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Prologue

SPRING, 1956

The moment the girl stepped onto the stage, the circle of a spotlight swung toward her, announcing her presence above the audience in a sheer, clean illumination. The crowd before her suddenly quieted, as if expecting something truly spectacular to occur. It would have to be spectacular; after all, Mary Lou Winton, the contestant before her, had let loose a greased baby pig onstage, which she managed to lasso, hog-tie, and brand—with a branding iron fashioned to look like a sewer pipe, no less—in a definitive nine seconds flat. It was, in fact, confirmed by the audience, who counted down as Mary Lou whipped that rope and then stomped over to plunge the glowing iron. And it was further rumored that Ruth Watson was planning to bring her rifle out onto the stage and shoot every winged fowl right out of the sky, all in her evening gown attire, for her talent segment.

Farm antics, the girl scoffed to herself, wondering if such a thing really could be considered as a talent or just an episode of unfortunate breeding. She knew she could not let any of that concern her as she looked out over the crowd, searching the faces. She knew almost everyone—everyone who was waiting to hear her sing.

She smiled softly, an expression that seemed gentle.

If only I had ruby slippers, she thought to herself. The light that would have caught them would have been astounding, the sparkle would have bounced off of them like rockets, far more impressive than an oily piglet or dead birds. She looked down at her feet, at her pair of last year’s Sunday shoes—now buffed a bright cherry red by her father, who had been so proud when he surprised her with them—and saw that they did not sparkle, but produced a dull, minuscule shine.

Behind her, she heard Mrs. A. Melrose from the church choir begin playing the piano; this was her cue, and the pianist had better keep time. Although she considered herself a devoted Christian woman overflowing with generosity, Mrs. Melrose thought little of donating her time to the endeavor and suggested that instead she exchange her musical services for the girl’s scrubbing a week’s worth of the accompanist’s and her flatulent husband’s laundry. Despite the gruesome task that lay ahead in the Melroses’ wash bin the next day, the girl continued to smile as she drew a deep, full breath, so full that the replica blue gingham pinafore fashioned from a picnic tablecloth seemed to expand slightly, making the ketchup stains that stubbornly remained on the cloth look like she had encountered Ruth Watson’s rifle. She waited: one, two, three.

The next note was hers. She was ready.

“Somewheeeeere over the rainbow…”

Her voice glided sweetly over the stage into the audience and twirled in the air above them like magic. She could see it on the faces of the people watching her, listening to her, heads tilted slightly to the side, as they smiled back at her. This was no pig-roping event, and no explosion of feathers was going to trickle down from the clouds.

This was talent.

I have it, she thought giddily to herself as she finished the first verse, as her voice continued on clear, strong, and with the right touch of delicacy. It is mine.

She saw him, standing in the back, far beyond the crowd assembled in the square—the most handsome man she had ever seen in real life, the one who could save her. With a bouquet spilling with flowers in the crook of his arm, he leaned up against his brand-new powder-blue Packard Caribbean convertible with its whitewall tires and gleaming, curvaceous chrome bumpers. It was a glorious machine. It suited him. Cars like that were rare in this town, and so were the men they suited. She saw him smiling at her, and to her he delivered a nod of encouragement.

She felt herself blush a shade. The surge of delight was just the push she needed to soar into the last verse and deliver with earnest, heartfelt yearning, “Why, oh, why can’t I?”

The moment the last note evaporated into the air, the crowd burst forth with a shower of applause, the hands of the audience clapping heartily, and as she looked toward the back of the crowd, she saw that he was clapping, too, his arms full of tulips, roses, and lilies. Clapping for her.

Excitement raced up her spine like a block shooting up to hit the bell on a Hi Striker carnival game.

It was hers, she had done it, she knew it, she owned it. She could actually feel the weight of the crown being placed on her head, she could foresee the way that it would sparkle. She wanted it to sparkle brightly, feverishly, ferociously. Sparkle so bright it would blind them. Show this town that she was the queen of this scrap heap, this tiny little town with nothing in it but sewer pipes and waste. From this moment, it was all hers, all of it. If she wanted ruby slippers, she would get ruby slippers, not last year’s fake, cheap Sunday shoes painted red with a dirty rag. She was more than that.

It was hers, the crown, the town—she had won and she would take it. She knew it like she had never known anything else. As if there was any other choice! The pig tosser, the bird slayer? This was now her town, her kingdom.

To reign as she saw fit.

She smiled sweetly again, then closed her eyes slowly, laid her arm over her chest, holding her hand to her heart the way she had seen it done in the movies, and crossed one leg deeply behind the other in what could only be described as a true queenly and magnificent gesture.

And with that, she took a bow.
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The Queen Leaves the Hive

Every morning on her daily trip to the Dumpster behind Starbucks, Maye made sure she was wearing lipstick and carrying her lucky stick. Perched on an overturned milk crate, she used the former broom handle to poke at the trash with one hand while batting away the flies with the other.

It was searing hot. Within minutes, Maye could feel the relentless Phoenix sun bearing down on the crown of her head and the flush of sweat trickling down her temples and detouring into her eyes, making them burn with salt. She poked on with her lucky stick, overturning a piece of cardboard to reveal an almost uneaten enchilada dinner from Starbucks’ neighbor, Don Juan’s Taco Village, resting perfectly atop an empty Solo cup box.

“Bingo,” she sang, smiling like the Cheshire cat as she reached over to snatch the Styrofoam plate from its spot. “Come to Mama.” She rose up on tippy-toe as her outstretched arm grazed the blazing metal side of the Dumpster, causing her to flinch slightly.

“I am going to get you,” she hissed, determined to reach the objective—from her vantage point, it looked to be a cheese enchilada and a beef taco with rice and beans—as she stretched as far as she could, her fingers now brushing the pearly white dish. With only one foot now balancing on the milk crate, Maye leaned as deeply into the Dumpster as she could and, with one determined push, grabbed the dinner, the cheese on the refried beans still soft in the bubbling summer heat, and pulled herself out of the metal bin without spilling so much as a drop of the red, runny enchilada sauce.

Maye heard the creak of metal hinges as a door opened behind her.

“Hey!” a loud voice shouted.

With the entrée in her hands, she turned around to face a young man wearing a green barista’s apron.

“You don’t need to dig around in there,” the young man said. “I’ve got something for you here.”

“I was wondering where you were,” Maye replied. “I was here on time!”

She turned on the milk crate and with a little hop, lobbed the dinner square back into the Dumpster, and with her lucky stick in hand, turned her attention to the perfect, four-sided, undented, untorn, and unstained-with-enchilada-sauce Solo box that was exactly the size she needed to hold her food processor. She beamed as she lifted it from the bin.

“Thanks, Carlos, I’ll take whatever you’ve got,” Maye replied as she gazed admiringly at her find. “But this one is perfect. A beauty like this would be seven bucks at U-Haul. But I wish those Don Juan kids would get their recycling and trash bins straight. You don’t know how many beautiful boxes have been tragically disfigured and rendered useless by a sinister dollop of nacho-cheese sauce. There should be legislation, I tell you.”

“So how many days now?” Carlos asked, shielding his eyes from the sun with his hand.

“Four. Four. I’m moving across the country in four days,” she replied. “I can’t believe it. I’m flipping out. I have so much left to do it’s amazing.”

“Well, I hope these help, Maye,” he said, lifting up a tied bundle of flattened Starbucks cartons.

“Everything helps,” Maye said, balancing the lucky stick against the side of the Dumpster. “I would have spent a fortune on cardboard if it wasn’t for you and my favorite recycling bin. Thank you. And thanks for not calling strip-mall security on me for the last month.”

“Well, these days there’s typically more eBayers digging through the boxes than bums, but it never hurts to distinguish yourself with a nice shower and leaving your invisible friend at home.”

“And the lipstick,” Maye added. “Apparently, sometimes a shower isn’t enough for the Dunkin’ Donuts people. I learned that one the hard way.”

“See you tomorrow?” Carlos said as he opened the back door, the metal hinges groaning.

“Eight o’clock sharp,” she chirped. Hugging her perfect box, she stepped off the milk crate and right into a small puddle of hobo throw-up.
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“I can’t, I just can’t, Charlie,” Maye said as she navigated through the stacks of boxes Carlos had given her, most of which were now half filled with things that once lined the bookshelves in the living room. “I know I said I would go, but I still have so much to pack.”

“I’ll pack double time,” Charlie offered from behind a tower of Starbucks logos. “I can get it done. You have to go, you promised. This will be the last time you see Kate for a while. You need to go.”

Maye looked around the living room. She knew she should go to dinner with her friend Kate as she had promised she would, but it just seemed impossible. She didn’t know who her husband thought he was kidding. The movers would arrive in four days, and everywhere Maye looked, there was more to do and it was multiplying by the hour. Their house had become a puzzle of open boxes, packing paper, tape guns, and piles of their belongings. Every time she emptied a bookshelf into a box, more books would appear on it when she turned around. She bought gigantic rolls of bubble wrap more often than she bought food. And there was so much she hadn’t even begun to tackle yet. It seemed like she still had three hundred things on her to-do list, including turning the utilities off; doing an Internet search to find out which motels would accommodate Mickey, their three-year-old Australian shepherd, for their drive up to Spaulding, Washington, their soon-to-be home; emptying out the junk drawer; and hoping that if there was a shooting in the neighborhood it wouldn’t make the nightly news and cause the lady who bought the house to back out of the sales contract. She had to decide which clothes she might one day fit into again and which were now definitely out of reach—unless a famine and plague hit simultaneously—and thus headed for a Salvation Army donation box. If only Charlie had pushed harder for the moving arrangements when he was negotiating the terms of his new position as an English professor, Maye thought to herself, I wouldn’t have to worry so much, but it was his first job and the university was a small one in an even smaller town. As her husband reminded her, he was lucky to even get hired straight out of graduate school by such a prestigious university. Having his new employer arrange and then pay for moving was a little out of the question.

“I know I should go to dinner, but I just don’t see how,” Maye declared as she picked up one of Carlos’s flattened boxes and assembled it. “The dishes still need to be packed. I have to clean out the refrigerator and make it look like humans used it for something other than a scientific testing center for food expiration dates. And I curse the day you learned to read, Charlie. Why do we have so many books? We have so many books. There’s nothing wrong with illiterate people. I don’t know why I stopped dating them.”

“Go to dinner. I promise I’ll pick up the slack,” Charlie said, as he took the box from her hands and ripped a tape gun across the bottom of it.

“I had a dream last night that the movers came and the only thing that was packed were all of my shirts,” she said. “And I had to pack the last thousand of your books in front of them, topless, while you went out and bought them donuts, after which the movers tried to toss them onto me like I was the ring toss at the carnival.”

“Go to dinner,” her husband repeated. “I promise I’ll finish the next fifteen things on your list if you go. That dream proves you need to relax a little and have some downtime. If you don’t go, I’m afraid you’ll start sleepwalking and I’ll wake up tomorrow wrapped in a giant tape cocoon, wiggling like larvae.”

“I just don’t know. I don’t think I can afford the time,” Maye replied.

“You can’t afford not to go,” he insisted. “Kate is one of your best friends. When do you think you’re going to see her again? We’re moving fifteen hundred miles away, you know. It’s not going to be a walk around the corner anymore.”

After thinking for a moment, Maye nodded. “You’re right,” she relented. “I promised I would. I should go. You promise you’ll do fifteen things on the list?”

“I promise,” Charlie said as he held his hand up. “I swear on the tape gun.”

“That doesn’t mean you can pack fifteen pairs of socks and call it a night, you know,” she told him as she shook her finger. “Because if you pack a box of toothpicks and tell me you’ve done a hundred and fifty things, Charlie, I’ll warn you right now: when the movers show up, they’ll be tossing donuts at your shirtless boobs.”
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Within the hour before she was due at Kate’s, Maye had finished packing her vase, cleaned out the two top shelves of the fridge, and packed all the books in the bookcase (again). She tore through what remained in her closet and pulled out a light vintage checked cotton shirtdress, perfect for drinking wine on the back patio of her friend’s apartment on a hot summer night. In other words, a good sweating dress. For six long months in Phoenix, even after the sun slides behind the mountains, it’s a wise move to go straight to wash-and-wear. Anything synthetic will not only cling to your wet, leaking skin like a hickey on the neck of a high school senior on picture day but will cost you more than a reckless cocaine habit in dry cleaning. Maye looked down and realized her stubbly legs could use a little updating, but she was running late and it was far too hot for tights. Well, she figured, it was only she and Kate, anyway, and all they were really going to be doing was losing body fluids and getting tipsy. Unless a hungry cat showed up, no one was going to be touching her prickly legs.

“Charlie,” she called grabbing her purse and house keys. “I’m leaving. I’ll see you tonight.”

“Okay,” he shouted from the back of the house. “Have fun!”

Maye started down the three blocks to Kate’s apartment. In her own yard, she noticed how the verbena had finally come into its own, reaching and sprawling on the side of the house where she had planted it in the spring. She hoped her neighbor wouldn’t mind when it reached the chain-link fence that separated their yards and was the reason Maye had planted the verbena in the first place. By next spring, the plant should have a firm hold on the fence, weaving in and out of the wire diamonds in ribbons of tiny purple flowers.

It was then that Maye realized that she wouldn’t be there to see it. In four days, her house, the cute brick 1927 downtown bungalow that she and Charlie had scrimped and saved and struggled to buy when they were barely married, would belong to someone else. The wood floors they had refinished by themselves, the soapstone kitchen counter she had uncovered as she demolished a layer of eroding, mottled tile with a hammer and a flat-head screwdriver one night at 1 A.M. when Charlie was late coming home and she was furious. Those bookcases, and the fireplace they flanked, she had stripped seven layers of lead paint off of, only to discover that the mantel had been devoured by termites decades earlier. It was so far gone she had actually poked her fingers through the wood and decided to rebuild it herself. The jacaranda trees they had planted in the backyard, where a dust storm had threatened to suck them down as she and Charlie struggled, bandannas tied over their mouths, to keep them from toppling over. It was one thing to sell a house, Maye suddenly thought; it was another to understand it wasn’t yours any longer.

Once they got the incredible news that Charlie had been chosen to join the faculty at Spaulding University, things had to happen as quickly as the ceremony for a Catholic girl who needs to get married. A city-beat reporter for the local daily newspaper, Maye had highlighted the number of days she had remaining covering meth-lab busts, informed her editor that she’d be leaving by the summer’s end, and jumped into action like a superhero. They had two months to sell their house, pack their belongings, and find a new home before the fall term began, which wasn’t much time to move an entire life, especially one with a wife whose eBay feedback score was in excess of 550. Both Maye and Charlie had grown up in Phoenix, and they were excited to begin to build a new life in a charming college town in the mountains of Washington. They couldn’t wait to enjoy tall pines, cool breezes, and nice people away from the traffic, the heat, the crime, the pollution, and even, Maye now realized, their little house with the burglar alarm and wrought-iron bars over every window and door. They were tired of the grind of a hot, crowded city, and when, during their first trip to Spaulding, they passed a vivacious vegetable garden and smelled an onion that caught the breeze, there wasn’t a doubt in their minds. You would never smell an onion in Phoenix under any circumstances unless it was on someone’s breath and he was asking for a spare dollar. During that trip, they hadn’t heard one gunshot, they’d forgotten to lock the rental-car door on one occasion and nothing was stolen; and home invasions simply meant a neighbor drunk on microbrew had outstayed his welcome at a barbecue in the delightful little hamlet. They rushed back home, told their friends and families, and Maye began prowling the Dumpsters with her lucky stick. She had been so immersed in the details of relocating—including flying to Spaulding every other weekend to find a new home—that some things kind of slipped her attention.

Like the fact that she was not just going to Spaulding, but that she was leaving Phoenix.

By the time she got to Kate’s, she was sweating more than a chubby man in a backyard cage fight testing out his moves from a $19.98 Fast ’N Furious Head Bustin’ Street Smarts DVD recently purchased from Wal-Mart and she wanted nothing more than to have a little face time with a glacier. She knocked on the door and heard Kate yell from the back of the apartment. “Come on in, I’m just opening the wine!”

“You are crazy,” Maye replied as she opened the door and stepped into the living room. “How do you know I’m not one of the fourteen sex offenders that live within a six-block radius of here?”

“Because your husband just told me it was you,” Kate said, laughing.

“What?” she asked, turning the corner into the kitchen.

And there, in fact, was Charlie, smiling. And Kate.

And Sara. And Brian. And Patrick. And Sandra, Curtis, Laura. Chrissy, Krysti, Nikki, Kim, Adrienne, Susan. Mark, Steven, Jeff.

Everybody.

Everybody was there. All of her friends. The friends who had let her crash on their couches when it wasn’t wise to drive home in more reckless times, friends who had loaned her money when the electricity was about to be shut off in leaner days, friends who had been there when she broke up with boyfriends, friends who had been her bridesmaids. Friends who had gasped in horror the first time she brought them to the little bungalow she’d just mortgaged, then helped scrape off layers of linoleum on the kitchen floor to get to the honey-colored fir buried below. Friends who had listened to her, friends she had listened to. Friends that she needed. Friends she had spent her life making.

Maye was stunned.

She had never been so glad to see all of them in her life. She gasped with happiness, and although she was grotesquely sweaty and had the legs of a lazy drag queen, she was incredibly happy. And she was also suddenly and horribly ashamed of herself. These were her friends. So what if she wasn’t at home, packing? These were her friends. How could she even think that it was more important to fill a couple of boxes? This was worth it, she decided—so worth it, even if she had to pack Charlie’s books topless in front of the movers. Hands down.

All of these people, she thought as she smiled—they know me. Charlie poured wine into a glass and gave it to her, and she lifted it up with everyone else as Kate made a toast.

“To Maye and Charlie,” she said. “May you be happy, prosper, and sweat less in Washington—but you’ll never find friends as good as us!”

“Here, here!” they all agreed as they burst out laughing.

“Look at you, skipping town when you still owe me twenty bucks from your bar tab the night you fought tequila and tequila won,” Nikki said. “I will continue to hold as collateral the ashtrays you pried out of the back of the cab with a butter knife you pocketed from IHOP when you insisted on having breakfast at four A.M. after the bar closed.”

“Oh, Maye, you owe me so much more than that for making me wear burgundy taffeta in public at your wedding,” Sara interjected. “And for never sending that picture of you peeing in the woods to that newspaper you worked for. Or…the tape.”

Maye laughed. “Why did I think we could get through one night without mentioning the tape? Yeah, well, I learned on that road trip that it’s never a good idea to get bombed with someone who is more than willing to let a video camera roll for forty minutes on a twenty-four-year-old drunk girl in a tent delivering an impromptu soliloquy on why any man would be lucky to get her,” she said.

“My favorite part was the ten minutes you spent proving your case that you had a better rack than any slut with implants,” Sara dutifully reminded her. “Complete with a multifaceted demonstration and the pronouncement that you could easily sell your pair to a flat-chested blond girl and pay off your credit card debt.”

“Don’t forget what she said about her ass,” Nikki reminded them.

“No!” Maye protested as she laughed and covered her face with her hands. “Please don’t!”

“‘With these pearly globes and a thousand more Marlboro miles, I could get me a triple-wide!’” Kate, Sara, and Nikki recited en chorus.

“I’m filing divorce papers tomorrow,” Charlie interjected, smiling.

“That video alone is enough to dissuade anyone from stealing my identity,” Maye added as she shuddered and turned a molten shade of red. “A copy of it should be attached to my credit report. Not even a meth addict would want to take on that variety of humiliation to simply assault the credit limit on my Master-Card. No weight-training set is worth that level of cringe, and the fact that you didn’t perform a mercy killing that night to spare me from a decade’s worth of third-degree embarrassment thus far just speaks to your own selfishness, you revolting hags. The cringe alone was potent enough to kill most ordinary humans.”

“Not Super Boob Globe Girl, apparently,” Sara added blithely. “She lives on. And on. Even if she is deserting us.”

You can move your furniture, you can move your books, you can move your underwear, but you can’t move your whole life, Maye really understood as they all laughed at old stories, the humiliating ones, the funny ones, and the ones only one another knew.

Some things, even things that took a lifetime to make, have to stay behind.
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Decorative Weaponry

Spaulding, Washington, was indeed a charming place.

Nestled at the base of the North Cascade mountain range, the façade and landscape of the town hadn’t changed much in almost a century, since Malcolm Spaulding, visionary and ambassador of indoor plumbing, decided to find the prettiest spot in the country to call his home and build himself a sewer-pipe factory.

He found his utopia in a rainforest of towering pines, feathery, sweeping ferns, and, as he would repeatedly remark, a soil so rich you could grow love in it. An insufferable romantic despite the fact that his livelihood was shit, Malcolm Spaulding swore that from the base of the mountains, he had a view that stretched almost all the way to the Pacific Ocean on a brilliant day. In the summer it was sunny and warm enough to keep tomatoes ripening until fall; in the winter, a misty rain would swirl in and replenish the forest with the most essential ingredient it required to remain enchanted.

Everything in Spaulding grew, particularly the sewer-pipe factory. Spaulding, Washington, was not only a beautiful place, but its sole export was one of the main reasons that people didn’t need to keep poop buckets under their beds anymore. The town spread its beauty every time a toilet gurgled and flushed.

Spaulding had a definite sense of pride in having introduced civilization to the entire, thankful nation.

The town had grown with Spaulding Sewer Pipe’s prosperity, and in addition to the general store and streets of little houses came a school. Enamored as he was with the transportation of human waste, Malcolm Spaulding knew a town couldn’t survive on that gold mine alone. When he saw just exactly how the school had improved the already lovely town—the spelling bees the whole town attended, the Christmas pageant, and the school dances—he simply couldn’t help himself and decided to build a good, solid but small college, which was named, naturally, Spaulding Polytechnic Institute of Sewer Pipe Husbandry.

The residents of Spaulding liked the fact that their town was small enough that they could drive seven minutes to get anywhere and big enough that they could reach outside immediate family for romantic and reproductive purposes. The residents loved their town. To them, the world of Spaulding was perfect. Each street had two lanes, one for coming and one for going. The air stayed fresh and infused with the scent of rising bread dough from numerous bakeries and the hint of growing onions could be carried by a breeze on a warm, but not too hot, summer day.

Spaulding’s residents were so enamored with their town and the factory that built it—which had quickly become the biggest sewer-pipe manufacturer in the country, having addressed the country’s flushing needs through two world wars and the first moon walk. (It was just a matter of time, Malcolm Spaulding predicted, before Spaulding Sewer Pipe would have the first sewer-pipe outpost in space and would be addressing the issue of sanitation minus gravity.) Every year an elaborate celebration was staged to rejoice in the factory’s success. The Spaulding Festival was the favorite and most anticipated event of the year. It was a joyous affair, and to the delight of his employees and their families, Malcolm Spaulding distributed generous prizes to the one who made it through the Sewer Pipe Maze first, the one who stayed afloat the longest in the pipe-rolling contest, and the baker of the best pie baked in a sewer-pipe cap. Children bobbed for apples in an upturned sewer pipe and could dunk their principal in another sewer pipe with a determined, well-planned throw of a ball. Everyone, year after year, had a glorious time.

Nothing of much consequence had happened to change the Spaulding way of life and the speed at which it was lived. The factory went on making pipes; the pipe college went on producing graduates who went on to work at the factory. Things continued in Spaulding just like they always did, except for a brief period during the hot summer months when several buildings—including the sewer-pipe factory—caught fire and burned to the ground. A police investigation later revealed that sewer-pipe rivals had tried to edge in by destroying their main competitor.

The people of Spaulding quietly and solemnly waited until the rubble stopped smoking, then they cleared away the remnants of what was lost and went immediately to the business of building it all right back, exactly as it was before.

Spaulding was Spaulding, and no amount of fire could burn that away.

But the truth was that Spaulding had changed. In the time that it took to rebuild, the Spaulding Sewer Pipe factory had lost its place as the largest of its kind. Competitors, particularly the one that was highly suspected of setting the fires, were more than eager to fill the orders the factory could not, and a majority of the business was lost.

And that was how Spaulding, Washington, a sewer-pipe town, became Spaulding, Washington, a university town. The Spaulding Polytechnic Institute of Sewer Pipe Husbandry became Spaulding University, the rebuilt factory building was transformed into dormitories, and new businesses popped up all over town like pimples on the forehead of puberty. The football team won the Rain Bowl, the Fern Bowl, and the Sasquatch Bowl. It became the fastest-growing university in the state.

Spaulding had bloomed again.

And then the hippies came.

In the time of war, the draft was instituted, and a portion of young men from all over the country who couldn’t secure a single deferment, let alone four or five, fled to Canada. When the war was over and it was safe to come back, they crossed the border again, drove eighty miles in their VW vans, and then just stopped, unloaded vast quantities of vegetable dyes, yogurt, incense, and bongs, and set up grow lights.

They were friendly enough people, they tended masterful gardens, and although their customer-service skills were somewhat slow, they always had smiles on their faces. Over the years, the hippie folk grew their plants, beat their drums, spun their circles, and simply wove themselves into the community, evident as at least one house on each street became a canvas for a blue sky with clouds or a stretching rainbow. The schools filled up with children named Freedom, Tree, Solstice, and Merlin, with an overabundance of both Jerrys and Garcias. Career orientations changed as well, with resident rosters now including such occupations as birth artist, master composter, unicyclist, and the not-nearly-as-uncommon-as-you-would-think title of wizard.

And Spaulding, unlike many small former factory towns, stayed clean. Littering was prohibited, recycling was adopted. Fast-food establishments were rare in Spaulding; organic bakeries, bookstores, coffeehouses, lined every street downtown. People rode bikes instead of driving cars when they could, and some of the hippies actually put on shoes and started running. Spaulding was still a charming place, only a little bit more healthy. The university offered degrees in environmentalism, eco-criticism, and folklore studies.

The university football team won the Hemp Bowl.

And today, if on a visit to Spaulding you were to find yourself the only person in the movie theater, and another moviegoer walked in, that person would come and sit next to you without a second thought, and might even lean over and ask to share your popcorn. Your new acquaintance might also mention that you should try it with nutritional yeast sprinkled on top instead of butter and salt. It tastes nutty, your neighbor would say, and it won’t clog your arteries or turn them to cement.

Small towns are sometimes like that; familiarity runs high, while regard for personal space is low, if nonexistent.

It was with the fragrance of growing onions floating in the warm summer air that Maye, Charlie, and their dog, Mickey, arrived with an eighteen-wheeler full of boxes and an idea about creating their life in a brand-new place.

It was, however, going to take a little more than that.
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Maye held her breath as they pulled into the driveway of the new house for the first time.

They had been on the road for three days, driving through the desert of Arizona, the urban landscape of Los Angeles, the farmland of central California, and the mountains and lush valleys of Oregon. Now they were home.

At least Maye hoped they were.

Charlie didn’t say anything as he sat in the car, looking at the new house. Maye didn’t know what to make of his silence; in one moment, her stomach dropped to her feet thinking that Charlie hated the cottagelike look of it (it did look rather like a place two Germanic children would happen upon in the woods and nearly become a kiddie potpie), then, in the next moment, she thought the house was so perfect that there was no way he could do anything but love it.

It was Maye’s responsibility to find them a place to live, so she flew up to Washington every other weekend. Courtesy of her patient Realtor, Patty, she had seen a wide variety of Spaulding abodes, including a farmhouse painted like a rainbow, which was what the owner’s children (Ocean, four, and Wind, six) had chosen, and a 1920s bungalow that was adorned in the colors of an iris—purple siding, chartreuse windows, dark green eaves, lavender door.

“The owner loves color,” Patty tried to explain.

“Yes, she does,” Maye said, nodding. “Brooke Shields lived in a house that looked like this in Pretty Baby.”

“The inside is lovely,” Patty coaxed. “The seller, Louise, is an old friend of mine.”

Taking the cue and not wanting to offend her any more than she already had by essentially calling her friend’s home a whorehouse, Maye followed Patty up the sidewalk until they were standing on the Technicolor bungalow’s wide, generous porch. Patty rang the doorbell, and a friendly woman in her forties answered it and invited them in.

It was almost the perfect house. The Mission-style built-in oak china cabinet hadn’t been slathered with paint, and neither had the columns and the bookcases that flanked the entrance to the dining room. It was in those bookcases that Maye noticed something strange: each shelf held a row of crowns, some elegant and sparkly, some plastic and cheap, and one that rather resembled a Burger King crown found in a kid’s meal. What an odd hobby, Maye thought; it puts some of Michael Jackson’s to shame. There must have been thirty or forty of them, shimmering and gleaming in the light. What on earth is a grown woman doing with forty crowns that aren’t in her mouth? Maye wondered. Not to be cruel, but Louise was no beauty queen, and unless she was living out an unrealized homecoming fantasy à la Carrie, the whole thing was a bit puzzling.

The two-bedroom iris house, it turned out, was too small, and Maye bit her tongue as hard as she could and did not ask Patty if they had just visited the home of Spaulding’s tooth fairy when they got back to the car. Offending her Realtor and the only person she knew in town would not be a smart maneuver, no matter how funny Maye thought her joke was.

As Patty unlocked the door, Maye just smiled, forced her little comment back down her throat, and got in.
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Three minutes later, Maye gasped when Patty pulled the car to a stop in front of an absolutely perfect house.

It was an adorable English cottage, Cotswold style, with a half-timber and stucco façade and a hipped roof with curves along the peak lines and corners. A massive tapered chimney—complete with a little ash door—sat alongside the rounded front entry. It was as perfect through the front door as it was on the outside. It reminded Maye so much of her house in Phoenix; the layout and proportions were almost exactly the same, the living and dining rooms were painted the same colors, the rug in front of the fireplace was identical to the one Maye had in her own living room fifteen hundred miles away. She had only gotten as far as the kitchen when she turned to Patty and told her that she was so sure Charlie would absolutely love it, she was ready to make an offer.

Patty winced and paused for a moment. “There’s something you need to know about this house,” she said cautiously, as if she was trying to prepare Maye for something wholly dreadful and nefarious, and put her hand on Maye’s arm gently.

“The current owners are…” she continued in a whisper, “…Republicans.”

Maye smiled. “It’s okay,” she whispered back. “As soon as we move in, we’ll make our gay friends get married here.”

But minutes after pulling into the driveway of her new house with her husband and dog, Maye’s vision for her celebratory housewarming party had taken a downward turn. Her husband was staring at the house expressionless and motionless, almost like he was in shock.

“Charlie!” Maye finally said, desperate for a reaction. “Charlie, please say something!”

“This is our house?” her husband said, looking at her suspiciously.

Maye nodded.

“Are you sure?” he asked her in a very serious tone. “If this is a joke, it’s not very funny.”

“What’s the matter?” Maye said, her heart sinking even further. “You hate it. You hate it. I’m sorry. I thought I was doing the right thing. There just wasn’t much to choose from, Charlie, unless you wanted to live in an iris. It seemed right at the time. I’m sorry. You saw the pictures I took, you said you liked it….”

“I do like it,” he replied. “But what’s the catch?”

“I don’t understand,” she said. “What catch?”

“Everyone on this street mows their lawns,” Charlie nearly yelled, pointing to the neighbor’s immaculate front yard. “I mean, these people have lawns. There are no cars resting on cinder blocks parked on them. I haven’t seen a couch on a front porch yet, and a herd of feral cats hasn’t descended on our car to pee on it yet. Where’s Crack Park? I don’t see a crack park! Where will our neighbors get their drugs? Where will our neighbors sell their drugs? And where’s the halfway house? Every street in our last neighborhood had one!”

Maye smiled broadly and shook her head. “There’s no crack park, Charlie,” she said, laughing. “There is a park a couple of blocks away, but it has a playground and a soccer field. Our neighbor over there is a psychologist and an artist. The one across the street is a librarian. The neighbor over there was a diplomat in Belgium. We live in a different place now. We don’t live in the hood any longer.”

“I won’t have to pick up needles and bullet casings in the street anymore?” he asked, floored.

“Nope,” Maye assured him. “And I’ll never have to call the cops on a hooker wearing nothing but a see-through shirt standing on the corner trying to drum up some business while the schoolkids are making their way home in the afternoon.”

Charlie paused for a moment and looked at Maye again. “Are you sure this is our house?” he asked.

“Let’s go inside, I’m dying for you to see it,” she suggested, fumbling for the keys in her purse.

“Come on, Mickey!” Charlie said as he followed, and the dog bounded into the front seat and out of the car.

Maye opened the front door. The house had the eerie quiet of a place that had just been left, the same kind of quiet that floated through the rooms of their house in Phoenix only several days earlier before they left and locked the door for the last time.

“What do you think?” she asked as the sun streamed in, dust particles swirling and suspended in air.

“It’s great,” Charlie said, smiling. “Just like you said.”

“Did you see the French doors to the dining room? And look at the moldings. That’s all original. And there’s fir in the hallway. And penny tile in the bathroom. And a dishwasher, Charlie, there is a dishwasher.”

“Well, show me around!” he said, laughing as he grabbed her by the shoulders.

“I just want to call somebody!” she said gleefully as she opened the French doors to the dining room. “I want our friends to come over and see it! I’m so happy you like it. Who should we call? We’ll call and get a pizza and have some people over.”

“Sure. Call everybody. If they leave their houses now, they’ll get here by next Wednesday.” Charlie looked at her. For a tiny, microscopic second she had forgotten that she now lived in a town where she didn’t know anybody except for her Realtor. Her friends were in Phoenix. She was in Spaulding.

“Well,” she concluded. “Who says we can’t have a pizza party, just us? We love pizza and Mickey loves the crust.”

“You’ll have friends soon,” Charlie reassured her. “It takes time in a new place. Please do not get all weird because you’ve lived in Spaulding for forty-five seconds and you don’t have a best friend yet. This is a whole new life. Nothing will be the same, but it will end up just as great and it will be fun getting there. We have this whole town to discover. And if you don’t have a friend by your birthday, I’ll buy you one.”

“Promise?” Maye laughed. “Please get them at the bus station and make sure that they’re at least three sizes bigger than me and with awful hair, like a bleach job with a perm on top, even if you have to pay by the pound. For once, I want to be the hot one, even if it means by purely relative terms.”

“Whoa,” Charlie said as he gravitated toward the backyard-facing windows of the dining room. “It’s huge. That lawn is huge. It’s bigger than our lawn in Phoenix. You didn’t tell me it was so large. It’s going to be a big project every week. Every week.”

“Nice try, Charlie,” Maye replied. “But you can relax, Mr. Big Project. I can see through you like Paris Hilton’s dress. I already got the name of a lawn company from Patty. They’ll be here in a couple of days to give us an estimate.”

“Oh, thank God,” he said, exhaling. “I thought I might have to even go out and buy a lawn mower and then break it for that to happen.”

“I learn from my mistakes. Which brings up another point: you are hereby banned from the area under the kitchen sink, any and all inner or outer workings of the potty, and anything in the basement that appears to in any way be even mildly associated with plumbing.”

“I can do the under-the-sink thing,” he insisted. “I can! I can!”

“The last time you said ‘I can! I can!’ the toilet wound up sideways on the floor and you were holed up at your computer waiting for Norm from This Old House to e-mail you back and tell you what you had done wrong,” Maye reminded him. “I left my job at the newspaper to come here, Charlie. I’m freelance now. We’re going to be living on an assistant professor’s salary until I can get some things going. We don’t have the money to pay for plumbing repairs plus the collateral damage that happens when you even think about picking up a screwdriver. And Norm never replied, Charlie. He never e-mailed you back.”

“You don’t need to remind me. But just so you know, I am still clinging to the thinnest of faith that one day, Norm will appear in my in-box. I haven’t given up on him yet,” Charlie said reluctantly. “Norm would never let a man and his sideways toilet down. But okay, no under-the-sink thing.”

He looked at her and then hung his head in utter disappointment. But if Maye didn’t know better, she’d have sworn she thought she saw him smile.
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After the movers arrived and unloaded all of their earthly belongings, Maye unpacked, found the grocery store, the dry cleaners, and a pizza place and tried to learn about her new town. So far, she’d learned that the Indian and Thai restaurants were great, the Italian and Mexican horrible. She learned to avoid traveling two streets down when it was sunny, due to the girl who liked to sunbathe or just talk to her neighbors with her banana boobs experiencing as much public viewing as her nose, which, frankly, was much more perky and enjoyable to look at. Running into her was akin to watching the Discovery Channel but with an additional element of lingering horror and the sudden desire to wear a bra at all times.

Maye liked Spaulding; the people were friendly, everyone said hello to her at the grocery store, and Charlie loved his new job. He had been welcomed in the English Department immediately and had been making lunch dates with other professors and occasionally meeting people after work for a beer. He was fitting nicely into the small, tightly knit town, and frankly, Maye was starting to become a little jealous.

With his position at the university, Charlie had a built-in network of potential friends. Maye worked at home; her network consisted of Mickey, the various petition bearers who knocked on her door, and the guy she had hired to mow the lawn, who had little or no best-friend potential. When he arrived, he immediately noticed the Arizona license plates on her car and, after hocking up some rotten lung tissue and shooting it to the gravel of Maye’s driveway, mentioned that she ought to go and get new plates. That day.

“Cops drive up and down the street,” he explained. “Takin’ notes. For you, they’d write down somethin’ like, ‘Arizona license plates.’ Then they’ll come back and check on you. If thirty days has passed and you still got Arizona license plates, they’ll know you were the Arizona license plates house and write you a ticket. Happened to a friend of mine. Not from Arizona, though. From Arkansas.”

Maye nodded politely and promised to take his warning under consideration. As she showed him around the property so he could give her an estimate, he stopped in the middle of the yard and looked her dead in the eye.

“You got yellowjackets in Arizona?” he asked with a grim look.

“I guess,” she sputtered. “I don’t know. What do they look like?”

“If you don’t know what they look like, you ain’t got ’em,” he said, shifting his weight from one foot to another and pointing a dirty finger at her. “Come July, the yellowjackets get mean and they’ll sting you ’cause it’s hot. Come August, they’ll kill you ’cause it’s hotter. You need a trap. A yellowjacket trap to kill ’em afore they get to you. They’re killers. Happened to a friend of mine.”

“The one from Arkansas?”

“No,” he said sternly, and walked toward the fence that separated Maye’s backyard from her neighbors’. Something had evidently traveled under that fence a number of times, as the soil was pushed and patted down, making a groove in the dirt deep enough for a small dog to get through.

“Look at that,” he said as he pointed to the groove, sucking air and spit between his teeth with a squeak. “You got raccoons somewheres close. They’re comin’ into this yard. Do you know what to do when you see a raccoon?”

“To be honest, I don’t,” Maye answered as nicely as possible. “But I’m from Arizona, as you know by my license plates, a land full of scorpions, black widow spiders, tarantulas, rattlesnakes, plague-infected prairie dogs, and hawks that carry golden retriever puppies off into the sky. I’m sure if I see a furry woodland creature in my yard, I’ll figure it out.”

The lawn man put his hands on his hips, looked away for a second, and then looked back at her. “You gonna figure it out before or after it’s got its teeth sunk in your cheekbone and its claws in each of your ears?” he hissed. “Raccoons are nothin’ to mess with! You see one in the daytime, you run. Raccoons are nocturnal animals, and if you see one when it’s light outside, that thing’s got the distemper and it’s crack-ass crazy. Don’t make eye contact. Never look it in the eye, or it will rip your face off with its claws and eat it like it was a Fruit Roll-Up.”

After a moment, Maye thought of several things to say.

The first one was, “Am I on Candid Camera?”

The second thing was, “Do you live near a lot of power lines?”

And the third thing was, “Take my advice and start buying bottled water, because whatever’s coming out of your well should be classified as a biological weapon.”

But none of those things were very nice, although, truth be told, Maye would have picked the best one and gone for it if she wanted to mow her own lawn. So instead she looked at the lawn guy, smiled, and said, “So, what about that estimate?”

“Twenty-five a week,” he said simply. “And the right to defend myself if a mad coon comes at me.”

“Deal,” Maye agreed.

Maye’s circle of potential friends was smaller than her lawn guy’s brain. It was hard to meet people her age—she was a childless woman in her thirties who worked at home. There were few opportunities to encounter someone like herself, unless she were to start stalking candidates in grocery stores. Her days were quiet; she ate lunch alone. When the phone rang, it was a friend from Phoenix calling to check on them, fill them in on the latest gossip, and tell them how much they were missed. Although her friends had the best of intentions, Maye couldn’t help feeling even lonelier after each and every call.

Her life, she realized, was going to become very, very dull.

Spaulding, however, had a way of shaking things up.

One afternoon shortly after they moved in, Maye was unpacking books in her office when she heard a loud rustling in the nearby bushes and then quick, heavy footsteps. Mickey raised his head from the corner where he was sleeping and looked at her, his ears pinched back with caution. The footsteps became louder and more urgent and she thought that perhaps a Bigfoot had wandered down from the mountains in search of vittles and maybe a lady friend, two of the only things that could ever make a man leave his cave, because Bigfoots don’t use toilet paper (number three in The Only Things That Could Make a Man Leave His Cave). The look of alarm on Mickey’s face all but confirmed it. Before she had collected enough bravery to investigate, she saw a large, hairy blur dart past the window, and then she heard the thudding footsteps in her front yard. Mickey ran to the front door with a piercing bark, and Maye followed, but when she reached a window that gave her a good enough angle to see what was going on, the figure had vanished. A pot of dahlias lay knocked over on the front porch, much like Charlie’s toilet, mulch hurled in a wide, violent spray, with several leaves from the laurel hedge that separated her yard from her neighbor’s scattered recklessly about.

Maye was speechless, puzzled, and admittedly a little shaken. She looked at Mickey, who returned her exact expression and quietly whined.

When Maye told Charlie about what had happened, he brushed it off like it was a Mickey hair clinging to his sweater.

“This is a running town, Maye,” he said. “People run home from work. The university has a star track team. Maybe someone was training for a marathon or something. No, I don’t think it was Bigfoot coming down from the mountains to scavenge an already gnawed-at corncob from our trash, and I don’t think it’s anything to worry about, just like I don’t think your head will be peeled like a boiled tomato by a mad raccoon. Stop focusing on the wacky stuff, and see all the great things this town has to offer. Calm down, and maybe you won’t hear an urban legend running through the bushes and the yard; maybe you’ll just see a jogger.”

The next day, Maye was upstairs organizing the linen closet when she heard Mickey run to the door and begin barking ferociously, his nails scraping the wood floors. From the upstairs window she saw the laurel hedge shake, and she ran downstairs as the dog scratched at the front door and growled. As her hand grasped the doorknob, Mickey dropped to all fours and whined. Maye was too late; the intruder had evaporated. The dahlia pot, again the victim of the unseen, was still rolling slightly on its rim when she opened the door. That night, she said nothing to Charlie.

Maye and Mickey decided that the invisible Bigfoot was not going to make a fool out of them again. The following afternoon, Maye waited by the front door. She wished she had a net. An hour passed, then two. Mickey lay before the fireplace on his side but with his eyes wide open. Maye wished she had a dart gun. They waited.

Suddenly, with almost no warning, Maye heard several thuds, then a loud clattering crash, then more thuds, coming closer, closer, louder, closer, and with a sucking whoosh Maye swung open the door with all of her might to catch the intruder in the act.

Click! With a silvery, blinding flash, Maye’s camera captured the wide-eyed shock of the hairy creature, evident as it lurched backward and tried to shield its eyes, emitting a tiny, almost inaudible squeal. In a split second, Mickey jumped on the intruder and knocked it off the porch steps. As Maye got her first full view of the suspect, sprawled on the ground with Mickey’s paws planted on its chest, she felt a new kind of horror as she saw just who it was that was screeching.

“What are you doing?” screamed the man in navy shorts, a light blue shirt with a blue emblem across the left breast, thick blue socks, and black regulation oxfords. “Call off your dog! Call off your dog!”

“You’re the mailman,” Maye said quizzically, noticing his long, untrimmed white beard and his silvery hair pulled back in a ponytail that was longer than any girl’s hair when Maye was in sixth grade, looking eerily like the dark wizard Saruman in The Lord of the Rings. His dark, sunken eyes glared at Maye as she called Mickey to her side; the mailman scrambled to his feet.

“I’m not a mailman,” he asserted defensively, nearly hissing. “I am a United States Letter Carrier. And that dog of yours is a menace!”

“I’m sorry,” Maye replied. “We heard a loud crash and then someone running through the yard. He’s just protecting me.”

“Garbage pickup isn’t until tomorrow,” the letter carrier sneered, pointing at the curb. “What was I supposed to do, jump over it?”

And that’s when Maye saw her trash bin, which had been full when she placed it by the curb that morning, knocked over, garbage scattered all over the street. She was silent for a moment as she tried to absorb what she had just heard. She even shook her head in case her synapses weren’t firing correctly or she had inadvertently stepped into another dimension. “You did that?” she asked. “Why would you do that? Why would you knock over my trash bin?”

“You’re a day early!” he shrieked. “And I need exercise! I have a path I follow, you know! And I stick to my path! If you had put your trash out on the right day, I wouldn’t have had to push it down!”

Maye was stunned speechless as she looked at the trash that was strewn everywhere. Mickey’s dog-food cans, paper plates, the cartons from last night’s takeout, packing materials, and old, rock-hard pizza crusts. Scattered in the street like the debris field from the Titanic.

“Here is your mail,” he said as he handed Maye a stack of envelopes and then unbuckled a square package he had strapped to his body with a long leather belt like a suicide bomber and tossed it at her. “I’m reporting your dog. You’re going to get that dog trained or he’ll be classified as a dangerous animal and I will no longer deliver the post to you or anybody else on this street!”

“You’ve got to be kidding me. You’re going to report my dog? You knocked over my trash! Are you going to pick all of that up?”

The letter carrier scoffed and sneered at her. “You’re a day early!” he huffed. “Learn your trash schedule!”

Maye fought the urge to bum rush him and knock him down again.

“And I thought I’d never miss the Republicans!” the letter carrier shouted before he leaped across Maye’s yard and ran off down the block, his footsteps thudding behind him.
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Maye was still shaking her head as she crouched in the street, picking up the remnants of last night’s dinner and throwing them back into the bags, when she heard a voice behind her. “Would you like a hand?”

She looked up and saw a tall, lean woman with refined features and a mostly-salt-with-a-few-strands-of-pepper updo smiling down at her.

“I’m beginning to think I need a backhoe,” she replied with a little laugh.

“I’m Cynthia,” she said, extending her right hand. “I live just across the street.”

“I’m Maye. I don’t mean to be rude, but I have sweet-and-sour-chicken-glazed hands,” she explained. “But it is very nice to meet you.”

“I’ve been meaning to come over and introduce myself,” Cynthia said. “But I was waiting until you got settled.”

“Our mailman doesn’t sense such things, does he?” Maye grinned. “I’m a little less settled now than I was six minutes ago.”

“He’s a stickler for schedules, that’s for sure,” Cynthia said. “I guess that’s how he got to be Letter Carrier of the Year three years running now. And I really mean running!”

“That man, the one who pushed my trash over and who has been trampling my dahlias for days now, is the Letter Carrier of the Year?” Maye said, shaking her head again.

“He has a path,” Cynthia said with a shrug. “I guess we’ve all learned to respect it. I’d move your flowers to the other side of the porch if I were you.”

“Duly noted.” Maye nodded. “I will do just that.”

“I’m having an afternoon tea with some neighborhood ladies next week, and I’d love for you to join us,” Cynthia said as she held out a white envelope with a question mark written in broad, swooping script on the front. “I didn’t know your name, I’m sorry!”

“Oh, that’s all—” Maye was suddenly interrupted by a loud, shrill shriek.

Cynthia was covering her mouth with one hand and pointing frantically with the other. “That…that…over there…what is that? Oh my goodness, oh my goodness!” she said, backing up in fear.

“Oh my God,” Maye said, searching the ground with her eyes, looking for something…horrible. “What? I don’t know—what was it? Where is it? Where did you see it? What am I looking for? A rat? Is it a rat? A mouse? A raccoon? In daylight? What was it?”

“Behind…” Cynthia stammered, barely able to get the words out. “Behind…the trash…behind the trash bin…right there! It’s right behind it!”

Maye took a deep breath and walked over to the trash bin, still on its side in the street, reached out her sweet-and-sour hand, and prepared herself for a full-on cootie experience, complete with cootie dance to follow. With one quick move, she shoved the trash bin and then immediately jumped back. Cynthia whimpered.

There, behind the trash bin, was a can. A silly old empty dog-food can. Maye sighed heavily, then started to laugh as she leaned over to pick it up. “It’s okay, it’s fine,” she said, trying to comfort Cynthia. “It’s just a dog-food can. I’m sure it rolled behind there and the movement made it seem like something else. It’s just a can. See?”

The horror on Cynthia’s face did not ease, fade, or disappear. Instead, her eyes got wider and her expression took on the proportions of a teenager in a Wes Craven film who had just had dirty sex with her horn-dog boyfriend and was about to get her head ripped off her body like a grapefruit plucked from a tree by a psychopath.

“What,” Cynthia asked, her voice just above a whisper, “is it doing in your trash bin? That’s recycling. That can needs to be recycled. Is it washed out? Did you even wash it out? They can’t recycle it unless you wash it!”

Maye decided to do what she was best at: blaming Charlie.

“It must have been my husband,” she lied. “I told him that recycling is the blue bin, trash is green. How can I blame him, though? He’s completely colorblind. Do you know that the man can’t even see a rainbow? It just looks like a giant comma in the sky to him. It’s a tragedy. It’s the reason we don’t have kids. I just can’t pass something like that on to a baby! What kind of life is that?”

“Oh my,” Cynthia said, regaining her composure. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know. I had no idea. Maybe signs taped to each bin would help. He can read, can’t he?”

Maye nodded. “As long as the letters aren’t in color,” she said sadly. “I will try that, Cynthia. Thank you.”

“Of course,” Cynthia said, then suddenly gasped again. “I have to go. I’m standing on a paper plate! It’s a paper plate! Blue bin. Blue bin!”

“I’ll see you at the tea!” Maye added as she waved, watching her neighbor scurry back across the street to her house, where the trash was washed first, then sorted properly.

She scooped up the remaining debris, returned the bin to an upright position, picked up her package, which was sitting on the curb, and looked through the mail as she walked up to the house.

There, against all odds, was her second invitation of the day. It was from the dean of Charlie’s college, Dean Spaulding, inviting Charlie and his Significant Other to a faculty mixer hosted by himself and his wife the following weekend. Maye’s appointment book, it seemed, was suddenly filling up.

And of course that, despite the sweet-and-sour fingerprints on the invitation envelope, made her smile.
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