took it in there, then stomps
out, muttering. Good riddance. I need my space.

It's not in a desk drawer. However,
when I open the bottom left-hand drawer, I get a shock when on top
of his file folders I see a . . . Bratty doll? New in the pink box.
The box says, "Bratty Video Girl! Her eyes hide a digital camera!
Holds two hours of downloadable video!"

That's a little creepy, even for him.
Probably a gift for one of his nieces. Eep.

I commandeer the brass yardstick Barry
got as a business gift when the bank around the corner opened
("Your Measure of Success") and poke cautiously around behind his
furniture, having felt out various lost items that way over the
years. My bracelet knocks against the back of his desk, jingling my
charms, and I think I hear an echo.

I crawl under the desk to check behind
it. There's a spooky murmur, and after an initial freakout (if
anyone's desk were haunted, it would be Barry's) I realize I'm
overhearing a man speaking in low tones. He's using the phone on
the other side of the office wall--that's an empty office where we
put temps when we use them. It's Barry, disguising his voice as a
raspy baritone, but it's him, all right.

"I need that kitten. So just make sure
it happens. Capisce?" He
thinks he's a Godfather, or at least one of the Sopranos. He hangs
up with a bang and stomps loudly away.

A cat? Barry's allergic. Had a
full-blown attack once when I came in from lunch merely because I'd
stopped by an SPCA adoption booth at the mall and loved on a fluffy
black Persian. He can't breathe if a speck of cat dander is hidden
somewhere on his person.

After a moment I resume my prodding
with the yardstick, this time from below. I'm getting that tingly
feeling. The presentation is here. All I need is a soupçon of good
luck.

Science tells us (and it knows
Everything) that there is no such thing as "luck," that you have a
fifty-fifty chance of heads or tails every time you toss a penny,
no matter what result you got the last time. This is the
TwentyFirstCentury, f'godsakes, and there should be no room in a
reasonable woman's mind for this pile of superstitious hooey. Fears
of untethered yellow balloons, tails-up coins underfoot, Dreaded
Bad Luck Songs that suddenly come on the radio when you're on a
date, and Fridays that fall on the thirteenth are irrational and
therefore not allowed.

Consciously, I admit that my personal
bugaboos (according to the wise voice of Reason) must have no basis
in fact, that they're holdovers from an over-imaginative childhood,
and that they're more about fear and habit than self-protection.
Still . . . I'd be afraid not to say "Bread and Butter" if when I'm
walking with someone a column comes between us, reluctant not to
whistle whenever I see a yellow VW, and terrified to skip the charm
of blessing anyone who sneezes. Who knows what might happen if I
quit holding off the forces of evil and doom with my daily touching
of the lucky waterfall wall outside this very building as I come
in? (I tapped it twice today.)

I have a feeling the slides are really
close. Like in the kids' game "Hot and Cold." Warm warm hot scorching you're on fire if it were a snake it
would bite you. I hold my breath and count to four
repeatedly as I prod. C'mere, come to
Mama.

Finally I locate the box, dented and
scuffed. The transparencies inside look unharmed. The six-dollar
backup thumbdrive (holding the electronic version) is also safe and
sound, attached to the inside of the box top via a clever paper
pocket I made. The box apparently fell behind Barry's desk and
slid, becoming wedged halfway. Actually, it looks as if someone
jammed it there rather carefully. Deliberately. I wouldn't have
seen its yellow corner peeking out had I not been flat on my back
with my head in the desk's kneehole.

If this happened accidentally, it's
the darnedest thing I've seen in a while.

So assume Barry knocked it backwards
out of his in-basket. That has to have made a racket. Why didn't he
hear it? Maybe he didn't notice because it happened while he
was shtupping Twinkie on the
desk. Before I can laugh out loud at the thought--Barry swore off
sex forever after his torturous divorce from The Recluse two years
ago, and I know he's too smart to fool around with a current
employee--I put the image out of my mind by imagining George C.
Scott giving that rousing opening speech in Patton.

"Found it," I call to Barry, who's now
out in my cubbyhole, frantically pawing through my filing cabinets.
He comes running in and snatches the box out of my hands. He
doesn't thank me or express wonder and admiration for my locatory
skill. He doesn't even ask where it was. He just turns and pounds
down the hall toward the meeting room where the dry run is taking
place.

Twinkie shoots me an irritated glance
through the door and disappears.

I survey the mess. It'll take hours to
get everything organized and put away, so I decide to do it in the
morning. After checking to be sure Barry hasn't "temporarily" laid
a stack of important folders across the mouth of the wastebasket,
the way he did last month while reorganizing--the janitorial staff
shrugged and hauled it all away, and I had to reconstruct the
contents--I grab my purse out from under my desk and prepare to
bail. Somebody's bound to need a "quick" three hours of help, and
I'm not going to be the one who gets cornered.

Sure enough, here comes Wade Weller.
He almost undoubtedly wants the photos pulled off his digital
camera again, because he can't be bothered doing it himself. But I
have to be nice, because he is our Techie Geek who not only
installs software upgrades but can make your e-mail address stop
working and change your password to "G6X$t4!" without telling you.
Maybe I can escape before he makes eye contact.

Too late. As he toddles toward my desk
with his usual expectant attitude, I paste on a questioning look.
What's odd is that he's dangling that expensive and delicate camera
in front of him by the strap, at arm's length. It looks as though
he's presenting the winning trout, still flopping on the fishing
line, for me to measure at the Groom Lake Fishermen's Lying
Contest.

His lanky frame leans halfway across
my desk. A whiff of cinnamon-spice aftershave follows. "Could you
download these photos in RAW format and stick them into the public
directory? I'm kind of in a bind. Supposed to be at Barry's dry
run, and looks like it's starting." His tone is only slightly
apologetic.

As soon as I accept the camera, he
wipes his palm on his pants leg. "Thanks. By the way," he says over
his shoulder as he hustles away, "you're not one of those people
who's sensitive to poison ivy, are you?"

Suppressing a yelp, I drop the camera
into a plastic grocery sack (I find it useful to keep a few in my
desk) and stuff that into my bottom drawer. Then I rub Purewell
hand sanitizer between my palms and wipe down my hands with baby
wipes. Tomorrow morning's soon enough for me to deal with the
toxic-cam. If I remember to bring rubber gloves.

What are the pix for, anyway, a porn
site? They're probably pictures of his model railroad.

As I pass the conference room, I peek
in the window. The scene inside is not unlike one of those early
Flemish paintings of Hell. I send up a prayer of thanksgiving that
I am not sitting in there, flipping transparencies and melting
under Barry's glare.

Elaine wonders why I stick with it
here--well, I've invested so much, and Barry has his good moments.
Besides, a quitter is a failure. I need to stick with it and turn
this around, and furthermore, jobs are getting scarce out there. I
know I can make things happen for me here.

Some upper management type is skulking
around the lobby. She's tall, regal, and X-ray slim, showing all
the signs of having had a recent facial peel. Small teeth with
excessive gum-exposure. That has to be a three-hundred-dollar suit.
If the jewelry were real, it'd be dangerous for her to be out on
the street without a bodyguard. But she couldn't walk far in those
spike heels. She must've been dropped off by her chauffeur. Or
maybe we've instituted valet parking.

I'm almost out the door when she
collars me. Her chilly gaze freezes me to the spot. In a commanding
Mary Poppins voice, she says, "I'm here to see Barry
Earl."

Mazel tov.
"Um, he's in a meeting."

"He's expecting me. Can you get him
out?"

"Let me check," says my autonomic
nervous system. I can't seem to switch the workforce-slave attitude
off while under this roof. Like a meek Girl Scout, I lead her back
to my desk. "What may I tell him it's in regard to?"

She sniffs. "I wouldn't know." Her
tone is snotty. "He phoned me." Looking pointedly at her Rolex, she
adds, "Said it was urgent."

"The Customer Is Always Whining."
That's our motto here at PRG Communications. ("Priorities Really
Gross." "Perhaps Rotten Goods." "Perpetually Running Gauntlets."
Actually, I don't know what the initials stand for. Probably no one
remembers now.)

I get her name and buzz the meeting
room. I tell Barry I'm sending her in, urgent, and that I'll see
him tomorrow. Then I drop her off at the door to "Abandon All Hope"
on my way out. She looks at me as if I'm throwing my life away on
the streets as I depart. Horrors. She thinks I'm leaving
early.

I kind of enjoy that.

# # #

My foot stomps the accelerator as the
Junebug approaches escape velocity (that office has an evil
gravitational pull.) I don't need a speeding ticket, but I know
better than to be late for my appointment at Happy Nail. Talk about
actions that would bring bad luck.

Snow, my domineering Korean manicurist
and friend, has made it clear that she does not like tardiness,
equating it with sloth, laziness, and sin. She reminds me of some
roost-ruling Junior League officer, only smarter and more
articulate. But I love her and trust her instincts. I wouldn't
dream of going to anyone else.

Polished nails are certainly a shallow
measure of a person. However, this girls-only transformation is
loaded with subtext and inner meaning and secret sorority
significance. It's symbolic. I can walk in with chipped, uneven,
shade-tree mechanic's nails, and thirty minutes and twenty dollars
later (fifteen, plus tip), I'll have uniform, clean, glossy nails,
like ten brand-new red Jaguars. A manicure represents a cleansing,
like the ritual baths women in many cultures take. It's a kind of
rebirth, incorporating both outward transformation and inward
renewal.

Or maybe I'm making too much of it.
Still, it's addictive to look down at shiny jelly-bean
fingertips.

Snow sits at the first nail station,
nearest the door. She jumps up with a wide grin as the shop's door
chimes announce me.

"Daffanee! Hey. Howayou?" She beams
her contentment at me. I hope it's contagious.

"I'm good. Except for the cracked
talons." I settle into the tottery client chair across from her and
splay my fingers on her table for inspection.

Without missing a beat, she slips a
soft cloth under my wrist so my bracelet won't make indentations in
my arm. "Oh, you got new charm. What this one lucky for?" She taps
the new four-leaf clover hanging off my bracelet. She noticed
because it's gold, and all the others are silver.

"To attract better luck." I grin, as
if I don't really believe these folk superstitions.

"Oh, good. In Japan, they have
cat. Maneki neko. Welcoming
good luck. Like Hello Kitty." She examines my nails as she wipes
off my old polish. "Oh, girl, you a mess. Look, all chips and
cracks." Her small competent hands turn mine this way and that.
"See how cuticle pale?" She studies my face a moment. "Means
stress. You need Chinese doctor." She keeps referral cards on her
table for the nearby Chinese Medical Center. "Herbs and
acupuncture. Cures for what drag you down."

"I feel all right." I manage to
smile.

Snow shoves my hands into a bowl of
Palmolive water, just like in the old TV commercials. Madge lives.
"You wanna French manicure this time. And new tips."

She might be diminutive at five-one,
but she's also bossy and a control freak. I never question
anything. I just nod.

Two statues of Buddha watch us from
their perch nearby on a makeshift altar. The left-hand statue is of
garden-ornament cement; the other is a translucent jade-green
ceramic, or maybe it is
jade--no, at that size, it'd be too valuable to keep out in
the open. A glass of water sits in front of each, and the pair is
encircled with candles and cones of sandalwood incense. I hope I
won't suffer an allergy attack from breathing the smoke that not
only curls around the statues but also wafts toward me. Mama always
said smoke follows beauty. (She typically announced this as she
fired up a Tareyton and blew a stream toward me.)

Snow's inky China-chop hair hugs her
jawline, emphasizing her pointy chin. Her animated features arrange
themselves into a "get down to business" expression and her bob
swings forward as she begins pushing back my cuticles. "You change
you hair. Plenty different. Did your boyfriend like?"

If my hands hadn't been pinned to the
table, they'd have flown to pat down what was left of my crowning
glory. Normally, my hair is vaguely cinnamon-colored--not the color
of the hard candy, but of the actual stick you stir Wassail with.
When Patrick started making noises a while back about how we really
didn't seem to have any interests in common any more and how busy
he was now that he was active in Mensa and bicycling three miles
every evening, I thought my dead-leaf hair might be too boring. So
I souped it up with a chemical bath. It first turned out the color
of Mercurochrome, but that was later "repaired" by another
incompetent hairmesser who made it a dull, drab shade of iodine.
The dye made my locks crunchy, and I'm doomed unless I slather on
tons of expensive conditioner.

A new shorter style eliminated some of
the damage, but is less than flattering. Patrick's only
comment--after he finished the standard incoherent spluttering and
demanding that I take off the stupid wig--was a parting shot. "You
look dumb with bangs," he said as he sped away to another gathering
of the top-two-percenters. I started holding the bangs back with
headbands and barrettes, but they won't grow any faster than a
glacier moves. Patience is prescribed, because cutting doesn't seem
to make hair longer.

Of course I make sure to trim only
during the waxing moon, as advised in The
Old Farmers' Almanac (if you want your hair to grow
faster, trim during waxing phase; if slower, naturally, the
waning.)

Snow's looking at me expectantly. I
shrug. "Nope, he hated it, but it doesn't matter. We're
over."

"Really? I think you wrong." She knows
how passionate I am about Patrick. "Just full moon madness. He get
over it."

I smile, knowing I look wan because
I'm reflected in the ba-gua-shaped Feng Shui mirror on the wall
behind her. "He's over me."

"So he don't call? Maybe just the
hair." She gestures at my ruined head. "Do something. Try
perm."

A perm? Never again, not after the
debacle that was my seventh-grade year. "I don't think that's it.
Things just aren't working out."

She shakes her head. "He only going
through phase," she says authoritatively.

"Yeah, phasing me out." I roll my
eyes. "But I'm not fazed."

My wordplay soars right past her. She
cocks her head, trying to parse the idioms. Finally she lets out a
"pfft" of air. "Then so what? Forget him. Plenty fish in the
lake."

"My bait is no good."

Snow looks at me speculatively. "You
plenty good. He plenty stupid to think you not good enough for
him." Her nail file saws away, as though to rub out the awful
thought.

It stabs at my heart. Mostly because I
suspect he feels exactly that way. His actions have told me so. His
words stopped short, weaseling out with such verbiage as, "It's not
YOU, it's ME," and "I just don't have that special feeling any
more," which hurts almost as much. My spine stiffens and I sit up
rigidly, too taken aback by her straight shooting to form any
reply.

Snow never seems to notice when she
has stepped over one of the many invisible American lines of
politeness. It's part of her newcomer charm. "What you need is get
over him."

"How?" I didn't realize I was going to
say that out loud.

"Put his photo in freezer. That freeze
your heart away from him." Her eyes glint. "Just don't burn
picture. That very dangerous. Could do harm on him, also
you."

Words won't form in my
mouth.

"Do banishment ritual. That gets him
out of head." She waves her free hand, as though she could conjure
a ritual--a real-life occult ritual, not one of my superstitious,
semi-compulsive routines--out of the air. "Once you make space in
heart, someone else come along to fill."

That sounds good. It's just that I
don't want anyone else. I want him.

Besides, I can't imagine what a
banishment ritual might entail.

She stabs a finger into my chest. "He
not important. What YOU want?" She grips her nail file in her other
hand and raises it slightly, as if it were a scepter of
truth-telling. "Not him, you." Unblinking, she waits for an
answer.

What do I want?

Okay, I know I shouldn't, and I know
he isn't perfect, but I want Patrick back. I wish love didn't hurt,
but as Aunt Fannie Belle used to say, quoting Confucius (or so she
claimed), "If medicine weren't bitter, it wouldn't do you any
good." There's a country song in that somewhere.

But it goes deeper than that. I really
want . . . not to want. I want to not need a relationship so
much--to be sufficient unto myself. I'd like to stop lusting after
money, success, and respect; I wish I loved my job regardless of
its status or what others thought about it, and that I didn't care
whether Barry promoted me. I want to forget about my weight for
even one day and eat with the delight of a child who's not worried
about a spreading rear end. I want to walk down the street without
being self-conscious about how I might look and fretting about what
impression I'm leaving on the people I pass. I want a be-happy
attitude like Cheryl had.

Ah, Cheryl. Instead of being negative,
pessimistic, and judgmental like me, she did the
little-ray-of-sunshine bit, but somehow she wasn't an obnoxious
Pollyanna. I'm nothing like her. I seem to need so much praise
(which I never seem to get); she didn’t care what people said, as
long as she knew she'd done her best. It'd be nice to be contented
as she was, able to live in the present moment and appreciate it.
If, as Willie Nelson has said, "All we have right now is right
now," it's a sin to waste even a second on regrets and
second-guessing.

I zip through days as if they were
sheets off a cheapie roll of paper towels. My breakneck pace keeps
me from noticing the mini-miracles happening all around. Yet I'm
afraid to slow down, for fear life will pass me by, that I'll lose
control of some little detail. My biggest fear is of a wasted life,
one in which I miss out on the daily epiphanies I'm supposed to
get, and then suddenly realizing too late that time's up--this life
is over and I haven't done any of the things I intended to, things
I swore I would when I was in first grade and possibilities were
opening up before me like a lotus flower. . . .

I want to be good enough. I want to be
worthy.

I want to not have to think about any
of this. I manage to smile. "I don't know. I mean, you know, the
same thing everybody wants." I sound like an eighth-grade airhead.
"A good life. A decent living. World peace, cheap taxes, and
equality."

Snow gives a little "hfft" of
dismissal. She is on to me, but she doesn't say anything. Instead,
she attacks the unevenness and inequality at the tips of my
fingers.

She builds me a new right thumbnail.
Mine apparently snapped off to the quick while I was poking around
behind Barry's desk. She starts with a wrap, gluing a small square
of silk to my nail and hardening it with an array of anointments,
powders, and sprays. Once constructed, my new nail gets trimmed
down, filed, and smoothed. Renewal and transformation. And all for
around a dollar-fifty a finger.

"Something strange happen to you this
morning," she says suddenly. I meet her gaze across the nail
utensils. "I feel it when I touch chest with this finger." She
holds up her right index finger, the one she poked into my
shirt.

"Strange?" I don't know how much to
tell her, because I don't want her to write me off as a kook.
"Yeah, well. A weird man bumped into my car and then said some
mystical-sounding stuff to me. Something about my mission in
life."

That had to be over her head . .
.didn't it? But it's as if I've thrown a fishhook into a crowded
pond. Snow is instantly snagged. "Mission in life?" Strangely, it
seems she knows what I mean by that, which is odd, considering her
limited command of the language. What I'd assumed about her command
of the language, that is. Maybe she understands a lot more than I
realize. "Mission like what?"

I shrug. "You know. Like he was saying
I should find my true purpose in life and accomplish
it."

"Good." She buffs more intensely. "Did
he tell what mission is?"

"No. Unfortunately." I chuckle as if I
think this whole thing is silly.

"That's not what weird, though." She's
adamant. "You see something impossible this morning."

I swallowed hard. "Well . . . kind
of." There's only one thing she could mean, and how could she
possibly know? "This guy sort of disappeared after we had the
little wreck. I mean, like vanish. Poof. Invisible." I wiggle my
free fingers to demonstrate. "I don't know how he did it. Do you
think that could have been some kind of sign or omen?" What am I
talking about? I sound as if I'm one cashew short of completely
nuts.

"Don't know." She starts filing my
nails into perfect squared-off ovals. "Hope not. Let me think about
it. I ask Auntie." She glances up at me. "That man. Is he here
now?"

"No!" I forced a laugh. Oh, God, she
thinks I'm channeling "Harvey" and that I'm being followed by a
six-foot fuzzy pooka visible only to the anointed. "Of course not.
I haven't seen him since."

She shrugs. "Then answer is easy.
Don't think about it. Thinking attracts events."

This advice reminds me of Daddy's old
joke about the guy who tells his doctor that it hurts when he bends
his elbow, and when he asks how to make the pain stop, the doctor
says, "Don't bend your elbow."

Snow nods knowingly. "Also, you should
be careful not to do unlucky things." She looks serious. "You tell
me before how you have lucky actions. Actions you do for good luck.
Be careful you don't--" She seems at a loss. "Don't mess any
up."

It's scary that she's thinking along
the same lines I've been. But I smile. "Speaking of that kind of
thing." I make my tone light so I can pretend I'm only kidding,
just in case. "The idea that 'thinking makes it so,' and that sort
of deal. Do you think that a person can bring bad things on herself
that way? Maybe if she doesn't do a ritual just right?"


Chapter Three

Snow's head bobs. "Hex can get on very
easy, if a person don't know what she's doing." Her tone is
matter-of-fact, as if every day her clients asked her about magic
and curses. "Ritual have to be pure and perfect step-by-step. Some
things, if you even do on wrong day, they reverse themselves or
worse. Very dangerous when people mess around if they don't have
proper intention."

She's not telling me anything I didn't
already suspect. But to hear it confirmed aloud shakes me up. I've
always figured that if you do any part of a ritual incorrectly,
naturally you're going to get side effects or even the opposite of
what you intended. This stuff is easy to screw up, which pretty
much keeps casual try-it-out types away (because even a momentary
loss of concentration as you twist the crank one final time can
blow it). And if you get nervous--or if you're a scatterbrain like
I've been lately--your anxiety can mess things up, contaminating or
ruining the magic. Fumbling the spell. Hexing you.

Could that be the explanation for my
recent streak of ill luck? That I botched one of my
rituals-of-three?

"You not into that, are you?" Snow's
head snaps up and she gives me a hard look. "You never say before
that you into ritual, just that you don't step on crack and you
have lucky number, that you avoid crossing street after black cats
and such. Harmless stuff."

"Oh." I'm hoist on my own petard--what
is a petard, anyway? Do girls even have one? "Yeah. That's all I
meant. Well, maybe I do have a few more complex actions that I call
rituals."

She looks disapproving. No, that's
actual fear in her eyes. "You don't mess around when you not sure
what you're doing. Be careful. I know people you can go find, if
you want to learn."

I start backpedaling. "Oh, no, I'm
just curious."

"I mean it. You can get into big heap
of trouble." It takes Snow a moment to start sawing away
again.

I am so screwed.

Snow examines her handiwork and gives
a satisfied little nod. "There now. Why you go around all scuffy?"
She surveys the rack of polishes on the back wall, then selects a
white and a maroon.

"That looks a little dark."

She dismisses my concern. "It very
popular."

As she paints away, I zone out, taking
deep breaths and fantasizing about how great life will be after I
get my promotion. That'll show my mother that I'm not the slacker
she always says I am. Patrick will be sorry he left once I'm
well-paid and powerful. And I might even get the key to the
executive workout room. All it'll take is . . . getting
un-cursed.

Now I'm talking crazy. What I need is
perspective. As soon as I get to Ruth's party, I'll take Ruth aside
and ask her advice. About my job, Patrick, what color I should dye
my hair. Snow and I have a language barrier, and she's speaking
figuratively; there's no such thing as a hex. My luck will
straighten itself out if I just keep plugging away. I can fix
everything. Ruth loves to give advice, and hers is usually
good.

It's going to be okay.

With effort, I relax my jaw. While I'm
studying my newest laugh lines in the mirror, I notice three Asian
women across the room looking in our direction. They're laughing
softly. One woman pats the other two on the shoulders, as if to
say, "Don't, she can see us." As they chatter on, I become
convinced they're discussing me.

Even though I don't speak whatever
language that is--not Korean or Chinese, I don't think, as it
sounds like pissed-off parrots screeching at a newcomer to stay out
of their territory, to get away from their perch or be pecked--I
catch the general drift and continue to grow ever more paranoid,
especially since the chirping birds keep stealing glances at
me.

What are they looking at? The tallest
of the three points in our direction, and another fit of giggles
breaks out in the corner.

"What are they saying?" I ask
Snow.

She flaps her free hand at them. "Neva
mine them. Gossip travel here like kim
chee through the rectum."

And is similarly scorching. I lick my
lips. "Does my hair look that bad?" I can always trust Snow to be
honest.

She doesn't answer, just sticks my
painted-lady fingertips under the hardening light and starts on the
other hand.

Chanting my mantra under my breath, I
stare at the painting of Kwan Yin, the Buddhist goddess of
compassion. She hangs on the wall behind Snow's station, watching
over us with a placid expression. Her eyes say, Everything is as it should be, and will be as it must
be. The universe is unfolding as it should, just like
that psychedelic "Desiderata" poem says.

Snow finishes the last nail and
frowns. "Maybe this color too dark."

"Looks great to me," I lie, to
reassure her. "Perfect, as always. Shiny." Pulling my left-hand
fingertips out from under the hardening light, I glance at my
watch. "I've got to run." I stand, fluttering my right-hand fingers
in the air to dry them.

She takes it as a bye-bye gesture and
waves back. "Bye now. Take care, Daffanee. See you
later!"

"Have a good week." On my way out,
being careful not to smudge a nail, I slip the red envelope
containing my pre-written check (including a generous tip) out of
my purse and shove it into the cash register slot. Their watchful
Money Frog stares balefully after me.

# # #

I'm going to get over Patrick. Instead
of hiring a witch to turn him into a frog, I'm going to do ten
little rituals. For banishment, like Snow said. They'll be
something simple, like repeating his name backwards the next ten
times I wash my hands. By the time I've finished them, I'll be rid
of him out of my heart.

Intention is everything.

This is NOT OCD. Contrary to what my
mother always said whenever she used to catch me counting to four
repeatedly or wishing on a TV star, obsessive-compulsive disorder
is a brain chemistry problem, whereas what I've got is a glitch in
the realm of luck--the supernatural, if you will. People who have
OCD are compelled to do things to reassure themselves, even though
they usually realize that what they're doing is inappropriate and
they often try to hide their hand-washing or what-have-you from
others. That whole aspect of "I know they're clean, but I have to"
must be awful. It makes me think of when you've got a song stuck in
your head; imagine having an eternal earworm, say, "Y. M. C. A," by
the Village People.

But this is completely different. I'm
not compelled to do anything.

Except get myself to Ruth's party. And
try to figure out how to get un-cursed.

# # #

I stop by the convenience store to
pick up my weekly LotteryTex ticket, because if you don't play, not
only can't you win, but also you're unpatriotic.

Taking care not to smudge a nail, I
pinch out the playslip and five-dollar bill I've got secreted for
this purpose in the coin pocket of my jeans. As I hand this to the
Pakistani clerk, his gaze fixes on something behind me. I turn to
face a desperate-looking teenager, a boy with a stubbly shaved
head. He looks none too calm.

"You should not be coming in here. I
have yesterday told you not to return," the clerk tells him
sternly.

The guy hops from foot to foot. "Whoa,
hey, I'm not. . . . I just, I think I left my wallet here. On the
counter next to the microwave. Did you find it?"

The clerk's brows draw together. "I
have found nothing. Nobody turns in a wallet."

This kid can't be more than sixteen,
and his eyes hold panic. "Oh, shit. Really? It's really not
here?"

I side-step over to the microwave
counter, but the area is well-scrubbed, with not so much as a lost
penny or wayward toothpick. "I don't see anything," I say
tentatively. "When was the last time you know you had
it?"

Before he can answer, the clerk
frowns. "Listen to me. It is time now for you to leave. Do not come
back unless you want to make purchases."

"Oh, man." The kid sidles up behind
me. He seems jumpy, so I try to step casually away, but the counter
blocks me in. "Like, now I don't even have bus fare. How am I going
to get across town? I work at Mickey D's and I'm supposed to be
there by four. My boss'll have a wall-eyed fit."

It's three-forty by the wall clock.
Out of the corner of my eye I spy the DART bus pulling up to the
curb next to the covered bench out front.

"This is not my problem," says the
clerk, crossing his arms and turning his attention back to the
small television on the counter behind him, images moving without
sound. "You must go now."

The kid looks at me beseechingly.
"Could you, I mean, do you happen to have a couple of bucks I can
borrow?"

He hasn't got a good sense of
boundaries and is crushing my personal space. He sidles up close,
like a friend who's confiding in me, so near his breath puffs out
into my face, carrying the scent of the spearmint gum he's madly
chewing. He has psycho-spiral pupils. He's hinky, perhaps kited up
on drugs. And he's kind of creeping me out. Does he plan to snatch
my wallet? No, he's just a desperate kid. I'm almost sure of
that.

A flash at the window catches my
attention. Over the kid's shoulder I see . . . the dwarfish man.
With his face pressed against the window. Staring right at me,
making jazz hands with his palms on the glass, shaking his head
dourly.

"Hey!" I call to him. "I need to talk
to you." I try to dodge around the kid, but he jumps back and
forth, blocking my way. I've got my arms up waving to the man, but
this kid is like a basketball goal blocker or whatever you call
them--he's keeping me away very effectively. "Wait!"

Finally I sucker-punch the idiot (not
very hard, just to give him a clue) and rush towards the door. As I
watch, the leprechaun (for what else could he be?) clicks his heels
and rises into the air a foot or so, then starts zooming backwards
until he vanishes around the corner.

By the time I make it into the side
alley by the dumpster (which is definitely where I saw him headed),
there's no sign of him. He's not in the dumpster, behind it, or
anywhere. Just gone.

The bus's air brakes squeal--it's the
noise the school bus always made just before rumbling away. The kid
runs up to me and collars me, hardly winded. "Please, lady, I'm
sorry--I just need help."

I'm torn. I don't like the kid's
vibes. I don't really believe his tale. I also don't think it's a
good idea to flash any cash in the alley. I think I might
scream.

The right thing to do--what Cheryl
would've done--is reach into my handbag, scrabble around for my
coin purse, and hand over one of the three bus tokens I know are
inside it. I fan my fingers and touch the corner of one thumbnail
with a fingertip, but the polish is still tacky. How do I know he
won't trick me, shove me down, grab my car keys or wallet as soon
as I take my eyes off him?

"You'd better get away from me." I
brandish my cell phone. "I'm going to call the cops if you don't
let me out of this alley right now." I seriously think I can take
him if I have to--he's skeletal, and I'm not completely without
kung fu skills (all right, just that one kick, but I'm
strong).

Looking confused, he steps back,
raising his arms as if I'm
the one shaking him
down.

I dodge him successfully this time and
head back to the store and safety--also, to get my Lotto ticket. I
call over my shoulder, because I feel guilty: "Listen, if you had
any credit cards in your wallet, you'd better call to cancel them,
right away."

As I'm talking, his eyes roll around
in their sockets like two hard-boiled eggs, scanning the area until
he spies the bus. It's beginning to inch forward.

"Oh, shit!" He hits the door and makes
it up the steps into the bus, but he doesn't stay long. Apparently
the driver doesn't buy his sad story and doesn't take IOUs; the kid
comes hopping back off like a cricket someone just flicked aside.
The bus roars away, leaving him in a cloud of exhaust. He kicks at
the bus stop bench and takes off running down the street in the
opposite direction.

"That one, he is bad news," says the
clerk as he hands me the lottery tickets that he ran in my absence,
apparently trusting that I'd be back. He and I have made small talk
in the past, and I think he might have a teensy crush on me. He's
smiling really big and holds on to my fingers briefly when he hands
me my tickets. "Also, who was the midget? It appeared that he
wanted to speak with you. He walks backward quite
quickly."

He's still gripping my fingers. I jerk
my hand away. Whoops, that must've seemed rude, so I paste on a
smile. "Did you see where he, um, went?"

He shrugs. "Up into the air, it looked
like. Definitely an optical illusion." He pointed at the windows.
"These are covered with an anti-sun film substance that can make
images doubled. I could not say about how he left. Is he your
friend?"

I can't possibly answer, because I
have no idea who the guy is. But I'm happy to hear that he's not
some kind of hallucination that only I can ever see. "Um, sort of.
But it's OK. I'm in kind of a hurry. Going to a party."

"Well. Sorry you did not connect with
him."

This is awkward. I tear my gaze away
from his searching eyes and snatch up one of those free advertising
newspapers to study as I exit stage right, waving the paper in
front of me as though I really need to check out the prices of used
trucks.

What the hell was the leprechaun or whoever doing? How did he
find me? If he wanted to talk to me, why didn't he? And how does he
do that disappearing act? It's like some kind of prank, just the
kind of thing Patrick would love to pull if he could think of
it--and if it were possible for people to be hired to vanish into
thin air.

I don't even recognize the incident
for what it is until I'm halfway down the block.

Maybe the lep--no, that's ridiculous,
he's just a dwarfish man. Perhaps he was shaking his head just to
say that I should get away from the kid, that he was trouble. Maybe
he was just passing by the store. He couldn't be following me,
could he? Not if he runs away? I am fresh out of
rationalizations.

And the kid. He was probably harmless.
Should I be ashamed that I didn't help a fellow human being in need
because I was thinking only of myself and what might happen to me?
Or am I just sensibly cautious? Was that my "Save The Cat" moment,
as Rachel calls it, and I totally blew it because I'm
paranoid?

Time to re-evaluate my ritual status.
Making a gift of my necklace to Elaine started a new
chain-of-three. What I just did to the kid was definitely selfish.
I've got forty-eight hours to do a random act of kindness. A good
turn of some sort. One will come along soon.

Maybe I'm too cynical, but I believe
that most good deeds are unintentional. Or they're side effects of
self-absorbed acts. (Ayn Rand would nod in approval.) Sometimes
they're done under pressure, the way company-mandated donations
through payroll deduction to various charities often are. Deeds
done to impress other people or to fulfill some business
requirement ("this will come off my taxes") don't count.

I like to have mine count. So I ask
myself, "What would Cheryl have done?" My cousin was the kind of
person to whom doing nice things came naturally, and she did them
with a pure heart. If I use that as a guideline, it should keep me
working on the side of the angels.

It doesn't seem like three weeks since
Cheryl left us. Seems like forever, and like just yesterday, but it
also seems unreal. I keep expecting her to walk into the house
demanding that Elaine make her a grilled cheese on Texas toast
while she reads her latest poem aloud to us. Every time my cell
phone rings, I half-expect it to be her.

Or Libra, my other best friend.
Libra's not dead (so far as I know, by all reports), just
maintaining telephone silence. I wonder if something's wrong? She
doesn't return my calls.

As I buckle my shoulder belt, I feel a
twinge in my left shoulder. It's stress. Or from the wreck; it
must've hit the car harder than I realized. When I get home, I'll
take an Abbleproofen.

And I'll get started on the first of
ten rituals to ban Patrick, even from my daydreams.

# # #

There's just enough time for me to
stop by the deli before they close and pick up some "deli"-cacies
(chocolate-filled crème horns that Ruth adores), then head across
town to my stepmother Ruth's birthday party.

Birthday parties are the ultimate in
ritual. Starting way back with the ancient Greeks, I suppose.
Surrounding themselves with friends and family to keep the evil
spirits away--since they were supposed to be especially attracted
to people on the anniversaries of their births--the Greeks would
take round cakes as an offering to Artemis-later-called-Diana,
their goddess of the moon. Somebody got the bright idea to add
candles so the cake would glow like a full moon. (I know all this
only because I got bored waiting in line at the bookstore and
started browsing through a book at the checkout counter with the
oddball title of Mysteries Throughout
Time.)

Birthdays or name-days (celebrated on
the feast day of the saint you were named for) are still solemnly
observed by most societies, from the moment you get pushed through
that watery tunnel and out into the obstetrician's waiting hands
until your final year when you're too old and wheezy to blow out
your candles without the help of fifteen grandchildren. Sometimes
they mark entry into another stage of life.

Some people just like getting all
those presents.

Ruth is tough to buy for because she
has everything. If she wants something, she orders several, one in
each color. Yesterday I bought her a hardcover reproduction first
edition of To Kill a Mockingbird
(her favorite book) and got it wrapped at the mall's
concierge stand; it's stashed under the passenger seat.

Because really, what DO you buy
someone like that? I had access to her guest list because I'm the
one Ruth calls when her computer chokes. Last time, I secretly
printed a copy of her online party planner file. Then a couple of
weeks ago I did a mailing of my own, suggesting that guests wishing
to participate in something special should give Ruth the book that
changed his or her life. Over the years, I've discovered that
beneath the shallowness, Ruth can run deep.

Compared to my dad, that is. Sam
Dilbeck epitomizes conformity and average-ness (and I mean that in
a good way.) He will not be in attendance, this being one of those
Hen Parties that he can't stomach; he'll be out fishing off the
side of their yacht--the smallest craft you can call a yacht, not
like the huge celebrity one in Overboard with Goldie Hawn, which Ruth says is
her favorite movie made after 1970--with his pal Emmett, who's a
complete redneck and a ding-dong. But after they make landfall,
he'll bring Ruth an outlandish piece of real jewelry and take her
out to eat at Antares, the
revolving restaurant overlooking downtown Dallas, located in the
"golfball" on top of the "tee" that is Reunion Tower.

Another reason he doesn't want to come
is he expects her to get a lot of joke gifts such as vibrators,
fake gift certificates for Viagra, and various other sexual things.
These always gross him out. He's kind of bashful, my sixtysomething
father. Of course, he's also the kind of old-fashioned guy who goes
around telling people, "Until I met her, I was completely
Ruthless," and what's worse, the kind of friends he has laugh
uproariously (or at least chuckle fondly) EVERY time.

A couple of years ago, I'd have
laughed at the idea of having anything to do with anyone my father
was having sex with (other than my mother--but what am I talking
about; Mama would never do the dirty deed even if drunk, I am sure
of it), but today I'm pleased to be invited. The first time I saw
Ruth, I wondered how he'd snagged such a Carol Channing type in his
filmy web. It's as if a non-slutty Blanche from The Golden Girls took up with a
slightly less cranky and more lovable version of
I Love Lucy's Fred
Mertz.

I still don't know what Ruth sees in him. At
first I wrote her off as a golddigger, but she's not like that. She
always does outrageous things and is game to try anything, a
regular Madame Bovary. She can't bear not to be the center of
attention. But it's somehow charming, and when you're talking to
her, you feel as if you're the only person she ever thinks of and
you have her full attention. Nothing like my mother, who's remote
even while she kisses your cheek.

Today's party is special, Ruth's fiftieth. I'm
not in costume, as the invitation strongly suggested, but I hope
I'll be forgiven. I seem to remember something in one of the Club
newsletters about a proposed dress code, but I'm fairly sure that
doesn't apply to guests at private parties. I cross my fingers and
recite the rhyme I use to prevent being embarrassingly over- or
under-dressed as I turn in to the parking lot. ("Doesn't matter how
I dress; inside, we're all the same old mess.")

When I can, I'll take Ruth aside and
ask her advice real quick. She knows who to go to about all kinds
of problems. Unlike me, she's always level-headed. If I asked her
where to go to get a hex removed, she might pooh-pooh hexes, but
then again, she might not. Still, probably as soon as I tell her I
need to reverse some bad juju, she'll tell me that in my case, it's
bad shiksa-shiksa. (She's
picked up some of my dad's bad puns.) And I'll feel so much
better.

Of course I'll be very general about it all. I
don't want to weird her out. And I won't take up much of her time.
This is her day.

The country club building looks like it was
built out of giant Legos and then painted white. I park in the
members-only section because I still have a sticker, although I'm
technically not on Daddy's membership any more; as long as I was a
full-time student, I could tag along on his family membership, but
I don't think that now, seven years after taking my last class, I
would still qualify. (Forget my affording the dues on my
own.)

When I open the door to the banquet room, it's
like stepping into a sea of Ruths. The doppelgangers turn their
heads and look back at me like a choir of clones.

Ruth asked everyone to come to her bash
dressed like her twin. Guests have done some creative
interpretation of the photo on the computer-generated invitations,
but they're basically all Ruth. They wear black-and-silver Lurex
stretch tops, poufy black wigs, and paper-clip necklaces with candy
diamond rings threaded on as pendants. Some are topped off with
hats like the more outrageous ones Ruth has been known to wear to
weddings, while others totter on spike heels. All sport bright
Elizabeth Taylor-red lipstick. They each wear the nametag she sent
with the invitations, so their fronts all proclaim, "Hi . . . I'm
Ruth!"

It isn't tough for me to find the genuine
original. She leaps up and starts shrieking when she spies me
wandering through the crowd. "Hey! Look. Look, everybody, it's my
stepdotter. Daphne! Get over here."

We hug (after I set down the box of pastries)
and air-kiss, and then she holds me at arm's length to look me up
and down, just as though we're characters in a Neil Simon play. "So
whatcha been up to?" Her generation's version of
"Wazzup?"

"Shopping for your present." I hand her the
book, and after appropriate "ooh-ahh" action, she balances it atop
a stack of suspiciously similar rectangular packages on the table
behind her. Club Ruth must've taken my suggestion seriously. (I
phrased it as a double-dog dare.)

"You didn't need ta bring your own food." Ruth
winks as a waiter swoops down on my crème horns and heads for the
buffet, obviously thinking I'm trying to Bogart them. We laugh.
Ruth squeezes my shoulders with her bony fingers. "You didn't hafta
bring me anything, you know. Well, I love that you're here, but
hate that you missed my big entrance." She'd probably marched in
leading a conga line. "Lucky you can still catch the cake and the
opening of the presents." She winks.

She hands me a shiny Revlon-red loot bag, a
mini version of a Hallmark-store gift bag. Inside are my party
favors: chocolate bar, emery boards, and crimson nail enamel. As I
inspect the contents, I catch Ruth slipping half a tranquilizer
into her mouth and washing it down with red punch, which I hope is
not spiked (she normally doesn't drink), because those two mood
modifiers can interact. She gets jittery nowadays, sometimes, when
there's too much excitement. I pretend I didn't see.

Instead, I grin as I push back my growing-out
bangs, which have flopped into my eyes. "How's Daddy?"

"Your fadda, I swear." She shakes her head, a
fond expression on her face. "He's fine. He's on that boat of his
with Emmett, trying out his new carbon rod and reel. Call him later
and ask what did they catch. He'll love hearing from you." She
smiles. "So, how's tricks, hon? Life treating you good? You keeping
that boss of yours in line?"

Here's my chance. All I need to do is dump my
problems on her, and she'll brainstorm with me. But I can't bring
myself to do it. How selfish would that be? She's happy, she's
relaxed, she's in her element. Today is not about me. This is NOT
the time.

I smile. "Everything's going great. I just
wish I could get out here more often."

A couple of women I don't know sidle up to us,
obviously waiting to talk to Ruth. We get the introductions out of
the way, and then I give a little wave to indicate I'm out of their
hair. "I'll let your other fans have a turn. See you
later."

"Okay, hon, go circulate." That's what Ruth'd
do in my position, work the crowd and glad-hand them all. She's a
born salesperson. Or politician.

I pull a disposable camera out of my
purse and start snapping candids. As I encounter willing
co-conspirators, I hand out several more, with the instruction to
take photos and give the camera to Ruth as they leave. I've done
this before, and it's always a nice surprise.

Several of Ruth's closest cronies stop
me to tell me about the Perfect Single Guy they'd like to match me
up with. I listen politely, but dating is one waltz I'd rather sit
out for a while. Dating is the ultimate stylized dance. Talk about
stodgy, awkward rituals that usually end in humiliation or sorrow.
I tell them I'm in the book (but I don't tell them it's not the
phone book--Rachel insisted on an unlisted number), which seems to
make them happy. "He'll call you, don't worry," they assure me, as
if I'm the last old maid left in a pioneer town.

I could've been racking up phone
messages faster than Rachel.

The only men I see are the waiters,
not surprising considering the dress code. Perhaps Ruth should've
thrown a square dance: allemande left and
do-si-do, try not to step on anybody's toe, swing your partner to
the right, then get into a big fistfight. I do love
those square-dancing costumes with their flouncy skirts, puffed
sleeves, and ruffles. Although in peasant dress, I look alarmingly
authentic.

There's a steam table against the wall
offering a full dinner buffet and the round tables are gorgeously
decorated. However, most people are standing in clusters,
gossiping. My idea of a good party is plenty of guacamole, a
Karaoke machine, and maybe two margaritas at the most. A third, and
my earlobes go numb; I also cease being able to tell the difference
between something that's fun and "you're just drunk."

But this is the perfect setting for
Ruth's crowd. I manage to get some fantastic candid shots of women
with their heads tilted together, making faces, and just generally
carrying on. Like yearbook photos for a club, "The
Ruths."

My stomach rumbles loud enough for
other people to hear. I can't heap up a plateful of rich food, or
these jeans will make like a banana and split. Maybe I'll have a
little sip of a wine cooler--nothing that'd make me too tipsy to
drive home. I'm careful with liquor, having seen what it does to my
mother. And keeps on doing.

The bartender mistakes me for his
relief. As I walk up, he whips off his apron. "Thank God you made
it." Before I can subdue my erotic visions of his stripping for a
crowd of shrieking Ruths, he unclips the black clip-on bow tie and
shucks the black satin vest. He grins and hands me the apron.
"Potty break. Give me a minute to powder my nose and I'll stop back
by to show you how to work that kegger--you squirt it like a water
gun, it's simple, but wait for me to show you." Before I can clear
things up, he's gone.

I hold up the apron, a lacy red-foil
affair with silver stick-on letters reading, "BAM! KICK IT UP A
NOTCH WITH THE FOUR REAL FOOD GROUPS: MERLOT, CABERNET, RIESLING,
CHAMPAGNE!"

There is no way a non-gay man would
wrap that around himself. Is there?

I need to know, because if Ruth's
buddettes were trying to set me up on a date with
this guy, I might consider it. Not
too tall, slender, tanned, with wavy chestnut hair and
honey-colored irises. How can he not be taken? More likely, gay.
Straight guys who aren't in the theater refer to "draining the
lizard" and never say they'll "powder their noses." And his Nubuck
penny loafers are mauve, to match his Dockers.

The actual relief pitcher, a burly
type with a sunburn and a white crewcut, looking as if he never got
his discharge papers from the Marines, shows up in a starched shirt
a minute later. Surprisingly, he doesn't object to the apron,
though the ties barely reach around him. I tie it in back for him,
settling it between two massive rolls of what's either fat or
atrophied muscle, and make small talk until the cutie
returns.

"P'ohhh. . . ." Doll-Boy's eyes widen
in realization. He licks his finger, touches it to his cheek, and
makes a "sizzling" sound. "I'm so embarrassed." A reproachful look
enters his honey-blonde eyes. "You aren't dressed up like the other
guests."

"Sorry." I grin. I never promised not
to flirt. Just for the heck of it, I let him wrap his hand around
mine on the beer squirter so he can teach me how to put a proper
head on a beer (about four inches of foam, which takes three
minutes, so that's why you never see it done outside of Germany or
Oktoberfests.)

As he lets go of my hand, he notices
my charm bracelet and claps his hands like a child. "Look what you
have! Oh, I love charms. May I?"

If you squeeze a charm, that's like
activating it. Making a wish on it. Putting into action whatever it
represents. But since all of mine are beneficial, it's not a
problem. And I'm certainly not about to jerk my hand
away.

He starts handling them one by one to
see what they are. Not only is it an intimate gesture, it's what
women do when they see the bracelet. Another clue to his
orientation--or is it? I wish I had working gaydar. If I did, I
probably wouldn't be having these tinglings in my nether
regions.

When he pinches one of my favorite
charms and lays it in his palm (putting my wrist in direct contact
with the side of his warm hand), I actually feel a tiny shock. He
looks up at me mischievously. "Ah, Pegasus! Proud steed of
Bellerophon."

I manage to smile instead of swooning.
"Well . . . maybe more like the steed of Mobil Oil." He looks
abashed, so I hurry to explain. "Daddy gave me that one because
whenever we drove into downtown Dallas when I was a kid, we would
both watch to see who got the first glimpse of the flying red horse
atop the old Magnolia building." The Magnolia is a local landmark
topped by the red neon Pegasus that has been a symbol of Dallas
since the 1930s.

He nods. "My brother and I used to
fight to spot that one first. Along with the waterfall billboard
that's behind Baby Doe's Matchless Mine." The billboard that used
to advertise Pearl Beer, back when the Pearl Street Brewery was
still a brewery instead of a three-story tourist trap mall. "I
should say, where Baby Doe's used to be. They're trying to tear all
that down. But Pegasus will always perch atop Dallas and watch over
her. That's our totem animal, the Dallas avatar." For a moment he
sounds like a born-and-bred Pagan, just like my (possibly ex-)
friend Libra. "So you're from around here?"

"Born and raised." I think "born and
bred" is nasty. I wasn't "bred" into existence.

"That's rare these days since the
Yankee invasion of the eighties. I'm a native myself, but from
Tyler, just a little east of here." He squeezes my wrist as he
turns it to look at the next charm.

"Rose festival," I squeak out. "In
fact, that rose charm is for Tyler. Also from Daddy." Why am I
saying "Daddy" as if I'm a six-year-old girl or an affected
Southern belle out of Tennessee Williams? I hate how I act when I
get nervous. Why am I nervous? He's gay, thighs,
remember?

He pages past the next couple of
charms without comment, then stops. "What's this?"

Uh-oh--a jump ring has come open. It's
empty. The charm is missing.

"I--It's supposed to be my. . . ."
Mentally I picture the charms in order. Oh, no. Not that one. "My unicorn. Do you see it
anywhere?" The jump ring only has a hairsbreadth of clearance, but
that can be enough for a charm to slip out. "Maybe I lost it when
we were using that sprayer."

We make a thorough search, irritating
the current bartender and getting in the way of his patrons, and
come up with nothing but a couple of coins. Doll-boy hands me one
to pocket. It's a Texas quarter, the one with the symbols of our
state on the obverse. "That should be lucky," he says
sympathetically.

Yeah. So why don't I feel
happy?

The unicorn was special, perhaps even
more significant than the other charms. Patrick gave it to me the
night he first said "I love you," to symbolize the purity of our
love. He said that in the Middle Ages, the unicorn was a symbol of
the Virgin Mary and of purity. He put his head in my lap and told
me he had finally found a woman he could trust, that he wouldn't
feel smothered if we got married. I'll never forget, even without
the charm.

Still, it makes my head hurt to think
I'll never have it again. "Oh, God, it could be
anywhere."

Doll-boy looks as if he might pat me
on the head, as he would comfort a stranger's child. "Maybe the
staff will find it when they clean. I'm going to go tell them right
now. Give me your phone number."

I dig out one of my business cards and
notice my thumbnail is smudged. He takes off through the crowd to
find the manager.

My heart has actually sunk down to my
knees; I thought that was just a figure of speech. In fact, I'm
nearly in tears. Trying to hide them, I dab at my eyes with a
cocktail napkin. It's printed with the slogan, "Over the Hill and
Still Rolling." Ruth is moss-free, no doubt about it.

Applause breaks out as a huge,
three-tiered, flaming cake is rolled in on a balloon-decorated cart
from the double doors at the back. I cross my fingers that it
doesn't set off the smoke alarm as the candles start melting onto
that luscious-looking chocolate icing. Everyone joins in singing
"Happy Birthday," and the cute ex-bartender comes up behind me,
puts his arm around my waist, and sways with me as we harmonize on
"a-a-and ma-a-any moooore."

For a guy who just got off work, he
doesn't seem in much of a hurry to leave.

Waiters hand around tiny slices of
cake on "Over The Hill" paper plates. I don't want a gooey,
horribly fattening piece, though I can see it's devil's food (aptly
named), and filled with raspberries. I love them, but they give me
gas.

Doll-Boy breaks away and returns with
larger pieces for both of us. How can I offend him by refusing it?
Besides, it's very bad luck to refuse a slice of birthday cake at a
party, especially at a child's or senior's bash, unless you have an
absolutely unassailable excuse, such as diabetes or that gastric
bypass surgery.

"If you don't eat a piece of cake on
your own birthday, you'll go hungry all year," I tell him. He
points, and I'm relieved to see Ruth across the room, finishing up
a large slice.

Ruth has already started opening
presents. Surrounded by a flurry of torn wrapping paper, she rips
down the front of a gift in the style of an eager child. (I am
known for the meticulous unsticking of tape and for putting the
decorated boxes back together after opening to admire again, as
though they'd never been touched.) Pulling out a book, Ruth holds
it up, and I recognize the familiar cover of a book in the
Chicken Stew series--Rachel calls it
the "chicken poop" series, because "it's that uplifting,
inspirational crap." She hugs the giver, another Ruth-twin, and
tosses it on the pile of similar covers on the table behind her,
next to the stack of Bibles. She'll be able to furnish the court
system with stacks of Bibles for people to swear on for the next
few years.

I can't help but laugh, although
several Ruths throw me questioning glances. I expected at least one
copy of Mysteries of the Yak-Yak
Sisterhood. I'd forgotten that the gift I'd love to
receive might not be perfect for everyone. Books that provoke
thought aren't what Ruth really wants, or what the others are
capable of giving. I didn't do a good deed by arranging for books
as gifts, although I meant it as such. Doll-boy raises a
questioning eyebrow, and I explain why I'm giggling.

"Oh, well. It was a wonderful gesture.
Would've been perfect for me." He tosses back the hank of hair that
seems to constantly fall in front of his eyes, a classic
come-hither gesture that confuses me further. "But don't obsess
over it. You meant well, and that matters. The best we can hope to
do in this life is maintain society's little rituals, try to
understand others instead of judging so quickly, and respect all
those we come into contact with."

This guy really has my number. In more
ways than one.

I snap a photo of Doll-boy posing with
his replacement. What a pair they make. When he discovers I'm on my
way out, he insists I wait while he runs into the kitchen to get me
"a taste of something special to take home," returning with a
take-out box containing two slices of Key lime pie. How'd he guess
that's my favorite?

And what kind of idiot am I who
doesn't even ask somebody's name while they're talking? I never
did, and now I feel too awkward to ask for his. I think I told him
my name. I mean, I'm pretty sure. It would be too awkward to bring
it now. I am such an idiot. But anyway, our ships passed in the
night, and at least they tooted at each other.

I use my last shot to snap a Family
Album classic, Ruth and one of her groupies hugging, separated by a
hefty, gaily-wrapped box. On my way out, I slip the camera into
Ruth's purse. Ruth's busy unveiling another Bible.

Red-letter edition.

# # #

Rachel's home. She has left her Lexus
in my assigned spot. I pull into her space, pat the Ganesha on the
dash for luck, and make a mental note to move the car later,
whenever she flits out for whatever social-butterfly stuff she has
planned for tonight. She doesn't like anyone else to park in her
spot, even if she's in theirs.

Elaine's also here. As I fit my key
into the lock I can already hear them arguing. These days, it seems
they always are. Worse, whenever I try to pour oil on their
troubled waters, the resulting oil slick bursts into
flames.

They weren't like this until we moved
in together, of course; they were so chummy they made me feel like
the third wheel. But now I feel like one of those temporary spares
that fell off the broken axle and bounced into the river, floating
on a sea of bickering voices. I almost back off and head for the
mall to waste time until they've finished, but, dammit, I live
here. My cell phone's dead and I absolutely must call my insurance
agent to report the accident. I have to get online and figure out
what to do about my luck situation before it all pours out like a
spilled cola. Besides, I need to pee. I walk in on a loud
confrontation in our living room.

Rachel is shrieking. "Goddammit to
Hell!" (Her fiancé has no idea she ever says anything rougher than
"My stars, sugar foot.") "That fat heifer comes stomping in here
uninvited and plops her lard-ass down without even LOOKing, and you
want ME to apologize?" From Rachel's fist hangs a twisted mess of
broken twigs and silk flowers that I surmise must be the remains of
a wedding decoration. She waves the shattered wreck, its droopy
peach ribbons dribbling flowers all over the shiny hardwood
floor.

Elaine's cheeks are wet and flushed.
"She was invited. I invited
her. She's my FRIEND and you have no RIGHT to treat her that way.
You hurt her feelings, and you should apologize."

Whoever committed the offense is gone.
Unless the culprit is a Pooka like Harvey the six-foot rabbit,
visible only to the anointed few. I figure the chances of my
crawling past under their radar are slim to fat, but I close the
door very quietly and tiptoe forth.

Rachel snags me on the first grab
without even looking. "Hold it right there, cowboy." This is a
command, so I have to stop. Besides, Rachel has her claws dug into
my upper arm.

"She doesn't have anything to do with
this," Elaine says. "Leave her out of it."

"She's an impartial observer," Rachel
argues.

"How is she impartial? She didn't
observe. She can only know what we tell her."

I feel as if I'm James Mason lying
abed in the original A Star Is
Born, listening to the agent tell Judy Garland what a
loser he's become. There's no handy ocean for me to walk out into,
headed for the peace of the porpoises and Davy Jones' Locker (which
I don't believe is filled with Monkees memorabilia.)

Rachel turns her broiling glare on me.
Five hundred degrees. "You have to settle this," she says, and
launches into a diatribe. It seems that Elaine brought home a
friend from her book group meeting; the lady was morbidly obese and
somewhat nearsighted, and didn't bother to look down before
settling on the sofa. In the same spot where Rachel had temporarily
placed this wreath, an expensive affair that cannot possibly be
repaired.

When "that cow" felt the twigs smash,
she instantly leaped up and apologized to Elaine, who tried to
eliminate the damning evidence, but Rachel shot out of her room and
caught Elaine in the kitchen stuffing the detritus into a black
garbage bag. This set off a screaming battle, and the friend fled
in tears (after offering to pay, with Elaine assuring her that it
was unnecessary, and with Rachel countering that this was an
irreplaceable gift on which no replacement price could be
placed.)

"You treated Peg abominably," Elaine
says. "I can't believe you care more about that ratty old junk than
about her feelings."

"It wasn't junk. For your information,
it came from an exclusive wedding shop."

Elaine blinks back tears. "That
doesn't mean a thing."

"It wouldn't, to you," Rachel halfway
sneers, then turns back to me. "So, Daphne, you tell us." She can't
possibly realize how loud she's talking. "Who's right?"

Of course Elaine is right, but I can't
say so without shooting to the top of Rachel's shitlist, a document
as dangerous as the one kept by Richard Nixon and company. "Well,
um. Does it really matter? Mistakes happen. Do better next
time."

Their withering glares tell me that's
the wrong tactic.

I'm no diplomat. I search my mind for
placating words and find nothing but linty gumballs and squashed
Kleenex. "Call the gift shop and tell them it was broken in
shipping. Maybe someone should send Peg a nice card to make her
feel better?"

Rachel rolls her eyes, while Elaine
looks triumphant.

If only Elaine would stay in her room
more. She thinks she and Rachel and I are three Mouseketeers who
ought to be together all the time when we're home,
à la the Osmonds (or, more
realistically, like the Osbournes). Around here, togetherness
hasn't been working too well lately. On the other hand, why
shouldn't she have the run of the house? She and whoever she
invites in have the same right to be here as Rachel. Oh,
me.

Rachel escalates hostilities with the
classic ad hominem attack, in
third person. Pointing at Elaine but looking at me, she intones,
"If she'd just think before
she does things like bring those clods of hers in here."

"It was an accident! You shouldn't
have left it there." Elaine turns to me with a beseeching
look.

My heart sinks. The "void bladder now"
signal becomes more insistent. But fleeing with a shouted "I gotta
pee" seems too much like a cop-out. I send up a brief prayer for
help.

Suddenly I find the words to extricate
myself. "Oh, no, you don't. Y'all can't put me in the middle. I'm
an only child who never took a class in negotiation. I can't
possibly play King Solo-'mom' or even Judge Judy. You two work out
your own solution. We're adults now, we all live here on equal
terms, and we just have to learn to get along."

Rachel's so shocked at my standing up
for myself that she loosens her grip on my arm. (I've seldom--if
ever--stood up to her, mostly because I know it would upset my
mother, who's afraid I'll ruin her relationship with Rachel's
parents, her cousins.) As I jerk my arm away and escape down the
hall, she resumes telling Elaine off. Elaine's holding her own,
though.

As usual, Rachel thinks everything's
all about her. She's a high-maintenance woman. She plans her days
around things like a boutique demonstration of new ways to use
scarves. She's always a perfect Southern lady . . . out in public.
Once she gets home, she cannot be bothered with the rituals of
polite society, like having consideration for her lowly
roommates.

It's tough to hear Rachel excoriating
Elaine and her "trashy crowd." She segues into a rant about how
shitty this place looks and how she's ashamed to bring anyone
important IN here, with all the CRAP that Elaine drags in every
day. I will admit the place is getting a little
cluttered.

Elaine adores flaking white paint. She
recently thrifted a scratched boomerang coffee table, a rusted
chrome-and-Formica dinette, and a Midcentury Modern sofa with an
exposed chrome frame and yards of cat-claw damage to its green
Naugahyde. Her stuff's far more shabby than chic. The
imperfections, Elaine says, are part of the charm.

Rachel demands perfection. She sells
"select" real estate (translation: houses over 4,000 square feet in
high-falutin' Dallas neighborhoods) and is a MillionDollarClub
seller; she scored this historic house for us at a special
"courtesy" rate. Unfortunately, when we interviewed to lease here,
we all signed together, and we'd have to renegotiate if one of us
left or sublet. So we're stuck here together until Rachel's wedding
next year, no matter how painful.

Weddings: talk about ceremony and high
ritual. But do that talking to someone else, because Elaine and I
are fed up. Rachel has spent weeks--nay, months--waving her
engagement ring in our faces and generally letting us lowly single
women know how pathetic our lives are, bereft of such joys as
registering for china and picking out tacky flounced bridesmaid
dresses. Dresses which Lainie and I, the aforementioned pitiful
creatures, will soon be wearing as we march down the aisle at
Highland Park Methodist, scattering rose petals for Her Highness to
tread upon.

I hit the bathroom and decide I'll
have to settle for a Dixie cup of water with my Abbleproofen,
rather than the tall glass of iced cola I crave, because those two
are between me and the kitchen. The fridge is no longer a
demilitarized zone. "Why can't we all just get along?" I ask myself
in the mirror, but the reflected me has no answer. As is my habit,
I count to four silently over and over as I chug-a-lug the
water.

For luck.

Back in my room, I leave voice mail
for my insurance agent (emphasizing that if the dwarf has filed a
claim, someone is to call me immediately with contact info) and
plug my cell phone into the charger. My shoulder is twinge-y where
the harness caught me during the wreck, and a faint bruise has
formed. It feels kind of numb, but it'll probably be really sore
tomorrow.

It's not fair. Why does everything go
wrong for me all the time?

It is a curse. Hexes are real. It's
true: I've put a hex on myself after all.

Everything's keeping me from getting
any of the advice I need, which must itself be an aspect of the
curse. What if I really did bring that dwarfish man to me, or even
into existence, just by--no, that's entirely too insane, even for
me. But Snow must have been right about my being hexed. This is so
overwhelming that I sink onto my bed and re-initiate the Denial
Phase. I can't deal with it now.

I should be doing research on the
Internet about luck and lifting curses, just in case, but a bit of
escapism is in order. I pick up the novel I'm reading and leaf
through a few pages without comprehending a word, because I can't
concentrate. The muffled voices are getting louder, even through my
closed door.

The more I think about how Rachel
humiliated Elaine's friend--mostly, I'm afraid, because she was
fat, and whose business is that, anyway?--the more pissed I get. I
should march out there and set Rachel straight, even if it puts me
in the doghouse with my mother.

No, I mustn't get involved or they'll
both turn against me. The two of them wouldn't know what to say to
one another if they weren't fighting. People often use little
rituals to cope with one another. "Hot enough for ya?" "Looking
good, champ, keep up the workouts." I guess my roomies' ritual is
"go for the other's jugular."

But there is something I should do to
move forward.

I gather up all the photos of Patrick
I have on display, with and without me in them. There's a thick
stack. No wonder he's always on my mind. Firmly I hold to the
intention that I'm going to freeze my heart where he is concerned,
freeze him out of it. Since I can't get to the freezer without
passing through the war zone, I stick them in the bottom dresser
drawer to deal with later. I'm fairly sure Snow knows what she's
talking about, secrets of the inscrutable East.

I boot the laptop and start surfing
around. Almost immediately, I find a page devoted to a
true-love-gone-wrong banishment ritual that "anyone can do." The
page informs me that a supplicant need not be a Wiccan, a neopagan,
or a believer to have it work. I don't know whether to feel
comforted or warned, but I glance over the steps.

Under the new or full moon, I am to
sit in a milk bath whose surface is strewn with rose petals; the
bathtub should be surrounded by candles that flicker in the
moonlight as I recite the spell of banishment. I must rub each of
three flat stones with essential oils that represent my resolve as
I announce my desire to the Universe.

Oddly enough, I have the components
for the spell. We have a planter in the bathroom (Elaine's got a
green thumb) with flat stones covering the soil around the
hens-and-chicks plants, and Elaine got me into collecting essential
oils--rose, gardenia, orange blossom--to bathe in for relaxation
some time ago (although I promptly forgot about using them and went
back to showers instead of baths.) Candles won't be a problem, as
I'm also a candle freak. As for rose petals, I've got the dried
rose petals that I've kept from every time Patrick ever sent me
roses--fitting, I think. I've even got a box of powdered milk in
the pantry.

Should I do this? I've never
considered anything like this before. I can't believe I'm taking
this seriously. It's one thing to avoid stepping on cracks in the
sidewalk, and quite another to do a purposeful . . .
spell.

I have to do something. A banishment
ritual--isn't that what Snow suggested? She didn’t seem to think
that would be dangerous, like the other stuff she alluded
to.

Would it work?


Chapter Four

Tonight is the full moon in Scorpio,
according to my Web browser's Moon Phases widget. Guess when this
spell is supposed to work best?

I'm in luck.

Peeking out into the main room, I
verify that my roommates have withdrawn to their corners--into
their bedrooms--possibly to regroup. While the kitchen is
unguarded, I zip out to get the powdered milk and a glass of cola.
This is going to work. I can feel the tingle.

This ritual, a truly occult act (which
is simultaneously exciting and terrifying), will be a last-ditch
attempt to free myself from any lingering power Patrick Carter
holds over me. That washing-my- hands deal isn't working. I'm still
obsessed with the thought that Patrick simply must come back and
start loving me again. I don't want to be Glenn Close in
Fatal Attraction (or the flake she
was based on, the psycho in Play Misty for
Me).

The webpage won't print and it won't
let me copy the text of the ritual either, so I have to take the
laptop into the bathroom with me. It'll run on battery power. If it
falls into the tub, I don't think it'll electrocute me. But to be
safe, I'm going to strap it to the toilet lid with those
mini-bungee cords I meant to put back into the car. I can still
read the screen from the tub, but it won't tumble in. I knew that
wireless card would come in handy.

Back in the bathroom, I lock the door
and strip down. I've always heard that the most powerful spells are
done "skyclad." What could it hurt? Glancing into the mirror, I
surmise it could hurt only my ego. I close my eyes so as not to
have to pick at every figure flaw, so I can concentrate. This is
serious business. I need it to work. I will it to work.

"This is a ceremony to commemorate the ending
of my relationship with Patrick Carter," I intone into the tiles of
the tub alcove, quietly, so the roomies won't overhear me. I feel
ridiculous. But I've got to announce my intention and keep it
firmly in mind, or else this has no chance of working. "The
cessation of his power over me, to influence and chain
me."

As the tub fills with fragrant water,
I open the curtain so the moonlight can stream in, striping the
room with its angelic soft glow. The light shines eerily through my
collection of cobalt-blue bottles on the windowsill (put there
because a childhood friend from New Orleans insisted they'd keep
ghosts away, and I started collecting them that minute). My hands
start tingling, possibly because this is such a theatrical stunt;
I've never done anything like this, and it's kind of creepy, though
exciting. As I lower myself into the tub among the petals, I catch
myself glancing around nervously, as if somebody--maybe God--is
watching with folded arms, clucking in disapproval.

As I anoint the stones and rub them
like luckstones, I catch myself humming a tuneless tune, the way
Kim Novak does in "Bell, Book, and Candle" when she's stroking
Pyewacket and bewitching Jimmy Stewart. When I state my request and
recite the verse from the page, with our names filled in, the very
air around me seems charged with intention, purpose,
supplication.

This is giving me a really weird
feeling, not like my comforting superstitious quirky rites. This is
for real. I imagine a vortex of power swirling around me like in a
comic book, its threads staying just out of my reach. I recite the
last few words given on the page and wait, assuming a posture of
meditation.

A lint-covered sourball forms in the
pit of my stomach.

I must have fumbled the spell. That's
worrisome. But it didn't come with "uninstall" instructions. If I
knew which unlucky number had crossed my mind at the wrong moment
and caused this, I would unthink it.

I should've just stuck those photos
into the freezer while I had the chance.

The first rule of roommates is Clean
Up After Thine Ownself. I wrap up in my terrycloth robe and then
start wiping rose petals out of the tub. Angry voices rise again
out in the main room. I sigh. Why did those two have to settle on
endless arguing as their ritual for dealing with each
other?

We all need ritual to keep us going.
It's the structure and expectations set up by ritual that give us
security. Society's little rituals save time and build fond
memories. When there's a crisis--even a national one like 9/11 or a
hurricane--we retreat for comfort into our rituals. We go through
the motions while our thinking minds are put on hold; they have to
be, to keep down the panic and override the feeling of falling into
the abyss. Rituals rebuild lost structure, give meaning, and help
us make some sense of this crazy world.

Often I wonder whether psychopaths and
sociopaths (and maybe even some autistics and schizophrenics)
haven't experienced just such a crisis in babyhood before they had
ritual and convention to fall back on, and without a guiding
adult--or the mature rational mind--to explain, they had to put
their own pieces back together. Maybe, like a jigsaw in which
somebody's hammered pieces into the wrong places, they're put back
together all screwed up, with the seams all showing and the
intersections buckled. They grow back together that way, and
they're doing the best they can. That's why (laying aside the
chemical theory of psychological disorders, in which I feel there
is much validity) there's sometimes very little outside help for
some of these sufferers. Actually, if the theory is true that
sociopaths are soulless--that through some cosmic error or by
design, they missed out when the angels were handing out souls, or
they're babies who sneaked out of Heaven without the proper
equipment, or are perhaps even of a race that isn't part of the
original Creation . . .then there's no way to help them,
either.

Such cheerful thoughts. I wish for a
ritual to dispel them.

My framed poster print of Van Gogh's
"Starry Night" (the one with the spiraling stars) vibrates against
the bathroom wall as the front door slams. One of my roomies has
bailed out.

Problem solved . . . for
now.

A gay friend once told me this joke:
Why do women wear makeup and perfume? Because they're ugly and they
stink.

Sometimes I've got to agree with
him.

# # #

Another tsunami approaches Tokyo. Last
night, Alaska had a six-point-eight quake centered around a
dog-sled town. People in China are dying from an unidentified
virus. And my roommate stole my oatmeal.

Doesn't sound so important when I put
it in perspective. Yet Rachel's sneakiness is what gets under my
skin. If she'd just SAY, "I am eating up your oatmeal," I would go,
"Oh, that's okay." Or maybe, "Then let's share the cost." But this
way, it mondo irritates me.

I still manage to choke down a
bowlful.

My new colored contacts turn my eyes
into bluebonnets (like the Texas state flower) in my dough-pale
face. I should've gotten the green, only it was just too emerald
and looked fake. Of course, so do these. I blink and finally get
them centered, unlike my psyche. I drag a brush through my
crackling hair and give up on eliminating the puffiness. Maybe
people will think I "volumized" it on purpose. Two cans of Aqua Net
might keep it in place, but I hate the helmet-head look, not to
mention the risk of flaming out if a smoker fires up too close. A
battalion of tiny jeweled barrettes will have to suffice to hold
back these recalcitrant bangs.

I check our communal answering machine
on my way out. There's a non-urgent message from my mother that I
don't have time to return; I erase it to set an example for Rachel
and swear to call back later.

At work, I figure out that I have my
left contact in my right eye. It isn't supposed to matter that
much, as the prescriptions are nearly identical. Still, it feels
like there's a speck of something constantly tapping my cornea, or
a stray hair blowing in over and over. Even worse, everything is
slightly blurry. Okay, it's way out of focus.

I finally give up and pinch the
contacts out. The ladies' room mirror reveals red, bloodshot eyes,
implying I've enjoyed an all-weekend bender or bong-party. I squirt
in some saline and dig out my backup Lisa Loeb/Buddy Holly
glasses.

I'm absorbed in answering my e-mail
when a sonic boom passes close overhead, leaving behind skywriting
that reads, "Where the hell is Evany?"

It's Barry, in Pointy-Headed Boss
mode, making a recon flight over the cubicle maze to see who's
surfing the Internet and who's actually writing useful code. He
believes in being visible. He sticks his nose into every cubicle
and office-with-door he passes to make some "memorable" suggestion
or remark. Everyone hates him, but they also fear him. He thrives
on that. I swear I've actually heard him singing
"Zip-a-dee-doo-dah" under his breath.

Throwing another handful of Spittles
into his mouth, he crunches down loudly and takes the corner at top
speed. Barry runs on candy and black coffee out of large
vendor-gift mugs covered with advertising slogans. Sets his watch
by the claims of marketing types when they say software will be
ready "on time." Wears ugly ties that often aren't long enough to
cover his linty belly button, which is visible because his shirt is
gapping over his little "pot." Spare me. Some days he has greasy
hair. Either from pomade or simply not washing. His favorite
pursuits are overachieving and proving somebody wrong.

The Rules, according to
Barry:

1. Intimidate people by invading their
personal space. Step forward if they step back.

2. Get angry, even if you really
aren't.

3. Keep people guessing by acting
sullen and silent.

4. Know the facts, and if you don't,
pretend to.

Barry's an inchworm. Like in that song
about the inchworm who's measuring the marigolds, having no idea
why he should stop to notice their beauty. I can hear him now,
inching up and down some poor code-jockey's frame. Wafting over the
walls of the cube farm are muffled replies. I don't
think they're sobs.

I need my job. I like Barry. I generally like
what I do. The past few weeks were just a rough spot in the road.
But the truth is, Barry can be difficult. If I were an oyster,
Barry would be three-quarters coated in a layer of nacre. He
wouldn't be a run-of-the-mill "cultured" pearl; no, he'd be the
shiniest flawed black pearl ever. Hidden depths glimmer out of
opaline darkness.

Sudden choking noises zing over the
cubicle walls, followed by spitting sounds. Barry can be heard all
the way to Louisiana, grossing out. Something about a fingernail
floating in his coffee mug. Wincing, I remember how often I've
reminded him to always rinse that mug out before sticking it under
the coffee spigot. I glance down at my ten still-almost-perfect
nails and resolve not to feel guilty about the one I broke looking
for the presentation.

As I'm sorting memos out of my "In"
basket (categories: "save," "pass along to Barry," "act on," and
"make fun of, then ignore"), Barry beelines toward me, waving a
yellow order blank. "Eight dollars shipping on a one-ounce cable?
How do they plan to deliver it, sprinkle on some fairy dust and tie
it to Tinker Bell's ass?" The crumpled form lands on my desk as he
heads for a meeting. "Take care of it, Daphne. Make them ship this
for free."

Barry is supposedly English-Italian,
but I strongly suspect some Troll ancestry. That troll under the
bridge. The one who swallowed goats. Whole.

I'm not so sure that price is
unreasonable for an overnight. Shipping costs money, after all. Yet
if I say I wonder whether that's so outrageous or contradict him in
any way, Barry will mark it down in his little book of
psychological Trading Stamps as a time when I crossed him. I'll
never score a promotion with that working against me. Also, it has
to seem like Barry's idea to promote me, because if he realizes how
much I want it, he'll withhold it and do the carrot-on-a-stick just
to see how long I'll chase.

Humming the inchworm tune under my
breath as a coping mechanism, I sigh and pick up the phone. I'm
Barry's slave and must do his bidding.

After enduring several minutes of 101
Strings' rendition of Elton John's "The Bitch is Back" on hold, I
get lucky and persuade the young man on the other end of the phone
that I need this charge removed because we have such a valuable
vendor-customer relationship.

Daphne to the rescue.

My e-mail program bleats:
incoming. Barry has sent me a
message from the conference room. He will soon have "a few" changes
for me to make in the presentation. The one I rescued yesterday.
The one I thought was finished.

I catch Barry in the atrium when we
literally bump into each other as our restroom exit doors clash.
"If you'd give me the changes you know about so far, I could get
started."

He shakes his head. "Still hashing it
out with the staff. I'll get it to you as soon as I
can."

While I wait, I restore his office to
a semblance of order, update the office's communal online
Day-Runner, and sort my paper clips by size and finish (gold,
silver, rusted). My meditation about how nice it would be if
Patrick still loved me, or even if Doll-boy, that sexy bartender
from Ruth's party, called (on the off chance he isn't gay--no, even
if he is, because frankly I need friends) ends abruptly when a
shadow falls across my desk.

The familiar smell of yesterday's
coffee grounds and a cologne reminiscent of vinegar wafts over me
as Evany West comes into focus. She is wearing her bicycle helmet
and shimmers with perspiration. It is obvious to me that she's just
gotten in, yet she pretends that I believe she's arriving back from
lunch, which would be about right, seeing as how it's
one-thirty.

Even though Barry loses his temper and
sometimes his mind if anyone else is tardy, say a minute after
eight, Evany manages somehow to arrive at least half an hour late
every day without ever getting in trouble, as far as I can tell.
She snatches the helmet off her wilted bouffant when she sees me
staring. Maybe she noticed it because of her reflection in my
eyeglasses.

"Hey, Daph, help me out right quick
here," she says in her Dolly Parton accent. "I need to fill in this
here table with possible flights for these travel dates and times,
like you can get off the airlines' websites, and I just don't have
time. Will you be a pal and fill in as much as you can?" She shoots
me a hundred-watt smile.

I look down at what she has dropped on
my desk: a chart with several headings and lots of
blanks.

"Be sure to get ticket prices," she
calls over her departing shoulder.

What am I, her travel
agent?

At least I haven't had any more
visions or hallucinations. Though if I hadn't seen Evany running
around in here like that a hundred times, I'd have had to wonder.
She keeps business attire in her bottom desk drawer, including
stilettos and chunky earrings.

My Internet connection is acting
funny. For some reason I am having a problem with continual pop-up
windows, uninvited guests that soon fill my screen. I dread having
to call Information Technology because they always sound so
long-suffering at having to lead idiots like me through simple
fixes all day long. Advertising banners I can ignore, but now
random drop-down quizzes on my screen insist I can Win Big Prizes
merely by clicking.

"What is your preferred breakfast?
[Waffles] [Pancakes] [Toast] [Hot Cereal] [Cold Cereal] [Bagel]
[Muffin] [Egg O'Muffin] [Fruit] [Fruit Leather] [Leathery Fruit]
[Leftover Pizza] [Johnnie Walker Blue Label] Pick and
WIN!"

Finally I get rid of the rogue windows
and manage to fill in the chart. Evany shows back up dressed like a
power broker and I try to hand her the paper where I've scribbled
the info.

Her face crumples. "Didn't you
realize, hon? It's got to be in a spreadsheet file and linked into
our webpage."

She doesn't have a template for the
chart on disk. I'm stuck creating one. It's fun, fun, fun, like
pushing a grape across an ice rink with my nose.

Soon Evany calls to me again across
her cubicle wall, a sound as profoundly irritating as the constant
whining of a car full of children who need a potty break, but whose
father doesn't want to stop because he wants to make 500 miles
before sundown. "Daaaaphneee?"

"Nearly done." I click to paste in the
last of the information. Evany stands over the networked printer as
I send it the chart, depriving me of the pleasure of folding it
into a plane and flying it across Evany's cubby wall. After she
approves it, I e-mail the chart to the Webmaster with instructions
to add it to our website, adding that he should call Evany if he
has any questions about where it should go.

I neglect to add my own suggestions
about where it should go.

Soon after, Evany stops by my desk.
"The network guy said there was a problem with the file you sent,
but I figured out what he was doing wrong--he had his rows and
columns flipped--so you don't have to re-do it."

"Lucky me." I manage a weak
grin.

She grins. "Well, you know, you gotta
make your own luck." Juanita, the office manager, breezes past, and
Evany latches on like a remora. Their voices fade away with them as
they head down the hall.

"You make your own luck" is what lucky
people say to unlucky people.

It's just like Evany--someone
naturally lucky--to say something like that. She probably gets
four-leaf clovers stuck between her toes all summer. Good things
fall into her lap.

I've never had that kind of easy luck.
I need my little rituals just to get by. And it's a lot easier to
make bad luck than good, as I've discovered.

If we learn nothing else from
strangely unsettling Woody Allen movies, we can still have
confidence in taking away this lesson: a lot in life is simply
luck. And showing up.

Still, it's a good sign (to my mind)
that nothing's gone wrong for the past couple of hours, even though
I've been on the computer (where things often go wrong for no
reason at all). I've been worried about what kinds of effects that
last night's botched spell might cause. I should've taken Snow's
warning more seriously; I never should've dabbled in the occult,
even if the website treated it like it was nothing more than a new
way to fold napkins. Not without a teacher and a lot more
forethought.

I try to go back to the page where I
got the ritual I bungled. 404 Not
Found: the page has been taken down.

It doesn't appear to have been cached
by any of the Web search engines, either.

Normally I don't do personal surfing
at work, but this is an emergency. Mine is definitely no normal
streak of bad luck. Before I start seeing pink elephants floating
in martini glasses or get flattened by a huge foot coming out of
the sky--probably wearing a cowboy boot covered in cow patties--I
need to do some research. How would I Google-search that--"hexes,
removing"?

I surf for a few minutes, searching
for "curse." This brings up an unwelcome list of sites dealing with
embarrassing feminine hygiene issues. Quickly I zap that page away
and fill in the search box with "hex," "jinx," and "luck." Way too
many sites come up where those words are just used in the text,
weblogs and other sites that don't seem pertinent. All I can find
is some general advice from the Undo-Hoodoo Network. "If you think
someone has put a spell on you, sprinkle red pepper and salt in all
four corners of your living room to repel that spell." I don't see
why it wouldn't work on a self-inflicted condition.

I also run across a page by some fancy
Ph. D. who has gotten a government grant to study luck. His "four
principles of good luck" are: expect good fortune; maximize your
chances by creating, noticing, and acting on opportunities; listen
to "gut feelings" and act on "hunches"; cope with bad luck and turn
it around by imagining how things could have been worse and trying
to fix what has gone wrong. Here's hoping they didn't spend too
many millions of the taxpayers' money on something that Grandma
could've told them in 1862.

I need something concrete, something
anti-hex that isn't a collection of buzzwords and homilies, but I
don't want to risk spending any more time doing non-business
surfing. Besides, if I get caught surfing a non-business site, Wade
will have to log it and then Barry will know. I click to close the
browser windows and bring up the scheduling software.

Just in time, too. Barry suddenly
appears in front of my desk bellowing, "Am I hung, or
WHAT?"

Wade, who was headed this way, stops
short. He looks shocked. A sound not unlike Evany suffering a fit
of hysterical laughter floats out of the cubicle farm.

But I know what Barry means. I leap up
and run to check the laser printer in his office. It has choked on
its paper and is coughing, as I expected. I fix it and Barry hits
the door as the last page prints. Wordlessly, I hand him the
slightly creased printout. "Good work," I murmur to myself, because
he doesn't say anything, just rips the pages out of my hands and
dashes downhall to rejoin his meeting.

Wade is standing in front of my desk,
looking a bit abashed. "Does he do that often?"

I try to sound breezy. "He's
high-strung. Just a paper jam." With a sudden burst of nerves
because I'm afraid Wade might be monitoring all web activity, which
could mean he was headed here to ask me what I was doing surfing
around looking for occult websites, I smile and fire off a
distraction. "I wish someone could fix the network so Barry could
print to that printer in the conference room from his laptop. He's
always sending stuff here, and then he has to rush over to get
it."

"I'm on it," says Wade with a grim
expression.

That was nice of him.

It is late afternoon before I see
Barry again, rushing into his office and back out like the
proverbial headless chick--er, rooster. There are still problems
with the presentation. He says he'll have the changes to me ASAP. I
am definitely a sap for saying, "Fine, just get them to me as soon
as you have them." I remind him how long it took to tweak those
slides into perfect shape, and he promises to rush.

Quitting time arrives, but the changes
do not. He swears he'll have them for me first thing
tomorrow.

# # #

Traffic's backed up nearly a mile on
the highway. I exit, craning my neck to see what's holding things
up. It's a disabled vehicle, a compact car. When I pass by--and I
do know better than to rubberneck like this--I could swear I see
that truck from the other day impaled in front of it. And the
dwarf, my dwarf, stomping his
cowboy boots on the shoulder of the road as he waits for
rescue.

God! It IS him. I get a pretty good
glimpse at his face as he meets my gaze. And I'm pretty sure he
just winked at me. How could he see me from this far away? For that
matter, how can I see him so clearly? Traffic's moving fast, and he
recedes out of sight.

So he wasn't a hallucination, then or
now. Or maybe this is another episode? No, no, my boyfriend-admirer
at QuikStop saw him, too.

I'm seriously thinking about turning
around and going back to offer him a ride, mostly just to see if
it's really him and to get his contact info again if it is. But
that would be too dangerous, in several ways. Traffic's ridiculous
and there's no way the aggressive drivers next to me will let me
change lanes. They glare at me just for putting the signal on. And
I can't ask a strange man if he wants a ride--talk about dangerous.
Talk about laying yourself wide open.

But that's weird, if it was the same
guy. Really weird.

At least I know I didn't make him
disappear this time. That's cold comfort.

# # #

The next day at work I get lots of
things done, because Barry's AWOL. I surf the net briefly for
incantations to remove jinxes and "crossed conditions," but I keep
jumping every time somebody walks by for fear they'll see, so I
copy off the chants that seem to have potential and store the file
deep inside my folder hierarchy. (Nobody's going to look under the
off-putting heading I came up with.) After I pretty up the online
schedule and do everything asked in my e-mail, I read half of the
paperback mystery I've got stashed in the bottom desk drawer,
research continuing education courses at the local community
college--"Interior Decoration Using Feng Shui" sounds interesting,
as does "How To Break Your Addiction to a Person," but I'd be more
likely to sign up for "Self-Hypnosis For Weight Loss"--and return a
number of overdue phone calls that Barry has been putting
off.

About five minutes after I should've
been long gone from my desk for the day, Barry rushes up,
breathless.

"Thank God I caught you. Here are the
changes for tomorrow morning's meeting. I need CORRECTED color
slides by ten-thirty."

I page through the marked-up photocopy
of the originals. Every slide bleeds red ink; every bulleted list
has been changed. There are also a couple of new graphs sketched in
that I'll have to create and edit in the spreadsheet program,
re-size manually, and paste in. This is all but impossible to do in
one evening.

But then I'm the queen of rush
jobs.

Inwardly, I sigh. I'm still wearing my
glasses because my eyes are irritated from yesterday, so I know I'm
really seeing this. Tossing my overgrown bangs off my forehead, I
lock the desk drawer and look up at Barry through the double shield
of hair and lenses. "I'd like to stay late and finish, Bair, but I
can't miss Libra's baby shower." He knows how long Libra and I have
been close (up until recently, best) friends, and how much I've missed seeing
her since she quit her job here, just before she and Ron got
married six months ago. "Tell you what, though. I'll do the work at
home on my laptop, and get it to the print shop"--we have an
in-house facility--"first thing in the morning." I'll have to call
in some favors.

I shove a thumbdrive into my
computer's happy-slot and copy the necessary files.

Barry looks shocked. I generally don't
defy his requests to stay late, later, and latest. Maybe I
should've written my message out on his desk in Spittles. "I'd
forgotten Libra is infant-icipating," he says in a thoughtful tone.
"Infanticipating" is the silly coinage he uses to avoid saying
"pregnant" or "expecting." Then he jingles his keys in his pocket,
a sign that he has decided to approve my plan. "As long as the
slides are ready for me by ten-thirty, checked over by you and
deemed perfect, I don't care how you do it."

I hate to even touch that laptop,
knowing Pat wants it back, but this must be the cosmic reason that
the Universe didn't let him take it from me. I'll send it to him
tomorrow in some elaborate way, maybe by that local courier Barry's
ex uses or via singing clown. I could send a strip-o-gram up to
Patrick's office with the laptop strapped to her body somewhere
obscene. No, that costs money. Maybe I'll bribe Elaine to drop it
off so I won't have to deal with him . . . with seeing him again .
. . with the feelings that overcome me every time I see
him.

# # #

Nobody else is home. I have a little
time before I need to get dressed to leave. With the quiet house to
myself, I quickly enter a flow state. I'm in The Zone, during which
time my fingers fly across the keyboard and I get all kinds of
wonderful ideas for adjusting the graphics just so, making the
slides more balanced, and improving on the text. I love it when
this happens.

Barry doesn't appreciate me. But I kick ass at
work, I really do. And I don’t apologize for knowing it. Of course
I never even think "I'm good" out loud. It's just commonsense
superstitious magic--if I SAY I'm good, I might scare it away. Plus
I had some really bad Church training in regard to
Pride.

Still. I'm damned good at what I do, and I
could do a lot more. As in, I can do all the things needed to
function at that higher level after my promotion. So why is it that
I always dread with supreme loathing my performance reviews? I'm
always convinced that Barry will scowl, my numbers will be lower
than the Olympic skiier's "2.1" cards held up when the guy fell off
the skis at the first turn, and that I will be outed as having done
several things wrong that I had bragged about finding a shortcut
for. When he asks me to list my accomplishments for the year and
anything outstanding I've done, I can almost never think of a
worthwhile thing I've done, because I see everything I do as "just"
doing my job.

But anyway, somehow tonight I'm
golden. Butter me, because I'm on a roll.

Unbelievably, I get every one of
Barry's changes made on the slides, even in the horribly intricate
linked-in graphs and charts, allowing for a margin of error because
I don't have time to proofread. Unlike the Twinkies of the world, I
think I type reasonably fast and very accurately, with only the
occasional Leutonian word (which is what my mother calls those
fatfinger typing-error words received from outer space, such
as iowm for
open and the classic
hte for the.)

At the last possible moment, I finish,
leaving the first slide displayed on the screen to remind me to
review them as soon as I get back from the party. Proofreading can
wait. It's time for me to hit the other kind of shower, fluff my
hair, and refresh my war paint.

In the mirror, I examine the bruise
Patrick's car door made. It's a ring around my bellybutton, which
is an innie. That mirrors my car's latest injury, oddly enough.
There's probably some artistic statement in that, but the spot is
tender to the touch and it aches a little, so I could have done
without it. I just won't touch my toes for a while or wear any
shoes that tend to come untied. And my shoulder is
better.

Before I forget again like I did the
other night, I retrieve the pile of Patrick-photos from my dresser
drawer and stick them into the freezer, under a stack of
SkinnyDinners. "Na na hey hey," I sing as I squeeze the pictures
together. "Goodbye." One must always make one's intentions clear to
the Universe; I strike a pose. Then I improvise. "Cross your eyes
and stub your toes, then turn three times and touch your nose," I
intone, doing the appropriate motions. "Who is that, do you
suppose? Patrick Carter goes, goes, goes!" I tap the photos and
slam the freezer door.

Feeling like a reject from auditions
for "Charmed," I crawl back to the bathroom.

My left contact keeps folding in half
and pops out every time I poke it in. Hanging from my lower lashes,
it mocks me. I check to make sure I'm getting the correct one out
of the new pack, because it doesn't seem to fit properly, but the
round lid says L. The right
one sticks to my finger instead of attaching itself to my eye. It
takes eight minutes to get both contacts in and
centered.

I told that stylist I didn't want
bangs. These refuse to grow farther than the bridge of my nose.
Headbands are just too Muffy. I'm ready to put glue on the brush
and stick them down, straight back in an Elvis pompadour. Spray
starch. Maybe I could shave off the bangs, although that's a
short-term solution. What about a duct tape headband? Too gaudy,
and silver makes me look sallow. I'm a 14K gold girl.

For a change, I know just what I'm
going to wear: a puce tank top with the outline of a Siamese
embroidered on the front (he has jewel-beads for eyes and collar)
and a matching lightweight cardigan with that new knee-length denim
skirt and denim-wrapped kitten heels. The outfit shows me off while
being just demure enough not to make a bloated, pregnant friend
cry.

Libra and I got to know each other
when she worked as senior admin to Steve Nelson, a manager at the
same level as Barry. We met in the break room on her first day when
I accidentally knocked her microwave lunch out of her hand as she
was taking it out of the oven. The sticky-rice-in-veggies hit my
new suede shoes and splattered us both with hot sauce. We had a
brief shrieking match, but then in the restroom where we were
cleaning up (backs to one another) we got the giggles and became
comrades. I was as surprised as everyone else, though, when she
unexpectedly handed Steve her letter of resignation and eloped to
Vegas with her long-term boyfriend, Ron. She'd been a little
distant and preoccupied for weeks before it happened, but their
marriage sneaked up on me, because she'd told me several times
Ronnie wasn't husband material. She took a job with Ron's company
and they bought a Colonial-style remodeled mansion across town in
genteel Old Lakewood. I've tried to keep in touch, but for at least
the past three months, she hasn't been returning my calls. Her
voice mail goes to a black hole, and their answering machine must
be malfunctioning.

I've been so tempted to call her
again, but I don't want to seem too needy.

Libra is good at manipulating--I
mean persuading people,
leading them down her path while letting them think they're blazing
a trail. If I still had her ear as a confidante, I would be in tall
cotton. She'd tell me how I should handle Barry and the promotion,
how I could make Elaine and Rachel into a happy team. She's into
horoscopes and Tarot cards and crystals and every New Age concept,
so she'd know all about rituals and reversing them. She also
believes in luck. I wish I could figure out how to ask her advice
tonight without sounding crazy.

Because there's no way I'm going to
ask her, "By the way, do you think I could have jinxed myself and
do you know how to un-do a jinx?" Not at her baby shower with all
those other women.

Maybe after tonight, she'll call me to
dish and I can bring that up.

# # #

Ron and Libra's palace is more than a
McMansion; it looks as if it belongs to Old Dallas Money. The
landscaping alone is worth a fortune, and seems to have been
teleported here from the Dallas Arboretum.

I've never met Scorpia, Libra's
younger sister, who's hosting the shower. A petite clone of Libra
whom I assume to be Scorpia opens the door and stares blankly at
me. It's as though she wasn't expecting the janitorial staff right
now. But that's just my inferiority complex talking.

I introduce myself and smile. Looking
uncertain, she takes my gift and carries it to a teetering stack
that covers the dining table, finally remembering to call "C'mon
in" over her shoulder.

It's so cold in the house that I
wonder whether they've hauled in a portable air conditioner for the
occasion, and the air smells like a gaggle of elderly church
ladies--I think it's lavender. The heavily beamed great room is
packed with giggling women I've never seen before sitting in
folding chairs arranged in a semicircle with Libra and Ron at its
focus. Clumps of balloons hang from the ceiling by silver ribbons,
and the honeycombed-paper decorations sitting on every surface make
it look like a six-year-old's birthday, minus the party
hats.

Ron waves at me, managing a sickly
smile; I wave back, feeling sympathetic. He's not the kind of guy
who usually comes to all-women parties, any more than my dad; he
shoots a crossbow, like Ted Nugent, and has an NRA sticker on his
pickup, ditto. I'd almost forgotten what Ron looks like. I
gradually ceased to be part of their social circle after they
returned from their honeymoon; first Libra stopped calling me, then
stopped answering my calls and e-mails. Of course she's been so
busy and her life has changed so much, especially with this
pregnancy.

It's kind of awkward, though, that I'm
the only one here from PRG. The only people I recognize are Libra
and Ron. It's like Leeb bought a whole new set of dishes, I mean
girlfriends, and I'm the only one from the Old Neighborhood who
made the invite-list.

The whole reason I came was so I could
rush up to Libra when she answered the door and enfold her in one
of my trademarked huge squeeze-hugs, and we'd both giggle and pick
up our closeness where we'd left off. But now that I'm here,
something holds me back. Approaching her seems out of the question.
It's awkward, as if I'd assumed all along we were much closer than
we actually were. Have I actually been somewhat of a stalker who
imagined our whole relationship was more than it was, and
embellished on it in my mind? No; ask any of the bartenders or
baristas on our old club circuit, and they'd confirm that we really
were Toni Twins. I think.

Feeling like the only terrier at a
convention of poodles, I slide into the last open chair.

Libra looks like she's hiding a world
globe under her maternity smock--she keeps at least one hand on her
belly at all times, as if trying to hold the baby still--and I
overhear somebody saying she's due in six weeks. I'm amazed because
that's a lot further along than she'd led me to believe. Her
normally sleek bob is teased up to Heaven, or at least tall enough
to rival Marge Simpson's, and she has puffy chipmunk
cheeks.

Resting her punch cup on her distended
stomach, Libra is already holding forth to the rapt crowd about her
cravings. Last week she used garlic breadsticks to scoop up an
entire dripping pint container of Baskin-Robbins Jamoca Almond
Fudge. She holds up the new collar she bought to help along her
maternity clothes; it's a portrait collar made to look like a
watermelon slice, and everyone coos as she drapes it under her chin
to demonstrate how it changes the look of her outfit. "Everything's
kind of stretching out to the limit, so this should draw attention
away from the bulge. By the time I realized I was preggies, I was
halfway home. I figured, spend as little as possible." Everyone
chuckles agreeably.

The Libra I knew would never have said
"preggies." She used to call it "with spawn."

Scorpia hands out photocopied sheets
of a party game called "Baby Mad Libs." We are supposed to list
seven words relating to babies (diaper, rattle, teething, and so
forth) and pass the list to the person next to us. That person will
then read aloud the fill-in-the-blanks story on the back, filling
in the strategically placed blanks with words from the list. Some
of the stories are mildly amusing in a Monty Python sense, but
mostly the laughter is the embarrassed kind.

Libra is giggling nervously. This is
so not her. It's not like her to participate in such a game, let
alone refrain from making sarcastic remarks. The real Libra would
be standing on the table mocking this. This cannot be the same
woman who (when sober) used to talk philosophy and metaphysics with
me over piña coladas on Karaoke nights at Howl At the Moon, our favorite dive--and (when
drunk) describe her paramours' private parts in hilarious detail,
using inventive similes and metaphors. The old Libra would not have
cared about frilly maternity clothes and hairstyles to camouflage
faces swollen with edema. Leeb is--or was--a steel-toed feminist.
She'd have taken a butch-beyotch approach and dressed in men's
big-and-tall polo shirts over her ubiquitous black leggings. She
would have worn a T-shirt that said, "My belly is private
property--Hands off!" Who has she become?

Maybe she has merely normalized. Maybe
people are supposed to be this way. After all, so many people
are.

Possibly I am too standoffish. Case in
point: unlike some people, I don't have sex with anyone who hasn't
yet said "I love you." For that matter, I don't even make out with
guys I don't feel I already "love" in some shallow sense. Be it
love, limerence, or just a long-standing crush, I've got to have
some emotional investment before I even fantasize about a
man.

It's not just guys I hold at arm's
length. I knew Elaine for several months before we even went out to
lunch. I would never think of advertising for a roommate (I
saw Single White Female at an
impressionable age) or going somewhere with someone found on a
ride-sharing corkboard (it'd be my luck to hop into the truck of
the new Ted Bundy.) I must feel a definite connection before I bond
with a person, and then the bond becomes very strong. To get along,
I learned how to play the outgoing girl back in junior high to
avoid counseling for "being withdrawn," but the real me shies away
from true extroversion.

I've always been this way. Maybe I'm
an introvert after all.

We sip orange sherbet punch and play a
silly game about baby names. Did you realize that the top ten baby
names have changed over the decades? Yes, "Shirley" and "Hazel"
gave way to "Linda" and "Karen," followed by a virtual wave of
"Jennifers" and "Mallorys," who yielded to the "Tiffanys" and
"Brittanys," who have now given way to "Madisons" and "McKenzies"
and other former surnames; I suspect the next wave will include
"Berengaria" and "Tristesse," or it will if I have anything to say
about it.

Libra's brain has been sucked out by
estrogen poisoning and replaced with Jell-O (lime, the least
intellectual of the flavors). Or perhaps the town of Stepford still
has its conversion facilities. Is Leeb still in there? Maybe this
is what growing up is supposed to do to you. Naturally, she's going
to be a parent, and she had to mature, she had to change. Or else
she's putting on a helluva act.

When she glances around the room and I
inadvertently catch her gaze, she just smiles, a shy Nancy Reagan
closed-lips number. She doesn't shout my name and insist I come
over and sit by her so she can introduce me to all these strangers
as her bestest friend, the one with the other half of her "Best
Friends" key fob, as I'm sure I would do in her place. She doesn't
wiggle her fingers in a wave that means "I'll escape with you as
soon as I can get away from these people." Now I'm just kind of
like someone she faintly remembers being acquainted with in high
school twenty years ago. I am the misfit here.

They're all wondering why I came. So
am I.

I shouldn't have come. I wouldn't
have, if I hadn't been looking forward to reconnecting with Leeb.
Now that I'm here, I wish I'd blown it off. She wouldn't even have
noticed.

Scorpia arrives with a stack of shiny
boxes and it's time to get down to the real business of the shower.
Everyone seems to have brought presents back from France or
Australia, exotic stuff over which everyone ooohs and aaahs. After
a succession of adorable tiny sleepers with the feet in and
freakily educational toys (flash cards for infants?), Libra opens
my present. It's a silver rattle accompanied by a hardcover
Mother's Journal for recording the special events of the baby's
first year. Her face falls. She tosses it on the pile of gifts in
front of her feet with a barely audible, "Oh, how nice."

Obviously it wasn't as special a gift
as I'd assumed. My cheeks warm up. I should've gone with the
handprint-making clay, or the Pooh plate-and-bowl set, or that CD
of Weird Al Yankovic doing classic children's songs in the style of
Woody Guthrie.

"Where's the tile?" A woman with
one-inch wires for hair and bright crescents of orange eyeshadow
pipes up from the other side of the circle. "That comes with a
tile."

Heads swivel and twenty pairs of eyes
give me a good up-and-down going-over. They want to see the
cheapskate who's trying to get away with splitting a gift between
two expectant mothers. Only I didn’t divide the gift.

The woman persists. "You've seen it in
the Marsha Fiedler catalog, remember? This comes with a
personalized birth certificate tile to hang on the wall. You send
it in and get it painted with the baby's birth weight and date and
time and so forth. It's also shaped like a rattle."

I hadn't ordered from a catalog. Truth
be told, I'd picked the gift up on a sale table at one of downtown
Renner's quirky boutiques. Maybe that was why it was on sale,
because the tile had gotten broken. I was a bit short on cash after
buying all those disposable cameras for Ruth.

I attempt to become one with my metal
folding chair as the uncomfortable silence lengthens. My clod of an
ex-best friend doesn't even make noises to the tune of, "Oh, no,
this is perfect just as it is," the way my mother trained me to do
even if given a putrefying fish head on a stick. She just pats the
box with her toes once, as though mystified by an arcane artifact
from another civilization.

"Must be a lot of those around,"
offers Ron weakly as he hands his wife the next box. "Different
manufacturers."

"There's so many different versions of
some products, for all the different income levels," Libra says
distractedly, as she tears off the elaborate ribbons and pulls out
a baby intercom. "Oh, now, look at this!" she exclaims, in a Rachel
voice that makes one thing clear: here's what she'd call a GOOD
present.

This from the girl--excuuuuse
me, WOman--who used to tell
me, "I don't know that I'd want to MAKE a lot of money. Depends on
what it costs." Now it seemed she'd given those principles away
free and was no longer more concerned about her time for creativity
and freedom than about material goods. Some people would call that
"growing up."

I feel like ripping the peace symbol
charm that she gave me off my bracelet and throwing it into the
center of the ring, like the handkerchief at a bullfight. Either
she's not worthy to be my friend, or I'm not worthy to be wearing
her charm. But that's just another sign of my childishness. I'm
also too fond of her, stupid me, to make a scene and bolt in tears.
What good would that do? Let's just play like it doesn't
hurt.

Still, when she opens the huge geode
from the woman who caviled at my gift (what is a baby going to use
a geode for?), I leap up to say, "That there's a petrified cow
patty from Luckenbach. We think it has magical powers to summon
Willie Nelson, but only three times, so confine its use to special
occasions." Ron snorts his punch up his nose (he's always
appreciated my sense of humor) and has to leave the room when Libra
shoots him the dagger-gaze. But nobody else laughs. Not even a weak
titter.

The real Libra would've either laughed
or she'd have jumped up to bean me for saying something tacky. Now
I know for sure that she's not the same person. Then again, maybe
I'm the one who has changed.

"Sorry," I say, feeling my cheeks and
breastbone heating up. At least they'll know I can still blush.
"Kidding. I'm getting punchy. What was IN that punch,
anyway?"

For the last few eons of the event, I
sit quietly, smiling and nodding like a bobble-head cow in the back
window of a hippie's Pinto. No one indulges in the ritual of small
talk with me; I am a pariah. I suppose I deserve it, this time.
It's the hex: it has ruined my sense of appropriateness and has
made me as socially inept as adolescents named "Howie" and "Herb."
What's gonna go next, my sense of rhythm and ability to carry a
tune?

Why does this Charlie Brown stuff
always happen to me? I don't care if these soccer moms see me
wiping tears out of the corners of my eyes with the edge of my
sleeve. I've lost my two closest friends: first Cheryl, now Libra.
Patrick despises me. My parents have never been proud of me. I
didn't go to the senior prom with the guy I really wanted. And I
think I'm getting a zit on my chin.

I'm sure I have the violin part for
the soundtrack to go behind this whine on CD somewhere. "Smallest
violin in the world, playing just for you," Libra used to say,
rubbing her index finger against her thumb to indicate the
minuteness of the instrument.

I really should leave. The only reason
I haven't is that I don't want to attract any more attention. How
much longer can this last? How much longer can I?

One thing seems certain. I will never
have a baby shower. I will never have any babies. No man will ever
want me. It's now obvious that Patrick has just been using me all
along. I'm used merchandise. All used up. A loser. Not worthy. A
has-been who never was. Even I
don't want anything to do with me.

Or with this particular gift-giving
ritual, ever again. As soon as the first early-bailout rises to say
she's got to get home to her kids, I snatch up my purse and escape
into the night behind her.

God, that was a waste of time. I acted
like an ass. And I wish I hadn't spent as much as I did (despite
the discount) on that stupid gift. I wouldn't have, if I'd known it
was supposed to come with a TILE.

I may be temporarily sidelined, in the
penalty box, on the "injury" list (uh-oh, Barry's sports analogies
are contagious.) But I've got to keep reminding myself that at
least I'm still in the game, unlike Cheryl. Cheryl (never "Cherry,"
Neil Diamond be hanged) was not only my cousin on my Daddy's side
but like a sister to me. She took my side even when I was wrong. I
took it for granted that she'd always be there.

I never counted on her becoming one of
several casualties of a drug-addled bus driver while on her dream
trip to Hawaii, the trip she'd saved for over two years to take.
Her bus fell into a ravine, taking everyone inside a lot farther
away than the tour promoter had ever promised, right through the
Veil into the other world. That wasn't fair. It still doesn't seem
real.

Have I mentioned how much I miss her?
The hole she left in my heart still aches.

What I need is a ritual to bring
Cheryl back. (I also want to hear all about Heaven. But I'm sure
she's not allowed to tell.)

Life: fragile. Handle with caution. Do
not expose to open ridicule. Not to be taken internally. Keep out
of reach of idealists.

# # #

Traffic is light and I'm making great
time on the freeway when the Junebug starts coughing. It can't
possibly be out of gas, yet it's choking. It's going to sputter to
a stop in the fast lane of the dreaded Central Expressway. Even the
Ganesha looks worried.

The moment I feel the engine losing
power, some instinct kicks in. Praying, I yank on the wheel and
manage to maneuver into the right lane; I coast to the end of the
exit ramp by the time the motor falls silent. The car has just
enough inertia to roll into the dark parking lot of a closed
doughnut shop. Lucky for me, because some nice police officers will
surely show up to score a dozen for breakfast. But probably not
before dawn.

It's definitely some car-trashing
system failure. I don't know how that dwarf did it, but this is his
fault. He put a curse on my car because I passed him by today. What
did I ever do to deserve this? I can't win.

I call AAA on my
miraculously-still-charged cell phone. There's a tow operator
nearby, so it only takes forty-five minutes for him to arrive. He
offers me a lift, which is lucky for me, since no one is answering
our home phone. Yet when I trudge inside, bloodied but unbowed
(figuratively), Elaine is on the living room floor in a pink
exercise outfit, leaning over her knees with outstretched arms in
what I recognize as a belly dance floor exercise, counting her
measured breaths to the accompaniment of yowling sitar and oud.
She's really into Middle Eastern dance and has been in a troupe for
a while, though they don't perform often. She doesn't greet me, so
I wiggle my fingers in a silent wave and march past her into my
room.

A few steps inside, I stop short.
Something's different.

I can tell someone's been in here.
I've got the same hidden sense organ that animals use to detect
when somebody's been messing with their dens. One queen brass bed
with my new Indian-print comforter set, slightly rumpled but spread
up, check; my birdseye maple dresser and nightstands from Nana,
check; an overflowing wicker laundry hamper, check; and books
stacked carelessly on every surface, check. There's dust about an
eighth of an inch deep on my wall shelving, except for one
foot-wide space. That's where the stereo's supposed to
be.

I don't mind Lainie borrowing it, but
she should've said something or at least acknowledged me when I
came in. Why isn't she using her own boom box? I march back into
the living room to ask her to please be careful with it, as I have
to return it to its Rightful Owner. But it's her pink Hello Kitty
boom box that's wailing from the floor.

Elaine's got her eyes closed and looks
supremely relaxed. Reluctantly, I thumb the volume control down.
Her eyes blink open, and she looks startled. But before she can say
"What?" I have an awful realization about what else I noticed
missing in that glance, and I dash back into my room.

The laptop is GONE off my
mini-desk.

If only I could believe it has caught
the disappearing disease from the magician-dwarf. But I know what
happened. Rather, who
happened here. That snow-covered, tar-dipped, laptop-filching
son of a bleeding. . . .

Adrenaline pulses into my bloodstream
from those reliable ductless glands atop my kidneys, no doubt at
the command of the panicked master gland, which is reacting to the
crazed bouncyballs pummeling the inside of my skull. The sudden
panic-rush makes it tough for rational thoughts to fire off. My
brain melts into oatmeal.

Elaine comes up behind me, her arms
still stretched over her head. "What's wrong?" She sees my face and
her expression turns stricken. "Daphne?"

"Where's. . . ?" I wave my arms and
point helplessly at the empty desktop.

She blinks. "Um . . . Patrick stopped
by. To get the rest of his things. He said you knew."

"He said that?" I take a deep breath,
but it doesn't slow my racing heart. "And you let him take. . . ."
The sick feeling spreads from the pit of my stomach up my
esophagus.

"Um . . . yeah, his electronics?" She
looks bemused. "I mean, I knew you two broke up again, and I
figured, like. . . ."

I mustn't attack her. How was she to
prevent a big man like him from taking--basically, anything he
wanted? I control my tone of voice, though it wants to go shrill.
"Well, he wasn't supposed to take that laptop yet. I just re-did
Barry's presentation for tomorrow morning. And I have to get it
back."

All that work.

And no computer here to use to do it
over. Elaine's a well-known (in our circle) neo-Luddite who refuses
to own one; she once dumped an entire Big Gulp down the rear
airholes of a new iPak-3 after it ate all her digital music (the
kind you can't re-download without paying again) and wouldn't let
go of the GreenApple spyware it had managed to catch. And Rachel's
is an older MacGuffin that doesn't have presentation-making
software compatible with what we use at work--plus it's currently
devoted to wedding planning and surfing for honeymoon
discounts.

This cannot be happening.

How dare the man come into my home
when I'm not here and just TAKE stuff? I suppose I did imply I'd
copy my files off as soon as possible so he could have the thing.
Still, this wasn't right. If only he'd been decent enough to wait
around until I got home. Why hadn't he accorded me that courtesy?
Why does he hate me so much that he'd do something he knows will
hurt me?

Maybe he just doesn't care.

I still have Barry's changes marked on
the original paper. I could go re-do them up at work tonight. But
I'm pooped, and when I'm tired, I make more mistakes. I can't stand
the thought of starting over. This isn't fair. Tears cloud my
vision, tears of anger as well as self-pity.

We search in vain for the thumbdrive.
"He probably wouldn't bother to pull it out of there," Elaine
murmurs. "It's probably still sticking out of the side." Like a
sword.

"He could've had a thought for me," I
screech, as Elaine makes calming noises. "He could plainly see I
was working on a large document--I left the first slide up on the
screen--and he still took it away. That was just plain malicious.
Mean-spirited. Nasty."

"Evil," she adds helpfully. "I
should've known. I'm so sorry I let him in."

So the corrected presentation is gone.
And it's nearly eleven o'clock at night.


Chapter Five

I try calling Patrick's cell phone,
but the number's been changed. My call wakes up some little old
lady, and I apologize profusely. His landline phone doesn't answer.
Nor does the machine pick up.

I turn to Elaine. "Can I borrow your
car?"

Elaine really doesn't want to lend
me El Basurero, I can tell.
It's a vintage pink Cadillac (Elaine's late aunt was a big shot in
Mary Kay cosmetics), old enough to have a built-in eight-track
player (which still works), and it's destined to become a classic;
it's also quite temperamental and must be gently handled. But
Elaine looks pretty sheepish because she hadn't thought to question
Pat the Rat. "I'll get you my keys."

Elaine's keys hang off a giant brass
key that looks like it should unlock the city gates. When people
ask, she jokes that it's the key to her grandfather's outhouse.
It's darn heavy, and I grasp it by the key she indicates is for the
car so as not to have to play musical keys.

"Don't get into it with him, Daphne.
It's not worth it. Just be careful," she's babbling as I rush
out.

At Patrick's condo, I park on the
street and run up the short flight of steps to his door even though
I don't see his Zotzcrate parked anywhere around. I ring the bell
and beat on the brass knocker. Eventually a sleepy-looking Marilyn
Monroe clone answers, wrapped in a satin bathrobe and carrying a
bottle of iced vodka. At least that's how my unreliable senses
present her to me, and since I have nothing more to go on but the
input from my senses, per Descartes, I have to trust that this is
consensus reality in action.

Consensus reality has been doing a
shitty job lately. As far as I'm concerned, it's fired.

My heart starts pounding as I push
back my bangs. "Um, sorry to bother you, but is Patrick home? I
need to talk to him. It's really important."

She looks at me cluelessly, but then
she swaps that for a look of disdain. As if to say, "If you're
pregnant, you're out of luck." After a moment she vocalizes,
breathily. "He's not here."

"Do you know where he is? When do you
expect him back?"

She shrugs in answer. The air wafting
past her--the new scent of Patrick's home--bears the stink of bimbo
cologne, the strongest dime-store stuff.

My body is not being fair with me.
It's sending all this adrenaline when I can't possibly fight OR
take flight.

I explain over and over that all I
want is this one file off a thumbdrive or at least a moment's
access to the laptop, and emphasize how important this file is. She
shrugs. "I haven't seen any new computers."

"Could I just take a look around?" I
persist as politely as I can manage, but she won't let me in to
search, even under her supervision. She claims Pat hasn't been home
yet today. No, I can't come in and wait. She doesn't want to be
responsible for delivering a message, either. Clearly, she and I
will not become Close Personal Friends.

Back in the car, I circle Patrick's
block a couple of times and then search the neighborhood. His car
isn't parked at any of his customary haunts: Videodrone, Ice Cream
For You, or the Eight-Ball All-Night Pool Hall. I can't just wait
outside the condo until he shows up. Can I?

No. Evaluating my levels of exhaustion
and distress (both meters are pegged), I conclude I can't. Wow,
that "expect good fortune" advice my fortune cookie gave me really
kicked butt, didn't it? I definitely won't need to "imagine how
things could have been worse," as that guy warned against in his
fancy scholarly paper on luck. What does he know about
worse?

It's after midnight. Idly I wonder if
there are any friends I can call to borrow a computer from at this
hour.

No. I remember that I don't actually
HAVE any more friends. Not since the rest of them sided with
Patrick after our breakup.

How can I get over him when I keep
having to deal with him? Everything's going wrong. What's happening
to me? I am certain now that I've inadvertently put the worst sort
of hex on myself. Black magic. Bad juju. Ring around the
collar.

Maybe I should check that freezer his
photos are in, make sure it's as cold as it's supposed to be. Or
maybe this is the result of the banishment ritual backfiring and
bursting into flames.

Why didn't I take that thumbdrive out
and keep it on my person at all times? I trusted the Universe. I
turned my back on Fate for a moment. I was an idiot.

I shake my head as though to clear it,
but I'm still not thinking like a rational Woman of Science. Nor
will I ever, I suppose. I have to take control of the situation and
cut my losses.

The only answer is for me to go in to
work and pull an all-nighter. That should be easy, right? I did it
in college all the time, and it's only been, what, eight
years?

So I can re-do it all, e-mail it or
leave it on diskette at the print shop door with a note, and then
call them from my sickbed in the morning to ask them to get the
slides to Barry ASAP. Because I will undoubtedly have to use a sick
day, whether I have one left or not.

Damn Patrick for being a sneak. Screw
Barry for putting this off until it became an emergency for
me. And hooty-toots on Libra for
having a stupid baby shower. And a baby. And a decent husband. Why
does she get everything good? I love her, but man, the Universe
sure does, too. Loves her a lot better than it loves me.

But that's old news.

# # #

The only light in the PRG lobby comes
from an uplight that keeps the huge mutant philodendron alive,
unless you count the dim green glow of the EXIT sign on the
emergency door. The guard goes home at midnight, so nobody's here
except me and the security cameras.

It's kind of creepy. When I start down
the dark hall, groping for the light switch, an actual chill runs
up my spine, just the way those Nancy Drew novels say it does. I
whisper the Chant Against Rapists and the Warding Off of Ghosties
as I skulk along. Somehow I reach my desk without being attacked,
even by dust bunnies (the janitorial staff finished up hours ago),
and get my computer booted up. I reach into my purse for the
printout Barry marked up for me, the papers that tell me what
changes need to be made.

I didn't bring the printout. It's
still on my desk at home, next to where the laptop is supposed to
be.

Okay, I'll run home to get the
markups. That'll only take me, what, twenty minutes there and
twenty back? Not that long, with no traffic. An hour, at most. I'll
leave my computer on.

As I drive under the street lights,
hurrying from pool to pool of pinkish-yellow light, several bulbs
blink off just as I go underneath, leaving me trailing
darkness.

Street lights don't just flick off on
their own. I know somebody's trying to send me a message. God,
Cheryl, one of my kindly Irish ancestors. Hang in there? Beware of curse? Change your name to Fern and
disappear, turning up years later as a waitress in New
Mexico?

As if to confirm my doom, the car
radio starts playing "Marrakesh Express," my dreaded bad-luck song.
It was the one playing when we got the news of Cheryl's crossing
over.

A cramp hits between my shoulder
blades. I'm still sore from the wreck. Probably whiplash. I should
call one of those QuickClinics that's always advertising on TV, and
they'll put me in a neck brace and help me sue that idiot who
backed into me. If he files a claim, I'll make a
counter-claim.

I roll my head and exercise my
shoulders all the way home, watching carefully for black cats,
rabbits, or frogs on the road.

# # #

Both my roomies' bedroom doors are
closed. No lines of light shine under them, either. I tiptoe to my
room.

After a few panicked moments, I locate
Barry's marked-up pages on the floor under my bed. Apparently, Pat
simply drop-kicked it out of his way. I just don't know what's
gotten into him. That Marilyn-clone's claws, I suppose.

This is a revolting development, as
Daddy likes to say (it's a quote from his favorite old radio
show, Life of Riley.) It's
not doing much for my overall situation. Pour a tablespoon of wine
into a vat of sewage and you still have sewage. Pour a tablespoon
of sewage into a cask of wine and you get . . . sewage. Which side
is winning? Or at least stays several points ahead?

I need a quick pick-me up. I don't
have a handful of salted peanuts to drop into a bubbly RC cola,
though, which is the Southern redneck high-calorie snack you can
chew as you drink. To the kitchen to search out some comfort food,
pronto.

The message light is flashing on the
answering machine. I slide the volume control down so it won't wake
anyone. I've got a message from Mama. As I listen, I search the
fridge and find the two pieces of Key lime pie that I brought home
from the party the other day and hid behind some of Rachel's
rotting take-out. A slice works quite well as comfort
food.

"Daphne? Daaaff--neee sweetie, pick
up. Aren't you home, hon? Aren't any of you girls home in the
evening any more?" An exasperated, long-suffering sigh punctuates
Mama's message. "I was just calling to check on you, baby. Have you
sent Aunt Fannie Belle's card yet? You know it takes three to five
days to get mail from here to California. Oh, and you need to call
Jackie. He's just won another major award. You be sure to call and
congratulate him." My cousin Jack--Cheryl's little brother--is an
architect and is penniless but keeps winning major awards in the
field. Don't ask me how this can happen. Residential architects
don't make much money, though, if you believe what he says. "You
need a new cell phone--that one always sends me to voice mail, hon.
Okay, call me soon. Love you, bye!"

Fortunately, it is way too late to
call her back.

As I rinse my plate in the
sink--quietly, trying not to clatter--I think of how I wasted my
college education in the B-school, without quite grasping how great
it was to be riding on Daddy's money and Mama's approval. It's
probably too late to go back and be a math teacher the way I
thought I would be before I found out how little teachers make (and
heard the lectures from my parents about how I could succeed in
business without really trying). And definitely way too late to
become a veterinarian like I wanted to in elementary school, and
besides I couldn't stand to fail in treating the really sick
animals, and I'm squeamish and can't stand the sight of blood, and
oh yeah, as far as putdowns, that's against my religion. I believe
that it's solely the privilege of the giver of life to take it. And
think about it, we all go soon enough, actually too soon. Look at
Cheryl.

# # #

The second time, it's not quite as
spooky clicking into the empty lobby. My steps echo down the dim
hallway. When I get to my desk, I find my computer frozen. The
cursor doesn't respond to the mouse or keyboard. I don't have time
for this. I hit the three-fingered salute--Control-Alt-Delete--and
the Blue Screen of Death appears.

Stick a toothpick in me and it'll come
out clean; I'm done. I'm past exhaustion. While I'm waiting for the
machine to reboot, I'll just put my head down on my desk for a
minute and rest.

# # #

When I wake up, light is streaming in
from the skylight over the reception desk to stripe across my desk.
Very dim light. I freak out thinking it's sunrise, but it's still
an hour until dawn. It's only the full moon. The computer (which
rebooted okay) says it's four-thirty AM.

I open the file and verify that the
presentation didn't get corrupted in the crash. I get quite a few
pages corrected before I realize I can't work on it any more,
because by now it's five-thirty and I have to run Elaine's car
home. She's got to have her car. She goes over every Thursday
morning to volunteer at the Renner Food Bank. She hadn't intended
me to keep the car all night.

More to the point, I need to change
clothes. I'm still in the puce tank top and party heels; picturing
the fuss that would be made by the office Fashion Police if I were
seen in this outrageous outfit convinces me. I'll run home, shower
and change, and hurry back here to get things finished. I know I
can work faster if I take a break.

I could end up getting each page done
and printed just as Barry's ready to show it. I envision running
back and forth to the conference room to hand him each transparency
sheet hot off the printer, and I sigh. Surely Barry will consent to
use the LCD projection screen for the laptop just this once, even
though he normally won't use one. Barry wouldn't have time to
proofread the way he insists on doing, but that'd probably be just
as well, the way things're going.

Stopping by the all-night convenience
store, I pick up several large bags of Spittles as a bribe. My
boyfriend the happy Pakistani clerk thinks I'm having cravings.
"Hope this hits a spot," he says, and winks. I manage to avoid
touching hands this time, but he's still crossing the line into my
personal space. He's lucky I'm not really pregnant and
hormonal.

Back home, I tiptoe in to find nobody
has stirred. Turning on the shower would wake everyone because
these old pipes groan. A "birdbath" in the sink, a squirt of
deodorant, and a change of clothes will have to suffice. I brush my
teeth, run the brush through my hair and quickly braid it, and
touch up my face as best I can. There should be a rule: zits OR
wrinkles. One at a time. No fair getting zits on the wrinkles.
Thank heaven for concealer.

I grab an energy bar and a juice box
to go, wishing juice contained caffeine. Better yet,
Dexedrine.

The DART light rail station is a
walkable distance, twelve blocks down at the intersection with
Melrose, and the trains run every fifteen minutes or so. Thunder
grumbles softly outside. Rivulets of rain dart down the kitchen
windowpane. I reach up and grab Elaine's extra raincoat off the
hall tree--mine was stolen from the office one day while I was at
lunch--and retrieve my umbrella from the corner.

By the time I get to the DART train
station, it's really pelting down, big drops that splat on the
sidewalk. The train smells like wet beagle. Bouncing along at
forty-five MPH, I hum quietly to keep myself from dozing back
off.

Maybe I should've left Barry some kind
of note last night. I think this curse is affecting my brainpower.
Normally, I keep him posted on any problems I have with his beloved
yellow Post-Its.

But I'm going to have this finished in
a couple of hours. Worst case, I'll get the slides into the meeting
after it's in progress. They always waste time at the beginning
talking about last night's sports scores and grabbing
doughnuts.

# # #

"Miss?" Somebody's shaking my arm.
"Miss, are you all right?"

I open my eyes. It's a stranger, a
worried-looking teacherly older woman holding the hands of two
young children. She obviously wants me to reassure her that I'm not
in a coma. "We noticed you were sleeping, and we got a little
worried. Do you work here at the zoo? It's not open to visitors for
another couple of hours."

The zoo? As in, the Marsalis Park Zoo
three miles south of downtown Dallas, in Oak Cliff?

Talk about the end of the line. We're
on the south side of Dallas. The other side of the Universe from
where I am supposed to be, in Renner's business
district.

"Oh, my God. What time is it?" Without
even thanking her, I grab my stuff and jump off this train and onto
the one sitting on the other track, ready to head off in the other
direction. "I'm going to be late," I say to no one in
particular.

The train jerks into motion just as I
settle into a seat. The other riders stare at their newspapers or
bop to their headphones, oblivious to my crisis.

My current predicament would make
Barry laugh. Wouldn't it? If he were in a good mood, that is, and
things were going his way. He can always appreciate a bit of
schadenfreude.

As the Chairman of the Board used to
sing, Luck was never a lady to begin with. What she is, I'm not
allowed to say in polite company.

I've got to do something. Anything.
Doing something leads to doing something else--it's contagion. A
body in motion tends to stay in motion. Starting a ritual is
action--and it's action that leads towards a solution. At least
that's the common wisdom. "Get off your butt and do it!" exhort the
self-help manuals.

I need to figure out a new ritual.
Rituals always override a person's built-in hesitation, and they
kick off a new set of actions in a predictable, controllable way;
my entire life is mine to create.

If only I were more sure of the clay I
had to work with, or where I should be headed.

From childhood, I've acknowledged the
power of folk traditions and superstitions. Magic, ritual, and
superstition have been around a lot longer than I have. So today
it's me in that Corvair screeching towards the cliff, the one you
see in all those sixties movies; I just need to figure out how to
grab the steering wheel. I know I can do it. I just have to find
the Magic Word.

And I have no monopoly on bad luck.
Just look at the woman next to me reading her daily horoscope in
the newspaper, or at the guy who has a red thread tied around his
wrist, which is (I recently read) a Kabbalist's way of protecting
against the evil eye. Either that or he hasn't had any success with
tying a string around his finger to help him remember to pick up
the dry cleaning.

I wonder if there's some red thread in
that mini sewing kit I keep in my desk drawer.

# # #

Suzy-Q the airhead is chattering on
the phone, but gives me a questioning look as I rush headlong past
her reception desk. It's after eight, so I'm officially late. Barry
typically gets to the office around five forty-five. He claims he
has insomnia.

But his office is dark, so he's likely
to be in one of those interminable staff meetings. My computer
mercifully comes to life when I touch the mouse, and I start
working furiously.

The phone rings and I can't ignore it
because the caller ID display says it's the car shop. The place
opens at six so losers like me can pick up their cars on the way to
work. A mechanic tells me it'll take about $1200 in repairs just to
get my Junebug running again. Not only has the ignition module gone
out, but it has also blown some gasket or other. It has also blown
off the Ganesha, along with more of my luck, apparently. "It's the
blazonka gasket," he says, or at least that's what I
hear.

"The what?" I ask
needlessly.

The car's coolant, he explains
pseudo-patiently, has secretly been evaporating or leaking out at
night when I wasn't looking. Also, there's a leak in the air
conditioning that must be diagnosed. Can't have me rolling around
town destroying what's left of the ozone layer with that evil
refrigerant evaporating into the polluted air, after all. He's also
concerned about the Junebug's belt. "Your serpentine belt winds
around all of your various pulleys, replacing the old-style fan
belt and so forth," he pontificates. "If that sucker breaks, you'll
have no alternator, water pump, fan, power steering, air
conditioning, or any of that other good stuff."

I listen numbly. There
is--was--nothing wrong with that car. I just got my inspection
sticker, and they checked the fluid levels and all were fine. I
happen to know that those belts last for about fifty thousand
miles, and my car's only a couple of years old. Mechanics are a
bunch of ripoff artists.

I tell him I'll have to call him
back.

I tie a length of the sewing kit's red
thread around my wrist, then in a burst of inspiration tie the
other end to a paper clip that I visualize as holding my bad luck.
With a quick mutter of "I banish thee, get away from me, make me
lucky and set me free," I clip the thread and let the paper clip
fall into the trash, taking the malfeasance with it.

It's just like something out of
"Sabrina, the Teenage Witch."

As soon I resume putting in the
changes, things go wrong. I keep mistyping simple words. I delete
an entire slide by accident and hit the save sequence of keys
before I realize. It's because I'm so fuzzy and sleepy. My temples
are starting to ache.

Flipping ahead, I note that the graphs
are hopeless. Last night, they took a quarter-hour each. I need
this like a giraffe wants strep throat. Maybe I could use a little
white-out on the existing slides and draw the new graphs with
colored markers. Who am I kidding?

By nine forty-five, I admit I'm
licked. There's only one of me, whereas these slides need to be
simultaneously edited by the proverbial thousand (accurate)
monkeys. If only I had an assistant. Oh, wait. I AM the assistant.
And I'm falling off the cliff. Backwards.

My vision is blurring and my heart
starts to race. My stomach is throwing a bash--it's a backyard
cookout, and the firepit is conveniently located near my
breastbone. The revelers seem to be throwing their empty beer
bottles into my bellybutton. I dig the Mylanta out of my
desk.

The bottle's empty.

While dripping some rewetting solution
on my contacts, which have been in too long, I call the shop back
and tell them I can't authorize all the repairs. "Do only what it
takes to get it back on the road for now." I insist that I need to
speak to Jake, but they claim he's not available. Jake is the owner
and a friend-of-a-friend of my mother's. Upon hearing this, the
voice sounds far more motivated and promises to get to my car as
soon as they put the wheels back on the Lexus they've been working
on.

Barry arrives, smiling. "Good morning,
Daphne," he says expansively, setting his coffee mug on my desk.
"Let's have a look at those gorgeous new slides."

I let out a breath I hadn't realized I
was holding. "I need to talk to you about that." I have to suck in
more air before I can continue. It's tough to breathe. Words are
reluctant to form in my mouth. "They're not printed yet, and not
all of them are ready, Barry. I have about half of them done, most
of the text ones, but none of the graphics are fixed yet. Before
you freak: I had them completely finished last night, and polished
up, but then I left to go to Libra's shower, and when I got back,
my computer was gone. Stolen." It's easier than explaining. "I came
up here last night to work on them, but I didn't have the changes
with me, and. . . ."

This is sounding lame, even to me. Why
do things always sound so different when you try to tell someone
about them, even if they made perfect sense while you were living
them?

He looks completely blank. Like a
carving in the side of a mountain. Rock city.

"We do still have these." I'm trying
to hand him the box I found for him the other morning, the ones
that were all perfect then, the ones he doesn't want any more. "I
can start printing the ones I have now in black and white"--my
printer doesn't do color, and there's no time for the print
shop--"and then I'll come flip slides for you, putting in any new
ones that we have. Or we could go electronic. I think I could
operate the equipment. I can make an electronic presentation out of
the finished ones and we'll continue on the old ones with an
explanation."

In Barry's eyes there's a look of
disbelief. His smile fades slowly as he begins to comprehend. There
will be no shiny new set of color transparencies in frames in his
hands within the next fifteen minutes? Unthinkable. He has
commanded it. How could it not happen?

"I hope you're not telling me what I
think you're telling me. This presentation is for the VICE
PRESIDENT OF SALES. Among other VIPs." His volume increases. "You
told me last night that you'd take care of it, as you were leaving
to go to your little party. Do you mean to tell me that you didn't
bother to keep your word? You're saying you fell down on the
gridiron, dropped the ball, let the team down?" Instead of
spluttering, Barry resorts to sports analogies. "You've had what
you needed to fix it right here. What have you been doing all this
time?"

"I've been working on it all night,
pretty much." It's only a white lie, a tiny fib, a stretching of
the truth. I'd intended to finish. He won't respect any of the
reasons I give. All he cares about is results. And this time, I
haven't delivered.

"Your eyes tell me the entire story."
He thinks I've been out partying and drinking, just because my eyes
are a bright bloodshot red. I think it's an allergic reaction to
that wetting solution or something.

"My serpentine belt. . . ." I try to
explain, but Barry is too angry to hear me. His veins pulse on his
temples.

"I don't care WHAT you were wearing."
He gets right up into my face, shouting so that his bacon-and-egg
breath suffocates me and his spittle lands on my eyelids. I
half-expect him to slap me the way my mother did when I sassed her
back as a child. "Do you think this is all a game? Don't you
realize how important this is?"

Everyone is peeking over their cubicle
walls, stopping in the halls to listen, lingering at the coffee
maker and water cooler just so they can hear me being reamed out in
public. Barry completely forgets the tenets of his
One-Second Management bible,
particularly the rule about discipline taking place in private, or
at least not while you're having a psychotic hissy fit. They all
hear him as he practically yells variations on the theme of "You
were screwing around and just didn't do it."

I need to calm him down. I feel like
dialing 9-1-1 or yelling for help or at least getting someone from
Human Resources to arbitrate, but that might look as if I were
overreacting. Perhaps I am. I can reason with him.

"We still have the original
presentation," I remind him, patting the trusty yellow box. "I'll
sit next to you during the meeting and pass around photocopies of
these sheets you've modified by hand. We'll e-mail everyone copies
of the new slides this afternoon, as soon as they're
done."

His gray eyes flash with such hatred .
. . reminding me of the last time Patrick looked at me. These eyes
tell me I am a bad person who is trying to do Barry in, but he's on
to me and won't let me sabotage him. "That is not an option," he
informs me, backing off only slightly as he notices the crowds in
the hall, peering "nonchalantly" at our little tête-a-tête. "That is not acceptable. Did you
think that some kind of amateurish workaround would be good enough
when you decided not to finish your work?"

"No, of course not. I tried, Bair--I
really did, I swear. I've redone as much of it as I could this
morning. The work I did last night was lost with my laptop. Events
spiraled beyond my control." I really do see it that way, but I can
tell he never will.

I wish I had one of Ruth's
tranquilizers. Or a handful. A secret spy ring containing a magic
pill that'll spirit me away, out of this nightmare. Into a
completely different hallucination.

When I try to explain about the
computer again, he starts bringing up other stuff I ought to have
thought of. "You should have called me as soon as you realized. I
could've arranged for someone else to finish the editing last
night. Or early this morning. We could've paid someone to do it, a
temp or a college student; Mallory has a list of people." Mallory
Cassavetes (whose title is Senior Staff Member, meaning she roams
the office bossing people around and mounting useless but showy
"projects" with the full blessing of the CEO; she may also render
blowjobs and arrange for hookers, but I can't confirm that) has a
list for everything. "Why didn't you call her? Or at least call me
this morning to warn me this was coming?"

He's right. "I never thought to." My
thinking has been seriously unclear, or I would have asked for
help. It's the hex. It's affecting my thinking. It's making me even
more neurotic. "I thought I could finish."

"But you couldn't. And since you
didn't let me know, and you fell short of the finish line, you've
really let me down." His voice is quieter now, but it's still
meaner than two pit bulls wrestling in a pillowcase. "This is
totally unprofessional, and certainly unacceptable at your level. I
wish you had notified me as soon as you realized you couldn't do
it."

These suggestions make so much sense
now. Why didn't I think of any of this? "I believed I had time.
I've finished half of it over the last few hours. . . ." I trail
off, knowing I sound stupid.

"Then why didn't you just take care of
it this morning by coming in earlier? If it only would have taken a
couple more hours?" He waves the papers his changes are scribbled
on, as if the differences are few and trivial. "That's what I don't
understand. Did you just not get here early enough?"

There is no use explaining what
happened to my all-nighter. Anything I say now will be perceived as
"excuses," and as they say in politics, perception is
everything.

Frankly, I don't know why things aren't coming together this
morning. My red superhero cape is torn and stained. I can no longer
burst into muscles à la the Hulk. My powers have been stolen by Kryptonite.
From hero to zero in sixty seconds. I'm a worthless
loser.

No, the truth is we were both
misguided. The expectation that I could finish making these changes
in one evening was a little unreasonable on his part, and it's
indicative of a Superwoman complex on my part that I didn't just
laugh in his face, but actually did it . . . twice. Well, one and a
half times, anyway. Saying so wouldn't sit well with Human
Resources, I don't suppose, but the truth is the truth.

"I'm sorry," I say, seemingly for the
fourth or fifth time. "But we need to move forward and roll with
this. I can't change what happened."

"And you should have known that. What
did you think would happen when you did this?"

He can't let go, like a pit bull
chewing on an innocent mail carrier. He has a need to assign blame.
What I hear is, Who do you think you ARE,
pulling this stunt?

This isn't fair. What would be FAIR is
. . . if I could transfer my curse to Barry. O powers of hexing, o powerful powers who have screwed up my
life to the point that I can't possibly hope to repair it, remove
the problems from me and instead afflict the guy in the Italian
suit, like maybe make his bald spot (carefully combed over) start
to flash in the sun when he's trying to charm some woman on the
street. I feel the mocking spell turn to ashes in my
mind's mouth. Unfortunately, the Universe frowns on passing along a
curse.

I'll take the high road. Even though it takes
all the self-control I have not to snap back.

"Look at the time," I suggest gently. "It's
almost time for the meeting."

"And whose fault is that?"

Now he's blaming me for the passage of
time?

Up until now, I've been too
overwhelmed to challenge him, but now something deep within snaps.
Anger wells up inside me as tears follow suit. Exasperation at his
disrespect, fury at the unfairness of it all, irritation that I'm
not in control of the situation. Just like Barry, I'm losing my
cool, and suddenly I erupt.

"Get over it. It is what it is. You
say it's all MY fault, but think about it, it's really YOURS. This
wouldn't be happening if you had given me the changes during the
workday yesterday, when I could have gotten them done and had them
printed up. I asked you repeatedly over the past two days if I
could have the pieces you'd finished, but oh no. You waited until a
few minutes after quitting time to show up and dump it all on me at
once, as if I have nothing better to do than hang around here for
free." I'm salaried, and thus I don't get overtime pay unless it's
specifically authorized. "But I did the work at home, and like I
told you, my COMPUTER disappeared, and I came back up here. . .
."

What's the point in trying to explain
again? He'll just tell me I ought to have skipped that stupid baby
shower. Problem is, I have no defense against that one, because
that's what I wish I'd done. What I need to do is suggest we go
down to Human Resources and sign up for arbitration or intervention
or something, because we both have a point. But right now, I feel
put-upon, and it all comes blasting out.

"This is not fair. You never give me
any credit. I work hard and I do a good job, and you never say
anything that isn't negative. I try to be a professional, but I'm
not treated like one. Most bosses would call me down for a mistake
privately, somewhere everybody wasn't going to overhear." Of course
his temper would've been even worse in his office, and I know that.
"Yet here you stand practically in the front lobby, yelling at
me."

Barry doesn't even back away, although
he looks slightly off balance. People have stopped in the hall to
watch, in amazement or amusement.

I can't stop as it pours out. "I truly
regret that this one time, things turned out badly. But it's one
time out of many. This company has never appreciated my efforts,
and this is just another example in a long chain. I have given a
rational explanation for why things turned out as they did. If you
can't be reasonable, you don't even deserve to have me working for
you." Somehow I've already fished my purse out of the desk and it's
hanging off my shoulder by the strap. "So I'm not going
to."

The onlookers are eating this up. I
dodge around Barry; he still has blood in his eyes and looks like a
bull pawing at the matador's red blanket as I stomp toward the
lobby. Nobody walks out on Barry Earl? Well, guess what, baby,
somebody just did. And lived to tell the tale.

The crowds part for me as the Red Sea
must have for Moses. I blunder past people, murmuring pardon-me's
and trying to keep from bursting into hysterical tears. I keep
expecting Barry will call out after me, like Patrick always used
to. He'll say we should control our tempers and work this out like
adults. Tell me to come back to his office, where we can discuss
this rationally. Of course I'll insist on having a representative
of Human Resources present during the discussion.

But Barry says not a word. No one even
dares speak to me. In fact, they leap back as I pass, as though I'm
a leper jingling my little warning bell. I hope those round heads
peeping over their cubicle walls are humiliated this way someday.
They're acting like a bunch of kindergartners. Goggle-eyed sheep
staring at the lone black-wooled escapee.

I guess at some subconscious level I
expected this to work the way it does in all those Hollyweird
movies: Wronged, put-upon woman gets up and shrieks the truth back
at thoughtless man and stomps out of office. He comes after her and
apologizes. Spencer Tracy chasing down Katharine Hepburn to dig his
toe in the dirt and admit he was in the wrong.

Those movies, as we all know, are
gossamer fantasies. The world shown the way it should be, not the
way it is.

My heart is playing a march as I fly
through the glass exit doors into the parking lot without even a
word to Suzy-Q, who for once is actually paying attention. As I
slam the car door, I feel drained. Almost too heavy to move my
leaden legs. I've just thrown away a good-paying job. Not to
mention that promotion.

Oh, well, I can become a stripper. I
am sure I can still shinny up a firepole just as well as I climbed
the rope back in junior high gym class. I'll cater to old goats who
like plump flat-chested girls with Danny Thomas schnozzolas like
mine; out of pity, they'll stick a dollar in my thong. I'll change
my name to Trixie and go wait on tables at some fancy resort. I'm
not old enough to be a Wal-Mart greeter, and I can't even pronounce
the tongue-twisting "Would you like fries with that?"

I'm doomed.

I should've ridden out the storm. I
should've groveled, apologized, taken all Barry's crap, and even
told him I deserved it. I should've asked him what I could do to
repair things at this point, and offered to stand up in front of
the meeting and rub ashes on my head. Instead, I just shot my
career between the eyes with a barrelful of double-aught
buckshot.


Chapter Six

My pulse slows down as my anger starts
ebbing away. This isn't all my fault, but I certainly could have
done things differently.

My greatest strength is also my
greatest weakness. One side of the coin is spontaneity: I'm
flexible; it doesn't faze me to "wing it"; and it generally doesn't
bug me to do things on the spur of the moment. I'm not much of a
planner. But stamped on the other face of that coin is
IMPULSIVENESS. Wherein I do what comes to mind at the time, act out
whatever emotions boil up in me, and say things I'm thinking
without using the Politeness Filter. Impulsiveness can be good or
bad, but in business, it's almost always really bad.

What I did just now was really,
really bad. Even I know
that.

There's only one answer. I have to get
that file, the one that has all the edits, and take it to Barry to
prove that I did finish it last night. He can look at the timestamp
on the file, if I can get my thumbdrive back. Maybe he could delay
the meeting, and possibly he will if I call him and say I'm on the
way with the partially corrected slides. Maybe that way, I can save
my job.

It's a long shot. But I'm always
playing long shots.

Sometimes I even peg them.

It has stopped raining, but there are
plenty of puddles and it's humid because the sun is out. I hop on
the DART train (wishing I had some deodorant to slather on, then
pass around) and ride to the stop closest to the shop where my car
is being worked on. All the way there, I pray they've found a cheap
fix.

Jake, the owner, is leaning up against
the cigarette bar and recognizes me as I walk in the door. "Well,
look who's here already. How's Estelle?"

I manage a pleasant smile. "Mama's
fine."

"Glad to hear it." He reaches behind
him where a clipboard hangs on the wall and searches for the copy
of my work order. "Your car's ready. Turned out, all's was wrong
was, that flange on that model's not good, and yours went out, like
they do. Normally we'd replace it and it'd cost you $275 or
thereabouts, but I know you're still in school"--I do nothing to
disabuse him of this mistaken notion, except maybe blush, because I
know I don't look my age--"and you said try to just get her rolling
again, so I got Dave to rig her up. You might've overheated, but
it's all right. Looked at that gasket, and seems like you got away
with it this time."

I can feel myself smiling. It must be
a spinal cord reflex, because it still hasn't soaked in that the
car is working. Maybe even the Ganesha.

He squints at my wrist. "Did you know
you've got a little bit of red string caught in your charm
bracelet? Looks like it's wrapped around your wrist."

"New breed of friendship bracelet," I
manage after blanking out for a moment, sticking that arm behind my
back.

He grins. "Replaced that taillight, by
the way. We have a mini-dent removal service here, did you
know?"

I push the corners of my mouth up
more. "I did not know that. I'll have to get y'all to pop that
little ding out of the trunk lock area when I get my next
paycheck."

He nods as if he believes me. "We'll
need to do some more work, but we've got her rolling again for the
moment."

He explains what kind of sealant they
poured into the crankcase or wherever, but I have no room in my
crowded brain for that kind of information, so I simply thank him
profusely. "I'll be sure to tell Mama what good care you took of
me."

He beams.

The lesser charge goes through on my
gasoline card, and I sign the credit slip with relief. "You need to
bring her in again as soon as you can afford it and get that
radiator flushed, at the very least," he admonishes me as he hands
me the keys. "Keep your eye on the coolant level and on those
gauges, and you should be okay for a while."

Fantastic. I'm an inveterate
gauge-watcher.

# # #

Feeling bold, I head back to
Patrick's. He won't be home, of course, but that's all
right--turnabout is fair play. I still have a copy of his key,
although he has most assuredly forgotten about it. Why couldn't the
thumbdrive still be in or near the laptop? That's the only thing I
intend to disturb.

Jobs are in short supply right now,
with the economy the way it is. I have to pay my way in this world,
so I can't pretend I don't need Barry's stupid crap. I've got to
make myself do this.

Barry's so used to my pulling his feet
out of the fire that now he expects it as a matter of course, and
he thinks that if I don't pull off a near-miracle, I'm "not working
up to what's expected at my level" or whatever. Sheesh. Plus,
Patrick is treating me like dirt. What is it with these guys? Do I
have "Kick Me" tattooed on my rump?

By the time I pull up and park on the
street in front of Patrick's condo, I've worked up a full head of
righteous steam.

Patrick's Zotzcrate is nowhere to be
seen. I ring the bell and knock on the doors and windows, just to
be sure nobody's home.

This is technically not breaking and
entering. If his landlord or neighbor should see me, I'll say I'm
watering his plants. No, better to tell them that I've stuck a
casserole into the freezer so he won't have to cook when he gets
home from his great-uncle Hedley's funeral tonight. That one's
always good.

As for that Marilyn clone, if she
shows up, I'll just deck her.

I lock the door behind me. The place
reeks of jasmine and tobacco. Patrick doesn't smoke.

There's the stereo on Patrick's coffee
table, and next to it is a stack of CDs that I can positively ID as
mine. Bobby Darin, Rod Stewart, Paul Simon, R. E. M., Willie
Nelson, even my Neil Young and Randy Newman collections. These are
not discs that Jackass-Boy paid for. I confirm each one is mine by
flipping the jewel case open and checking for my sticky
return-address label on the inside cover of each, then drop them
into my purse, which soon starts bulging. I ought to steal the CDs
of his that I have always liked, for instance that rare import of a
Cheap Trick concert and his Grateful Dead bootleg collection that
he so lovingly burned from the original cassettes, but I will not
lower myself to his level.

Where is the laptop? Not on his desk,
in the kitchen, or by the potty. The condo doesn't have much
storage; I go through his closets and drawers rather quickly,
feeling only a little guilty. I even check under his porn
collection, the extra-nasty part that lives beneath his skiing long
johns at the bottom of his underwear drawer. (This isn't the "Girls
Gone Wacky" and "Playboy" stuff, of course, or it'd be stacked on
top of the television. He conceals the raunchiest stuff for fear of
a sudden parental visit.)

Feeling a little desperate, I check
under the bed, braving dust bunnies and doodlebugs. No laptop,
though among the battered magazines there are two discarded
double-barreled slingshots that might serve as bras for the
hideously overendowed, and also several dried-up bits of rubber
that were probably exactly what I'm thinking they were before they
got kicked underneath. Eeeuwww.

I could've lived without seeing
that.

I can't think where else to look. He
must have it in the car, or he took it to work. Damn.

A disconcerting noise not unlike that
of deadbolts being shot back reaches me. It should've brought me
shooting out from under the bed. Except I'm stuck. My sweater's
caught on something, a wayward spring. My hair is tangled in
another spring. (Pat cut the liner out ages ago, when he had that
cat who used to tunnel inside the box springs to hide.) I'm halfway
in, halfway out, just like the cat, whose tail might've been
showing, but she knew she was invisible because she couldn't see
us.

I rip out a valuable chunk of fried
hair and start working at the other wire; I hate to snag an
expensive top that works with several bottoms. If there's only a
pinhole, I can darn it or ask Elaine to help me make it
undetectable. But if it runs. . . .

This is taking way too long. The front
door swings open with a squeal and I feel a cold breeze on the
backs of my thighs despite my slacks. I reverse my tactics and try
to squeeze completely under the bed. The sweater is a goner, and I
hope these springs aren't rusty, because I think that last scratch
broke the skin.

I've forgotten what I'd planned to
tell him if he caught me. As the last wisp of it fades into the
Eldritch mists, a crash from behind reboots my brain.

Maybe he'll head for the kitchen, the
way he always does. I can sneak out without him knowing. It always
worked on Laverne and
Shirley.

Dammit, I left my purse on the coffee
table. He's gonna see it the minute he walks in. What was I
thinking?

I am a bear of little
brain.

Patrick's boots stop short on the
entryway tiles. Then they clomp straight my way. A not-so-gentle
prodding of my butt begins, and it feels like one of those
steel-clad toes. "Daphne? What the hell are you doing?"

My ass is apparently very
recognizable.

Sheepishly, I back the rest of the way
out. "Oh, hi! I know it looks odd, me being here. Um, your friend
let me in, and then she had to leave, but she said it was okay for
me to stay and look for my earring. I lost one of my good opal
earrings, and the last time I can remember having them on, I was
here. So I thought it might've rolled under your bed. How funny.
Isn't this funny?"

Patrick is so logical he shaves with
Occam's razor. "Bullshit. I dropped Mandy off at work myself." He
jerks my arm sharply, hauling me to my feet before I'm ready. I
bark my shin on the nightstand and my ankle momentarily twists, but
I manage to get vertical, hanging from my upper arm as he holds it
tightly. It's like when I was little and Daddy would haul me out
from under the dinner table where I was playing "Nurse Tent" with
my dolls.

"No, really. She. . . . I was only
looking for. . . ." My voice squeaks to silence.

His brows come down as his expression
darkens. "You were here looking for something, all right. But I
told you the stereo and computer were mine, and that I wanted them
back. All I've done is retrieve my property. Whereas you're
trespassing."

The ends of my hair stick to my face
as I try to pull my arm away. He's dangerously upset, but, stupid
as ever, I still attempt a smart-ass retort. "So were you, when you
came to my place." I'm not sure this is true, because Elaine let
him in, and it's probably like inviting a vampire into your house;
after that, they can come in any time and it’s fair and square. I
hold up my index finger. "I just need one file. The one I was
working on when you came in and unplugged the computer. It's on
that thumbdrive, or I can copy it off the C drive if that's gone.
It's a file I have to have for work. That is the only reason I'm
pursuing this."

He doesn't seem to comprehend what I'm
saying. No, I take that back: It's obvious that he doesn’t care. He
yanks my upper arm sharply (and painfully) upward. "Are you quite
finished fabricating this explanation?" he says in a dangerously
low tone.

This time, words won't form. I start
trembling.

"Get out!" He's actually shouting, à
la Ralph Kramden on The
Honeymooners. Bang-zoom. I can feel the velocity of
his hot breath in my face. "Get out right now. And you better not
come around here or near me again, and in return maybe I won't call
the police."

This is not the Patrick that I know
and love. That slinky woman has put some kind of enchantment on
him. Looks like he'd just as soon kill me and tell God I
died.

I am going to have five oval
fingertip-bruises on my arm tomorrow. He's got a strong grip. For a
moment, I think he's going to hurl me into the wall. I close my
eyes and wait to be crushed.

Maybe I deserve to be beaten up. What
was I thinking? But I couldn't wait until Patrick got home . . . I
was only paying him back. Was
I thinking? I don't know. I really don't know what's right
any more.

When no further physical attack comes,
I open my eyes and look into the void. His are cold eyes, orbs
which do not care for me and don't remember ever doing
so.

I don't know why my mouth is moving. I
hear it telling him, between gasping sobs, "I wouldn't have come
except I just need the file so bad, the one I was working on last
night. It's a matter of my job. Please. I just need the one
file."

Spittle hits my cheeks as he
enunciates clearly, an inch from my face, possibly because he
thinks my IQ has fallen so far below room temperature that I no
longer understand English. The hateful words flow from his mouth
like lava from Vesuvius. "Forget getting that laptop back. I've
already given it to someone else. I didn't see any thumbdrive." His
expression said he wouldn't consider telling me who might have the
computer. "You shouldn't have come here. It'd serve you right if I
invoked it on you right now."

Invoked what? A voodoo curse? Some
kind of Harry Potterish spell? Patrick has abandoned Ganesha to
become a disciple of another Indian deity, Kali the destroyer.
Peering into the hardened steel of his face, I cringe inwardly. He
looks seriously dangerous.

My knees are buckling. "I'll be
exiting stage right as soon as I can coordinate my feet." I'm
sending them the "get moving" signal, but they're rooted to the
Berber.

For two years, I have loved a jerk. He
was sheathed in a shiny wrapper, but hidden underneath was the real
Patrick. A chocolate-covered cherry that had inside it a stinging
asp instead. Or have I somehow made him hate me this much? I am so
terrible that he not only hates me, but wishes I didn't exist. I
must be an awful person. A really bad girl.

Just like Mama always said when I did
things she didn't like.

He relaxes his grip and I pull my arm
away, ready to slink out. But before I turn to go, he holds out his
hand. "My key."

I dig it out of my pocket and drop it
into his palm.

"Now get the fuck out of here before
I--before I--" His eyes burn a hole through me.

I snag my purse like a train throwing
its mail claw as I sail past it and skedaddle out before I can find
out what he might be capable of. Crying, of course, sobbing like a
little fool. Like the little fool that I am. My contacts float out
onto my cheeks. My shoulder really hurts. Patrick reawakened the
injury from the wreck, from the shoulder harness.

Once safely in the car, I hit the lock
button and dig my glasses out of my purse. Then all I can do is
lean my head against the steering wheel until my vision clears
enough to drive. I hope he isn't watching my little display out the
front window; it might disgust him, or it might give him a kick.
Either way, I don't want him to see.

At least I got my CDs back.

# # #

Now what?

In the back seat I have a lightweight
black cardigan that I'd meant to drop off at the dry cleaners.
After a quick glance around to be sure nobody's looking, I pull the
ruined sweater off over my head and quickly button on the cardigan
as a top. The long sleeves make it a little warm, but I don't have
time to go home and clean myself up. I brush the cobwebs out of my
hair and dust bunnies off my pant legs. Nothing I can do about the
smudged mascara.

The last thing I want is for Patrick
to come out here, so I start driving. I get on the loop that goes
around the city and head back toward my part of town, trying to
think, but nothing happens.

I don't start to tremble until I'm up
on the freeway. That had not been the Patrick I knew. That had been
Cat Piss Man. On steroids.

I can't deal with this. I've got to
focus, must figure out what to do about work, now that I can't
march back in triumphantly carrying the elixir overhead as the
crowds cheer. I can't afford to quit my job, although if I remember
correctly it sounded like I did just that. If I got fired instead,
at least I'd have unemployment--maybe, depending on whether the
state believed I'd been fired "for cause" or as a result of "a
personality conflict." But I don't want that on my record. This
isn't helping my feelings of unworthiness. I can't let emotion come
into this; I've got to use logic.

I've got to figure out what's right,
and fast. But what?

I exit the freeway so I can slow down
and think. I could slink back into the office. Barry was supposed
to be in the meeting an hour ago giving his little talk. He would
never cancel or reschedule--actually, he couldn't. He must have
used the old slides; they weren't so far off that he couldn't point
out the changes, although that isn't as professional. Good enough
for government work, but in his mind, a disaster.

I do have to go back eventually,
because I left my tote bag in the kneehole of the desk, and it
contains all sorts of things I can't live without, including my
makeup bag. I also need to pack up my personal effects. That makes
it sound like I died, and in some sense I suppose I did--or at
least my career did. Career suicide.

Where do you go once the plan you had
for your life disappears? I stink at being homeless. I don't even
go camping; my idea of "roughing it" is, room service closes at
midnight.

Patrick's gone. Cheryl's gone. My job
may be gone. I'm treading water as far as sanity.

Let's be optimistic. I'll slip back
behind my desk during lunchtime, and if Barry doesn't snatch me up
and march me directly to the Human Resources department to be
processed out and terminated, everything might be forgotten. As I
understand it, in order to be fired for cause, you need to first
fail your Performance Improvement Plan and be given a chance to fix
the problems. On the other hand, I've committed the sin of yelling
at the boss. I might be accused of slacking and incompetence. Or,
worse, deliberate defiance of the boss's orders, for which
exceptions to the firing rules could most likely be
made.

Mostly, I'm angry, at Barry and at
myself. Thought this one out good,
didn't'cha, champ? That's what my junior high twirling
coach would've said. For once, I could hardly blame her.

My heart is pulsing under my toenails
and my stomach is seizing up. I pull over to the curb and reach for
the Mylanta I keep in the glove compartment. At least it's not
empty. I haven't been thinking clearly this morning because of lack
of sleep. No, it isn't just that. There's something else afoot. I'm
clawing against an overall downward spiral. It's like the Universe
is playing chess against me and I've lost my queen and bishops. And
I am a crappy chess player anyway.

I've got to do something other than procrastinate, even if it's
wrong.

So. Who would know about rituals? Who
has talked to me about rituals already? But this is fairly
hardcore, not like what we chatted about. Still, don't Buddhists
and people immersed in Asian cultures believe in the supernatural
and have lots of rituals? Something about the ancestors. I'm sure I
remember this from reading Shōgun. Okay, that was Japanese, but
still.

I pat the Ganesha and head for Happy
Nail on the triple.

# # #

Snow looks surprised to see me. She
drops her UFO tabloid in shock as I walk in. "Oh, Daffee! What you
do? Broke a nail? Start a fungus? Come let Snow see."

"No, Snow, my nails are fine.
Beautiful." I spread them out and hold them up to show her, as
though I am in a nail polish ad. "It's the inside of me that's a
wreck."

She waves her hands. "Sit, sit. I have
free hour. You wanna pedicure. Paraffin treatment, the
works."

Not that I can afford it, now that I'm
probably going to be unemployed. But I submit. We go to the back of
the long room, where I climb up on the plastic throne with the sink
at the bottom, pull off my shoes, and plunk my feet into the
basin.

"So tell me what happening." She
starts the foot massage and I can tell it's going to
help.

As the water rushes down, swirling
around my cramped tootsies, the sad story of Patrick pours out into
Snow's disbelieving, sympathetic ears. As I explain the upshot of
his having taken the computer, she bursts out with a mouthful of
what sounds like Chinese curses. Fearsome-sounding
oaths.

Squeezing lotion into her hand, she
plucks one of my feet out of the basin and slaps the scented stuff
on. "He a bastah. Take red ink, write his name." I know she
believes this could kill him. I learned about this superstition
that is so common in Korea the day I wrote a check for my nail job
and had only a red pen on me. Everyone shrieked when I signed the
check in red. "No one's name writes with red in Korea unless they
dead. Write name on bottom of your shoe, with red."

I shake my head. "I don't wish him
harm." Even with all that's happened, I really don't. "I just wish
he hadn't treated me this way. What have I done to deserve
this?"

"You didn't do nothing. Why you? Why
anybody?" She glowers up from under knitted brows. "Some men just
that way."

I suppose some people might think
sneaking into someone's home while they're gone was something to be
angry about. But I had a reason, and I thought I was
justified.

"I shouldn't have done it," I muse
aloud.

"Everyone commits sin," she says
cryptically. I didn't know that Eastern religions even supported
that concept.

"I didn't mean to," pops out before I
can stop it. "It was really just a mistake. And he made
mistakes, as well."

"Not all 'sin' is 'mistake,' though.
Some are very intentional."

She holds hot stones against my soles.
It helps my soul as well. Foot massage should be required before
every major court decision.

"This lotion for aromatherapy," she
says, mangling the word, but I had already figured that out. The
scent of ginger and gardenias was already soothing me. And
loosening my tongue.

"Remember when we were talking about
luck and so forth? Do you know any more about. . . ." My gaze flits
from the Buddhas with their curling incense to Kwan Yin on the far
wall with her candle sconces on each side and the little garden of
stones with what looks like a beribboned offering sitting
peacefully alongside. "Rituals?"

This garners me a sharp glance. "What
kinda ritual?" She shakes her head. "Very dangerous. I told you,
don't mess with that. Go to priest. Get some help."

"Too late." I confess what I've done
regarding the banishment ritual. Snow's eyes widen. "Don't scold
me. I should've known better."

"It not hex now. Jinx," she
pronounces, looking back down at my feet as if it might be bad luck
to look into my eyes. "You making it worse by freaking. Like
dominoes fall."

Mentally I translate. I'm intensifying
this hex or whatever by feeding it so much angst and negative
energy. It's like dominoes falling into each other and creating a
waterfall effect. Until I can cancel the hex, what I have to do is
avoid feeding it.

"I need to cancel the hex." I wiggle
my fingers in a piano exercise, trying to make light of it.
"Repair. Fix."

She nods. "Need to fix before anything
good can happen."

The rush I feel is either relief that
Snow agrees with my diagnosis, or panic that Snow agrees with it.
My plan to unload Patrick from my inner disk drive was ill
advised.

"Laptop maybe cursed," she muses.
"Can't get that one?"

"Can't get it back. He may have sent
it back to Hell, for all I know."

Instead of calling the men in the
white coats as my mother or Rachel undoubtedly would, Snow gives a
curt nod. "So we deal without. Luck threads unwinding off your
spool. If you think you witched yourself bad, and you know what you
did--then why not just reverse?" She twirls her hands around one
another in a widdershins motion, like an inverted Kum Ba Ya.
"Rewind. Go backward and see if that fixes."

That isn't a bad idea. If I can get
another laptop and figure out how to reverse the banishment. But
how do you get into a bathtub in reverse? Un-pour the oils,
de-anoint the stones? Could I pronounce the words backwards
correctly without bringing something worse down on myself? I don't
know how to reverse this. Assuming it was even that bathtub ritual
in the first place, and not one of my groups-of-three that I left
unfinished or performed in the wrong order. It could be
anything.

Why didn't I get suspicious when that
spell webpage would not print? I should've read the small print.
Now I need to find and read that spell again to see whether there
are any guarantees or known side effects. I can't just sit and wait
for the hex to finish out its course. I might not
survive.

I sigh and fall back against the
headrest. "I don't know if it's even possible."

"Maybe it not that at all. Maybe
something else." Snow cocks her head and examines my toenails,
patting them dry with a white towel. "You been doing things in
fours? Four very unlucky number. Do in threes, or
fives."

I think of my counting-to-four
water-gulping superstition. I've been heaping on the jinxes for
years, if she's right. How can you undo something when you don't
even know what it is you've done? Now that I think about it, I
haven't done the random act of kindness within 48 hours that was
due after I didn't give the kid my bus token, so that's also
working against me.

"What I need is to clear my accounts
with the magical universe. Can't I declare spiritual bankruptcy or
change my identity?" Anyone who steals my identity right now
deserves what she gets. "Change my name? Renounce it all, like Cat
Stevens years ago?"

These advanced concepts are probably
blowing right over Snow's head. Still, she gets my drift, because
she scoffs, shaking her head. "That not how this work." She thinks
a moment. "You got enemy?" She tilts her head in the opposite
direction. "If you got enemy, you need to know this. Find out
soon."

I don't think I have any enemies.
Could I? What about the dwarf?

The dwarf. What I saw was
impossible--at least the way he departs is. So let's suppose I
accidentally conjured up that strange little man. By magic? Ha.
More likely, it's a Freudian thing, a manifestation of my neuroses.
He's something I created out of my subconscious, and now he'll keep
following me until I clear up whatever caused him. I glance over my
shoulder before I realize how psycho I’m being.

The shop isn't busy this time of day,
but a few gossipers sit under hair dryers. They seem to be staring
my way, like before and even over the roaring of the blowers, I can
hear snatches of conversation and tittering. I've got worse
problems, so I simply smile at them, hoping to shame
them.

Snow threads a cloth between my toes
to separate them so she can polish, and it tickles. "Ex-boyfriend
your enemy. Make him see a crow or sleep with the overhead fan
on."

"Aren't those things bad luck?" I know
they are from the tone of her voice. "Would that be
ethical?"

She huffs. "I don't know why you care
what happen him. He not care what happen you." She slicks on two
coats of Tropicana Orange, an unflattering shade for my complexion,
but what the hell, it is as far away from my face as you can get, I
think it's pretty, and my ColorRules consultant moved to Michigan
three years ago and will never catch me wearing it.

This is very calming. I'm glad I
thought of it.

"Is there anything general I can do to
try to soften the effects?" I ask, thinking she won't have
anything.

She smiles. "Be peaceful. Be happy.
Get rid of anger. Get humble. That put you in good with luck, make
more karma than being angry."

She's right. I've been having exactly
the wrong reactions.

This uncontrolled anger at everything
makes me unworthy. I must humble myself.

Ook, her next appointment is here and
my toes are fairly dry. I haul myself off the fancy throne.
"Thanks, Snow. For the advice, and for the beautiful toes. I'll
keep you posted on what happens."

"You be sure keep in touch. I try to
think of more way you can fix. And get rid of red string off arm.
No good." She smiles past me to the next customer, but I don't feel
slighted. Without meeting my gaze, she adds, "I talk to Auntie and
see if she can help, all right? Come back soon."

That's nice of her, to call her aunt
for me. Of course that's just talk, the kind of niceties that
people tell one another to be kind. I tiptoe out barefoot, carrying
my closed-toed ballerina flats, preferring black-bottomed feet to
ruining my perfect orange ten. I actually make it to the car
without getting a painful rock, shard of glass, or
splinter.

The sun is still shining, the birds
still flying. Despite all that's happened, a lifetime hasn't passed
since I walked out on Barry.

It's only a little after twelve noon.
I drive through Pedro's Gordita Hut for a burrito, two of their
famous veggie tacos, and a diet cola. What's one more
sin--gluttony--on top of all my others? It's pleasant to park under
the trees in their gravel parking lot, which borders on a
neglected, privately owned apple grove. With the windows down, I
can smell what I imagine is ripening apples, even though it's not
the right season. By the time I listen to the noontime talk-radio
imbeciles for thirty minutes, I feel ready to face the music back
at work. As discordant as it's bound to be.

Earlier, my crisis seemed so
un-handle-able. But, hey, it's trivial in the larger scheme of
things, such as eternity. What is one boo-boo compared to my
five-year career at PRG, with a track record of regularly pulling
Barry's buns out of the fire and saving the day?

As far as work is concerned, I'm going to have
to suck it up, take it on the chin and other erogenous zones, hang
my head and sigh while doing anything I can to make up for this. I
have to go out of my way: I must say I was wrong even if I wasn't,
and I must make an extra effort, even if I don't get what I want
(whatever that may turn out to be).

Here I am, still thinking about getting what I
want out of every situation. Wow, I am even more self-centered and
narcissistic than I realized. I might take the blue ribbon away
from Rachel if this keeps up, and man would that ever piss her off.
She does not settle for "a close second."

Here's to putting an end to the pity party. No
more feeling sorry for myself. I said I might need to renounce, and
in a way I will. I'll renounce my egotistical and selfish ways,
repent of all my arrogant assumptions. Back at the office, I'll
humble myself and salaam as I apologize, beg, or do whatever else
Barry asks as penance. Then I'll request the fresh start that is
part of the American Way. A do-over.

A rustle in the foliage above startles
me. A flock of black birds--crows, I think, maybe grackles--rise up
into the sky, silhouetted against puffy white clouds. I imagine
that their caws are instructions from the section leaders to the
flock: "Veer west at the Treaty Oak, and straight on until dusk."
"Roger, will comply, SIR."

No matter that the field they're
headed for has probably been paved over since last migration season
and it is now full of BMWs and SUVs. God gave them that field, and
by God they're going to roost overnight in the limbs (or telephone
lines) overhanging that field, whether fools have turned it into a
supermarket parking lot or not.

I should have such determination to
live the life I am destined for and to get where I am destined to
be. These birds know themselves and their rightful place, and
they're not to be deterred.

Neither shall I be denied. This is the
end of giving in to outrageous fortune. Luck had better get ready
to get its butt kicked. Because I deserve to be up with those
birds, soaring.

Like Cheryl. Up there on her cloud,
having won her wings.

Brushing the crumbs off my buttoned-up
front, I start the car. I feel refreshed, almost persuaded that
everything's going to be okay.

# # #

My confidence diminishes slightly as I
re-enter the inner sanctum of PRG Communications. Its meat-locker
air conditioning washes over me in the airlock, stinking of
perfumed disinfectant and trying its best to remove from me any
remnants of numinous blessings, confidence, or human
dignity.

When I grope along my purse strap for
my badge, which is supposed to be hanging faithfully on its metal
clip from the round ring that connects the purse to its leather
shoulder strap, there's nothing there. The faithless thing has
deserted. Creep. Must be a male.

We're supposed to wear our badges on
our jacket lapels or at our collars, but I hate the dents that the
clasp leaves in my clothes. Besides, I usually don't leave my desk
that much, and when I leave the building, I take my purse. The
badge has never fallen off before.

I go back and search the car
thoroughly, but I come up with nothing but crumpled wrappers from
fast-food drink straws and old Lotto tickets that didn't match any
digits. It probably tumbled to the floor at Happy Nail; I'll call
when I get to my desk. The trouble is, I need the badge to get
there. And I don't have time to mess with getting a temporary badge
down at the guard station. Besides, Barry may have already notified
Security not to let me in. I pause to consider that
possibility.

I send up a brief prayer for one last
chance to talk him into keeping me. I'm ready to grovel and appeal
to his Christian charity (he claims to be a practicing
Episcopalian), and I need to do it as soon as possible, before he
takes any official action.

I won't be able to sneak inside my
usual way, through the back entrance that's badge-activated. The
visitors' lobby up front is a good bet because the door is propped
open, signaling that Suzy-Q is tired of our "sick building's"
recycled air. Also, she sometimes waves me through with the
visitors I often pick up at her desk to escort to Barry's office. I
decide to brazen it out, hoping she won't ask me to flash the
badge.

It works. Official Door Watcher
Suzanne Airhead, I mean Airehart, otherwise known as Suzy-Q, is
uploading today's gossip verbally into the phone. She grips an open
paperback romance novel in her other hand. Without a break in her
conversation, she smiles and gestures with the book, sending me
inside.

She's a sorry excuse for building
security in these days of terrorist threats, but this time it works
in my favor.

No one stops me as I slink down the
hall of cubicles, and nobody looks at me strangely--or at all;
their eyes are carefully averted, or at least that's my take on it.
There's no sign of Barry. He probably took a long lunch with the
VIPs, trying to make up for the embarrassment of his
presentation.

My desk is still there. My stuff is
still on it. I sit down and click on my email program as though
nothing happened. Like I'm just back from a late lunch.

The ancient Celts used to knock on
wood whenever they needed to dispel bad luck or evil spirits, what
we now call bad vibes. Trees were thought to send the yuck-o back
down into the earth, like a wacky lightning rod.

I'm knocking now. Not that I believe I
am banishing the evil spirits back to ground with this action. Even
a forest of live oaks couldn't rid me of the persistent
whatever that's dogging my steps.
But I knock anyhow, even though I have to settle for my
melamine-veneered particleboard desk instead of a slab of oiled
mahogany.

No e-mail from either Barry or Human
Resources, which has to be a good sign. My network password still
lets me into my PC. I work through a pageful of e-mail, handling
several requests, before somebody approaches my desk. Even with my
poor peripheral vision, I can tell this somebody is in
uniform.

My heart lurches. I figure it's the
guard, sent to escort me out. But when I look up, I find a short
middle-aged woman in a blue suit with a blank expression and a
visitor badge, holding out a manila envelope. We make eye
contact.

"Are you Daphne Dilbert?"

"Dilbeck. Yes. That's me." I examine
her uniform more closely. She's from the Renner County Constable's
office; isn't that part of the Sheriff's department? What has Barry
done? Embezzlement, running a prostitution ring, unpaid speeding
tickets, throwing wooden nickels into toll booth baskets. . . .
This could be interesting.

But why is she asking for
me?

I raise my eyebrows. She doesn't say
anything, just keeps holding out the envelope. I take it by
reflex.

She smiles. "You have been served."
She walks away without even a "Have a nice day."

"But . . . what is this?" I call after her. "Who's it for? What
am I supposed to do with this?"

Apparently, she feels like taking pity
on me; she turns around, comes back and leans over my desk, and
murmurs patiently, as to a non-native English speaker, "I am a
process server, Ma'am. You have been served with papers. Legal
papers. Take a look at them, would be my advice."

I blink. The process server washes her
hands of me and departs.

The first paper is stamped with
something. It's a TRO. A what? Nothing like a GTO, I see as I page
through. There's a lot of legalese, but this certainly looks
official. It's an emergency temporary restraining order issued
early this morning.

A restraining order?

In fact, this is a Domestic Violence
restraining order which forbids me to get within a hundred feet of
the person who filed it.

The name of the person laying this
trip on my head is . . . Patrick Carter.

What? I
search for a filing date on the papers. He filed for this nearly a
week ago.

So this is what he meant when he
threatened me with the police. This order is the thing he said he'd
"invoke." Not quite a magic spell, but almost as bad. In some
sense, worse.

And here I thought he meant he was
going to sic his big brother on me.

Fury wells up in me again as I note
that he had no problem violating the spirit of the order himself by
coming to my house. Doesn't this work both ways? But I suppose they
told him that it wouldn't take effect until I'd been notified, so
he knew he was safe.

This can't be for
real. I skim the papers again quickly. There's a court
date two months from now. What is he talking about,
threats and abuse?

Patrick came to my place and asked for the computer, then
kicked me to the curb. He
absconded with the equipment while I wasn't home. If somebody wants
to take a look at the bruises on my arm, they'll see who's abusive.
And HE has the gall to run to the cops complaining about
ME?

I picture myself standing in the
police station, arrested because I was standing too close to
Patrick in line at Burger Jiffy. Any sensible police officer would
have to laugh at the thought of my being capable of any blow that
could make a dent in big old Patrick.

Still, a piece of paper can be
powerful. From now on, I'll have to be extra careful. For all I
know, Pat might run up next to me
if he sees me standing near a cop car, just for the sake of
getting me in trouble. He's having kind of a psychotic
break.

Because he wasn't always like this.
Was he?

When I met Patrick, he was working
here as a contractor, a PC technician who came around three times a
week to fix problems with our PCs and do upgrades as needed. I've
always been drawn to super-intelligent men, and I could see right
away he was way underemployed and a "wounded sparrow." (Like
Elaine, I've taken a number of them under my wing.)

Pre-makeover, Patrick wasn't much of a
catch. In classic Chess Club tradition, he mumbled back at people
when they spoke, usually staring down at his dirty sneakers instead
of making eye contact. He fascinated me, although he was an
introverted propellerhead who stared only at screens, not at
women's chests. I saw genius and potential. The challenge of
bringing him out of his shell attracted me. So when he responded
favorably to my request that he show me how to write a simple
database query, I drew him out and gradually became his friend and
then his girlfriend.

He'd never had a girlfriend, not even
in high school or college. And he was a virgin, if you believed
him, and I did. (He turned out to be a naturally talented kisser.)
Under my gentle tutelage, he expanded his consciousness and learned
that other people could be almost as interesting as computers.
Dammit, I taught that SOB how to be a human being. Afraid he was
being taken advantage of, I encouraged him to be assertive and
built up his confidence. I showed him by example how to say "no"
and taught him how to acknowledge his own needs.

Once again, the student surpasses the
teacher.

The last time we broke up--I suppose I
mean "when we officially broke it off"--Patrick explained that he
had loved me deeply for a while, but then it just stopped. He
realized that he needed to see whether one of the really pretty
women he was more attracted to would be available to him, because
that's what he had wanted all along. Let's play "How would it feel
to BELIEVE that?" Strangely, it feels true. It feels like the end
of the world.

I know I'm flawed. My nose is crooked
and my tits too small, and I'm saving up for surgery on both. (The
balance in my healthcare savings account is $200, so it'll be a
while.) I can be a little irritable at times and am a control
freak. Still, I'm lovable.

Patrick should love me. Just because I
love him.

There's something wrong with this
logic, I suppose, but I don't have time to dwell on it, thank
God.

Okay, he was my first lover, too. Does
that make a difference? Call me a throwback, call me a prude, call
me one of those girls who simply doesn't go all the way: a
twenty-six-year-old virgin. Even though I dated throughout school,
I told them I was abstinent for religious reasons (which they
couldn't effectively argue with--even though I never specified a
religion), but the truth is I'd never before had that special
feeling with anyone until him. Patrick was the greatest thing that
ever happened to me. The love of my life. Too bad I wasn't the love
of his. I guess I must've been just the practice tee, and now that
he's found a golf course he likes, he's on the green. He used his
time with me to learn how to be in a relationship. Or maybe God--or
the Universe--or Whoever's in charge of these things--used me to
teach him.

Maybe that was my sole purpose in
life--my mission, as the dwarf would phrase it--and I've already
accomplished it. That would be a serious bummer.

The worst part being that I didn't do
a very good job.

# # #
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