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      “WHAT IS COURTLY LOVE, EXACTLY?” I ASK EVAN.


      He doesn’t say anything at first, just looks at me a long time in a way that makes me grateful for the dusky lighting.


      “It was this weird historical anomaly,” he says, leaning forward. “Can you imagine a time when it was actually legitimate

         to actively pursue another man’s wife? Among the aristocracy, this behavior was not only just condoned, it was actually expected.”

         

      


      “Why expected?” I ask, trying to ignore the bird in my chest that frantically beats its wings against my ribs. This is an

         academic discussion, I tell myself, and I am a student. In fact, I should probably be taking notes. I cock my head and try

         to look studious. And I try not to let my eyes linger on Evan’s chest, broad and hard beneath his ribbed sweater…
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      who brings me the beach.
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      Chapter ONE


      It starts benignly. Mixing glass bottles in with the plastic, dropping a year off my age, fudging on my expense report. I download

         Joni Mitchell off the Limewire, not just one song but a whole album. I stop correcting cashiers when they make mistakes in

         my favor. I read a copy of Good Housekeeping from cover to cover in the café at Borders, accidentally stain page 31 with coffee, and never pay for it, just put it right

         back on the shelf and walk out of the store. By the end of the year I’m having sex with a professor of medieval literature

         who thinks that my husband is a fool.

      


      How do I go from Good Housekeeping to good sex with Evan Delaney? I wish I could say I am pulled into this vortex of moral delinquency by some gravitational

         force beyond conscious control, but that would be a lie. I know exactly how I got here.

      


      This is our third trip to Frankie Wilson’s beach house on Ocean Isle in North Carolina. We call ourselves, with only a little

         irony, the Beach Babes. All of us live in the same Indiana college town, in the same suburban subdivision, all are married,

         all are mothers, all of us hovering apprehensively near our fortieth year. It is 1:34 in the morning and after too many Tequizas,

         tortilla chips, and peanut M&M’s, it is time for the game Annie Elliot has named Dirty Deeds. I’d rather play Pictionary,

         to be perfectly honest.

      


      “I light the Candle of Truth,” intones Annie, lifting a lit wooden Strike ’Em Anywhere match to the thick celadon pillar.

         The blue-gold flame swiftly engulfs the match head and races toward Annie’s fingertip but just as it’s about to make contact

         with skin she drops it into a wet saucer where it lands with a satisfying sizzle.

      


      Annie Elliot was the only neighbor in Larkspur Estates who marked our arrival with any fanfare. My immediate next-door neighbors

         hadn’t even waved or lifted their eyes when our old blue van pulled up to the curb behind the Greenway moving van. The Skaffs

         to the west kept on digging out crabgrass. To the east the Gilchrists continued hosing down the driveway though in truth there

         was no dirt to hose away, just clean Irish brick the color of desert clay. Hosing driveways, I have since discovered, is a

         popular pastime in Larkspur Estates, a hypnotic activity that holds homeowners in its sway for thirty or forty minutes at

         a time, long after the work of clearing debris is done. It is like masturbation with no climax or reward except perhaps for

         the deep black shine of the wet asphalt or, in the case of the Gilchrists’ four-thousand-dollar driveway, the glow of red

         Irish brick.

      


      But Annie Elliot sprinted all the way from Azalea Lane to personally welcome me. Nearly six feet of lean muscle with merry

         blue eyes and a smirky kind of smile, Annie had apologetically handed me a thermos of Starbucks coffee and a box of Little

         Debbie snack cakes, explaining that she hadn’t had time to bake anything from scratch but thought it would be wrong to ring

         my doorbell empty-handed.

      


      “We moved here last year and nobody even stopped by.” She thrust the snack cakes toward me, Little Debbie’s cherubic yet oddly

         authoritative young face grinning up at me. “I figured, if your neighbors are anything like the misanthropes on Azalea, you’ll

         need all the friends you can get. And don’t worry about returning the thermos, I have a million of them. I buy them at yard

         sales. Thermoses and picnic baskets. I don’t know why considering we never go on picnics. My husband isn’t a big fan of the

         great outdoors. Last time we went on a picnic we drove out to Maplewood State Park and ate lunch in the van. My kids were

         like, Mom, why can’t we sit outside in the grass like the other people? I said, Your father hates nature. You know that. Good

         grief. Anyway. Welcome to the neighborhood.” She gestured toward the box. “I stuck my number in with the Little Debbies. Call

         me when you need a break from unpacking or whatever.”

      


      I did, the very next day, and we have talked almost every day since then.


      Annie lowers her voice and assumes the exotic tone of a fortune-teller. “When the Candle of Truth is passed to you, please

         reveal something you wouldn’t dare admit in any other context but this one.” The lush scent of sandalwood lifts and blends

         with the briny air. “As always, nothing leaves this room.”

      


      The room in question is a sprawling expanse of white pickled maple and white leather perched above the Atlantic Ocean, with

         extravagant windows and two sets of sliding-glass doors that open onto a sun-bleached wraparound deck and the twenty-six evenly

         cut cedar steps leading to the beach. A sandstone hearth embedded with shells and sea creature fossils sits at one end of

         the room and at the other, an extravagantly large entertainment unit with the biggest screen TV I’ve ever seen, but why would

         anyone want to watch it when the best view is right out the window?

      


      The water is as black as the sky now, waves thwacking rhythmically against the hard-packed sand. As a landlocked Midwesterner

         who must settle for Lake Michigan or, embarrassingly, the Big Kahuna Wave Maker at Willy’s Water Park, I enjoy no greater

         luxury than these brief, voluptuous vacations at Frankie Wilson’s beach house. I love everything about it, everything except

         this game.

      


      Annie edges the candle toward Frankie, who is about to snap off the last of her New York Naturals glue-on French-tipped fingernails.

         The pile of discarded plastic nails looks like a mound of onion slivers in the thin light of the dimmed-down candelabra.

      


      “God, how I hate these things,” she says, prying off the pinkie nail and flicking it to the heap. Frankie’s real fingertips

         are gnawed beyond the quick. They have the flat, pliable look of frogs’ toes. “Someone needs to make fake nails that don’t

         make you feel like you slammed your fingers in a car door, you know?”

      


      The first time I noticed Francesca Cavendish Wilson she was staffing the pop bottle ring toss at Twin Pines Elementary’s annual

         school carnival. She had black curly hair and black eyes and she was wearing a black T-shirt that proclaimed in bright yellow

         letters: I EAT CARBS. SO SUE ME. Frankie, I came to discover, is queen of failed business ventures such as her unself-conscious magazine for plus-sized women

         called Fat Lady (she misjudged her audience’s willingness to claim the title with pride), her disposable frying pan liners (which were great,

         except for the bursting into flames part), and Pet Pebbles (like pet rocks but smaller).

      


      I finally introduced myself to Frankie at the Cambridge County Women’s Leadership Club, a sort of alternative Rotary for “professional

         gals.” Phyllis Bagley, president of First Cambridge Bank, had started the group because she was tired of being snubbed at

         the testosterone-laden Rotary events. Bagley’s intent was to create a network of savvy businesswomen who could break the good

         old boy tourniquet on this town. Unfortunately Bagley hadn’t realized that all the arteries of influence here lead to the

         same hardened heart. This calcified organ wasn’t the university as many self-inflated academics would have you believe, but

         Copley Machine Parts and its thirty-five subsidiaries, founded, built, and managed by fifty-three-year-old Arnold Copley who

         has no heirs but many foot soldiers who serve on every significant board, foundation, commission, and council in the city.

         It has been said that no new project, however worthy, will succeed without Arnold Copley’s blessing—and money. Phyllis Bagley

         set out to disprove the theory. So far she has not succeeded.

      


      I was plucking pale lettuce leaves from the lunch buffet when Frankie appeared at my side and heaved a fat slice of strawberry

         cheesecake onto her plate.

      


      “I only come for the dessert,” she said, ladling extra strawberry compote on top of the thick wedge.


      She joined me at my table and I marveled at the unself-conscious way she enjoyed her food. She pressed her spit-moistened

         finger to the plate to gather up the last of the graham cracker crumbs and bring them to her mouth.

      


      At some point in the middle of Phyllis Bagley’s exhortations, Frankie passed me a note: “Do you have a kid in Twin Pines?”


      I nodded.


      Next note: “Me too. Where do you live?”


      I took her pen and wrote: “Larkspur Estates.” I passed the pen and paper back and waited for her response, already burbling

         inside because I knew I was making a friend.

      


      “Me too! On Periwinkle,” she wrote. And then: “Do you hate living there as much as I do?”


      I made a face and by tacit agreement we slinked out of the meeting room and regrouped at the Starbucks next door where we

         spent the next hour drinking the house blend and complaining about our neighborhood.

      


      Frankie stares into the flame and I can see that she’s sorting through her options. The last time we played this game she

         admitted to spying on the housepainter as he played with himself behind the garage. He was on a lunch break and apparently

         had packed a copy of Great Big Butts along with his tuna sandwich.

      


      “Category, husbands.” She runs her fingers through her capriciously coiled hair. “Oh, boy. You guys are going to think I’m

         crazy.”

      


      “Nobody’s going to think you’re crazy,” says Annie. “Remember? No shame, no blame.”


      Frankie darts her eyes to the vaulted ceiling and sucks in her breath. “I convinced my husband that Angelina Jolie is really

         a man.”

      


      We stare and wait for details.


      “Jeremy has always had the hots for Angelina Jolie. He thinks she’s a knockout. The boobs, the lips, whatever. Okay. So I

         told him that my mother’s cousin Denise was the head surgical nurse during Angelina’s—I mean Angelo’s—sex-change operation. I threw in a bunch of believable details—the name of the surgeon, the brand of collagen they used for

         her lips, her first words when she came out of anesthesia.”

      


      “Which were… ?” I ask.


      “Which were, ‘Can I see my penis one more time before you throw it out?’ Okay. So. Now Randy thinks Angelina Jolie is some

         kind of freak. And I never have to hear about her again.” She smiles exultantly. “Do I pass?” Everyone agrees that Frankie’s

         confession qualifies.

      


      It is Annie’s turn. “Oh, this definitely falls under the miscellaneous category,” she says, putting her knuckle between her

         teeth. “Oh, God. I hate to admit this. Please don’t think I’m awful.”

      


      “Just say it,” Frankie demands.


      “Okay. Here it goes.” She takes a deep breath and cringes in anticipation of our response. “I don’t pick up after Schatzi.

         Ever.”

      


      “Wait a second. I’ve seen you pick up after your dog,” I say. This really was a revelation. All residents of Larkspur Estates are bound by a subdivision

         covenant that states, explicitly, that you’ve got to clean up after your dog. Other regulations include the proper storage

         of trash cans (out of view), parking of cars (never on the street), use of yard signs (prohibited except for the two-week

         period before election day). Annie was president of the neighborhood association for three years straight. She knew the dog

         poop rules better than anyone.

      


      “No, you’ve seen me pretend to pick up after my dog. I just bend over and move a tissue around here and there so it looks like I’m picking something up but I always just leave it there. Oh, big deal. He’s a miniature dachshund. You can hardly

         see his shit. Besides, it’s all organic, isn’t it? Well, isn’t it? Will someone say something? Oh, God, I’m horrible!” Annie

         sighs heavily. “Well, friends. There you have it.”

      


      “Good grief,” says Frankie, “this game used to be fun. Dog poop, Annie? For the love of Jesus and Mary.” She tears open another bag of peanut M&M’s. “Julie, please tell me you

         can do better than dog poop.” The candle’s small flame wavers as a sudden warm gust muscles through the screen door.

      


      “Don’t be so sure.” I search my memory in futility for some transgression that might satisfy my friends but what’s the point

         when I have never had an overdue library book, when I always correct cashiers when they make mistakes in my favor, and I don’t

         lie, unless you count the white ones like telling Lala Townsend she looked great after she’d lost all her hair from chemotherapy.

         I had preserved my virginity until Michael and I were engaged, and even then I felt a little guilty. I suppose I could mention

         the time I told the pizza guy that yes, my eyes really were that green when I knew it was the tinted contacts that impressed

         him. Or I could tell them about the time I switched a store-bought pecan pie from its original foil tin into my own glass

         pie dish so other parents at the Brownies pot luck might think I’d baked it myself (although if anyone asked I would have

         told them the truth).

      


      “I’ve got one,” I say, finally. “Category: sex. I guess.” I dip my pinkie into the hot wax that pools at the top of the candle

         and watch it harden on my finger. I am stalling. “Well, it was a Wednesday. No. Thursday. I was expecting a UPS delivery.

         My mother had told me to expect a package, some gifts for the kids. So, you know that UPS guy. The cute one?”

      


      “Yes. The one with the ponytail,” Frankie says.


      “And that amazing ass.” Annie smiles beatifically.


      “Uh-huh. That’s the one.”


      I ask you, is there a woman in this town who doesn’t know this particular UPS driver? His hair is the color of butterscotch syrup, the ponytail unexpected and thrilling. He wears

         shorts even in the winter and the curly blond hair on his legs shimmers in the afternoon sun as he races up the walk and you

         wish he’d slow down just a little as he jogs back to the truck. Sometimes he waves as he’s pulling away from the curb. No

         one knows his name.

      


      I pick out four blue M&M’s that, contrary to popular belief, will absolutely melt in your hands if you are nervous enough.


      “As I was saying, I knew he’d be coming sometime that day, so…” My friends lean in. The room is quiet as a mausoleum.

         “I’m saying I made a special effort to look nice. I looked like crap all day but when I knew he was coming I put on makeup. Just for him. That’s a big deal for me, you know? I’m married, remember?”

      


      Annie is shaking her head as if I am the most pathetic excuse for a woman she has ever known. I blow out the candle. “Game

         over. I don’t know about you guys but I can hardly keep my eyes open.”

      


      “That’s it? That’s your whole story?” Frankie is frowning.


      “What else did you want to hear? That I met him at the door wearing a swimsuit? That I told him I liked his package?”


      “That would be a start.” Annie sucks an ice cube into her mouth and pops it back into the glass. “Were you thinking you might

         try to seduce him?”

      


      Why would I want to seduce the UPS guy when I’ve got a husband whose lovemaking is as much an expression of adoration as it

         is an act of sexual impulse. Michael knows my body’s idiosyncrasies the way Yo-Yo Ma knows his cello, approaching me with

         intuition, touching me with devotion and also precision. It’s true that Michael and I haven’t found much time for sex. He

         seems to be toiling longer and later at work and sometimes we go full days without more than a few words between us, let alone

         physical contact.

      


      “It’s just that,” I continue, lamely, “I think he’s good-looking. And I wanted to look nice when he stopped by.”


      “Why?” Annie asks.


      “I don’t know. Just because he’s cute, I guess.”


      “Let’s review the facts as we know them,” Frankie says. “You put on lip gloss so you’d look nice for the UPS guy. He gives

         you a package, you sign for it, you close the door. End of story?”

      


      “Not just lip gloss. Blush too.”


      “Jesus, Julia, you are a fucking bore.” Annie delivers this line with the finality of a game show host. I’m sorry. That’s

         incorrect. You’re out of the game. Annie has always said that I give off clear and indisputable married vibes. Even the meter-reader,

         widely known in our neighborhood for his glib lechery, will not flirt with me. “You work for the Bentley Institute, for Christ’s

         sake, and this is the best you can come up with? Good God, woman.”

      


      Yes, that’s right, I work for the Bentley Institute. As in, Eliza A. Bentley, the first American scientist to study, quantify,

         and demystify human sexual behavior. As in “The Annual Bentley Report on Sexual Behavior.” As in the Bentley Museum, the world’s

         largest collection of erotica and sexual artifacts, available for viewing by appointment only, and only if you have the appropriate

         academic credentials. You can’t just walk in off the street and ask to see the Egyptian dildos.

      


      “I think what Annie’s trying to say,” Frankie injects, gesticulating imploringly, “is that it wouldn’t kill you to live a

         little dangerously. You don’t have to do everything by the book, Julia. You need to get yourself some joie de vivre.”

      


      Not exactly a news flash. I’ve walked a circumscribed and sanitary path my whole life. My mother never had to ask me to wear

         a coat over my Halloween costume because I insisted on it. I never went on roller coasters, refused to play Seven Minutes

         in Heaven, never peeked at my presents before Christmas Eve, actually came straight home after the senior prom. I was a hall

         monitor, a junior crossing guard, and named “most reasonable” in my high school yearbook, a category I think they made up

         just for me. While my roommates in college rolled and passed around joints, I sipped diet soda and studied for finals and

         wore earplugs to muffle the sound of the stereo and their silliness. But for all my righteous living I am suddenly willing

         to admit that my friends have something I lack, a carefree and playful quality I strongly suspect men find sexy. I suppose

         it was that same quality that drew my husband to Susie Margolis but I’d rather not think about that right now.

      


      My mother has joie de vivre. My mother was also a barmaid who drank freely on the job, divorced my father before I was born,

         brought lovers to our tiny apartment, and regularly wrote checks in amounts well above our bank balance. For years I thought

         that “Rules were made to be broken” was a phrase my mother herself had coined. Trina McElvy showed me how to sneak into the

         movies, steal your neighbor’s newspaper, and switch price tags on sunglasses. She did all these things with the certitude

         it was her God-given right as an American to flout the rules. She encouraged me to forge her signature on school forms. (“What’s

         the big deal? You know I’d sign it anyway.”) When she bounced a check she always insisted she was just a crappy bookkeeper,

         that’s all.

      


      My mother was staffing the beverage table at a Girl Scouts ice cream social when the police came for her with charges of bank

         fraud. She kept her head bent and continued pouring lemonade into Dixie cups even as the two police officers approached the

         table and made clear their intent to arrest her.

      


      “There are forty-five thirsty Girl Scouts in this room, sir, and I’m going to make sure every one of them gets a lemonade,”

         she said, not once looking up from her pouring.

      


      The cops were two ruinous ink blots on a perfect canvas of Easter pastels, of mothers and daughters in long sweeping skirts

         and ruffled blouses, yellow daffodils on every table, pink and baby blue crepe paper streamers twisted from one end of the

         room to the other. My mother glanced toward me and asked if they wouldn’t mind skipping the handcuffing part and they agreed.

         The bald one grabbed a cup of lemonade on the way out. I sat with Katie Lender and her mother for the rest of the event except

         for the half hour I spent throwing up in the bathroom. Sour, regurgitated chocolate ice cream spattered on the toilet seat

         and across the scalloped white collar of my new dress. My mother promised me that she would be home by dinner and somehow

         she managed to make good on her promise. I was in third grade and I refused to go back to school so she found another rental

         fifteen miles away and I enrolled in a new school district. Every day for nine weeks she drove back to town to fulfill her

         community restitution sentence, picking up trash along the highway with other reprobates in bright orange vests. I wondered

         whether any of my friends would spot her as the school bus traveled along 37 South.

      


      For the rest of my childhood and throughout my adult years, I shaped and defined myself as an inversion of Trina McElvy. If

         she had many lovers, I would have none. If she had a tenth-grade education, I would get a master’s degree. If she was unmarried

         with one child, I’d be married with three. But in avoiding the worst in my mother, I’d also denied myself her best. The inescapable

         truth about Trina McElvy was this: She was concupiscible, carnal, spontaneous, and, above all, happy.

      


      Annie grabs the box of Strike ’Em Anywhere matches and relights the candle. “Julia, please raise your right hand and”—she

         tilts her chair backward to grab a copy of Oprah magazine off the end table—“put your other hand on the Bible.” I do as I’m told, aware of a crazy little giggle percolating

         in my throat. I keep my lips clamped for fear it will escape, turn into something bigger and more frightening and impossible

         to constrain. “Julia Flanagan, from this day forward, you agree to live dangerously. Go forth and do something bad.”

      


      I don’t know if it’s the lateness of the hour or the alcohol or the reluctantly conjured memory of my husband and Susie Margolis,

         but I can feel a new resolve flood my bloodstream with all the force and conviction of a born-again conversion. On this night

         I decide that I will take my friends’ advice and live dangerously. To heck with being good. And damn that Susie Margolis.

      


      As predictably as the tough-stemmed dandelions that commandeer our lawn in April, puppy lust overtakes our family once a year.

         Someone in the neighborhood will appear on the street with a tiny thing trotting weightlessly at the end of a bright new nylon

         leash on tiny puppy feet and we are filled with desire. Caitlin, the eleven-year-old, will draw pictures of dogs and slip

         them into Michael’s briefcase. Lucy, who is nearing her seventh birthday, will complain of vague physical ailments. (“I think

         I have a caterpillar stuck inside my head and it itches me. I think a puppy would make the itching go away.”) Four-year-old

         Jake, Caitlin’s apprentice in the art of parental manipulation, will tie a rope around his stuffed Dalmatian Benny and drag

         it forlornly through the house, bumping it up and down the stairs, scraping it along the sidewalk, propping it up on the kitchen

         table next to his cereal bowl. And he will look up at his father and ask, “Please, Dad? Can’t we please get a dog?”

      


      Michael has implored me not to bring home any animals and given that it was one of his only premarital requests, I felt obligated

         to comply, especially when his other demands were so benign—I had to promise I’d never throw him a surprise party, that we’d

         never go to sleep in a fight, and that I’d kiss him first thing every morning, morning breath be damned.

      


      Besides, it wasn’t Michael’s fault that he balked at getting a dog. Kathleen and Jim Flanagan taught their sons that cats

         and dogs occupied the same category as used hypodermic needles: dirty, disease-bearing, menacing. They didn’t allow their

         sons to have Play-Doh either, for fear it would attract “vermin.” At some point, one of Michael’s brothers secretly hid a

         moth in a box in the basement and actually managed to keep it alive for over fifteen days, but little Michael stopped asking

         for a dog and at an early age, probably more out of despair than anything else, finally acquiesced and absorbed his parents’

         opposition.

      


      I didn’t grow up with animals either, but only because our landlord prohibited all pets except fish and after the first goldfish

         came down with the apt-named ick and died, I couldn’t bear to ask for another one. Katie Lender once managed to smuggle a

         chicken into her rental by successfully incubating a fertilized egg under her father’s high-intensity desk lamp. She figured

         she could always claim ignorance: how was she to know that the egg would turn into a pet? A spiteful neighbor called the landlord

         and that was the end of the chicken. Katie’s parents insisted they’d sent Lester to live with a nice elderly couple on a big

         farm, but Katie and I always suspected they just dumped her in the grass behind the JCPenney parking lot.

      


      Even after the kids have given up all hope of getting a dog, I am still attached to the idea. Annie insists that I just need

         to have more sex but I’m sure it’s not the lack of sex that drives me but the authentic desire for a dog who will curl up

         on my lap and snooze while I read the paper in the morning, who will give me slickery puppy kisses, who will watch me worshipfully

         while I’m dressing for work, and who will never ask me if I’m ever going to lose my post-pregnancy poundage.

      


      I set out to soften my husband’s resolve. I cook his favorite dinner—chicken fried steak, mashed potatoes with garlic and

         cream, and a dark ale served in a frosted stein. I iron the two striped oxford shirts that have been balled up in the laundry

         room for six and a half months because I never iron except in emergencies, always without an ironing board, frantically on

         my knees on the bedroom carpet.

      


      After chicken fried steak and ironing, there is only one honeyed arrow left in my quiver. As Michael sits in the brown velour

         recliner and watches the basketball game, I massage his feet and make my appeal during the commercial breaks. By the time

         the massage is over, Michael has agreed to one small cage-restrained mammal. Specifically, a guinea pig. There are conditions:

         he prefers not to see it, smell it, touch it, clean up after it, or dispose of it in the event of its death. I am surprised

         to learn that my pet-averse husband has always had a soft spot for guinea pigs because his older cousin—the cool one, Edward,

         who had an electric guitar and Carlos Santana’s autograph—owned two guinea pigs, Hendrix and Morrison.

      


      Thank you, Edward, wherever you are.


      It is my first ever visit to Pets-a-Poppin and I am stunned. The scale of the place, the breadth and depth of its offerings,

         the fact that entire aisles are devoted to cat food and dog biscuits and bird toys—the total effect is both dazzling but also

         troubling. In some parts of the world you can’t even find a can of evaporated milk for humans and here were frozen liver popsicles

         and rawhides shaped like size nine moccasins. A sullen girl with no chin points me toward the “pocket critters” near the back

         of the store where the Muzak is nearly drowned out by the constant whirr of metal exercise wheels as gerbils scramble in desperate

         futility.

      


      I am staring at the guinea pigs, hairy and inert in their glass enclosures, when a burly woman in a Packers sweatshirt sidles

         up to me. “Guinea pigs are okay but rats are fantastic,” she says. I try not to stare at the constellation of round, meaty

         growths on one cheek.

      


      “Really? I always thought rats were, you know, ratty.” Michael would have a stroke if I came home with a rat. It’s totally

         out of the question. “I didn’t realize that rats made good pets.”

      


      “You’d best believe it.” She runs her hands through her mullet. “Jeez, these little guys are smart. And clean? Most people

         don’t realize that. They’re thinking, you know, eeewwww, rats. Sewers and the like. But that’s just a stereotype. Rats are cleaner than you and me. And they’re affectionate. Like a dog. Just like a cute little puppy dog.” She utters this last line in a lispy baby-talk way.

      


      Now she has my attention. If I can’t get a lap dog, at least I can get a lap rat. “Like a puppy? Seriously?”


      “Honest to God. My little Joey is such a lover. He just wants to be snuggled all day. I swear he thinks I’m his momma.” She

         scoops a small white rat from its cage and offers it to me. It takes a moment for me to overcome my revulsion to the creature’s

         naked whiplike tail and then I am charmed. The rodent sits up in my palm, waggles his whiskers. He seems to be studying me.

         I return him to its glass tank. He looks up at me, surprised, maybe a little confused. I lift him out of the cage again, and

         let his whiskers brush against my nose.

      


      “Julia!”


      I turn to find Annie wheeling a shopping cart; in it, a ten-pound bag of food for overweight dogs and a bright blue squeaky

         toy made to resemble a mail carrier. I describe my rat vs. guinea pig dilemma.

      


      “Good grief, Julia. You want the rat? Get the goddamn rat.” Annie motions to the chinless girl. “Miss? My friend here will

         take the rat, please.” Then she glares at me impatiently. “You only live once, Julia.”

      


      It has been fifteen days since the beach trip and I decide that it is time to make good on my promise. You Only Live Once,

         a concept as foreign to me as Rules Were Made to Be Broken, fully encapsulates the rationale behind the carefree conviviality

         I’d sought for myself. The concept was a color not apparently suited to my complexion but appealing in its own right; I try

         it on gingerly, apprehensively, hopefully, and I try not to remind myself that lurking just beyond joie de vivre’s shining

         borders is its ugly twin, profligacy.

      


      I would be lying to my husband if I brought home this rat. I thought of my children. They wouldn’t want a hairy, nonresponsive

         guinea pig stinking up the house. I had promised them a real pet and that’s exactly what they are going to get because I honestly

         believe that every child should know the joy of nurturing another living thing, and by living thing I don’t mean a moth, but

         a companion capable of expressing loyalty and affection.

      


      I bring the rat home and tell Michael it’s a dwarf Norwegian flat-coated guinea pig.


      “He sure is a cutie,” Michael says, reaching into the cage to stroke our new pet. He lifts him out of the cage and, “But he

         kind of looks like a rat, doesn’t he?”

      


      “I know. Weird, isn’t it?” Oh, my God; oh, my GOD, I am lying to my husband, lying about the companion animal he’d trusted

         me to choose for our family, the only four-legged mammal he has allowed into our home, the one that’s supposed to be just

         like his cousin Edward’s beloved pet, and instead I return with a red-eyed laboratory animal. Then I have the gall to insist

         that it’s not a rat, it’s some other creature I just made up in my head, like the time Jake told me he hadn’t really shoved

         a peanut butter sandwich into the VCR, it was Mister Eugene Finkelopolis from Mexico. But I’d promised my kids a real pet

         and I wasn’t about to break their hearts by bringing home a fat stinking pooping fuzzy slipper.

      


      Michael names the rat Homer. Instead of feeling errant and remorseful, I am defiant and free. I saw something I wanted and

         I lied to my husband to get it and I survived. The bond that soldered me to Michael is a little looser today. Much to my surprise

         I actually like how this feels.

      


   

      Chapter TWO


      My neighbor’s sprinkler looks and sounds like a machine gun turret, aggressive and off-putting. The whole family—William and

         Geneva Skaff, and their three children, Billy, Georgie, and Geena—are in the driveway conducting their semiannual garage deep-cleaning.

         The entire contents of the Skaff garage have been temporarily relocated to the edge of the driveway. William is scalding the

         cement floor with a pressure washer while Geneva, in clean denim overalls and pink paisley bandana around her neck, appears

         to be oiling a pair of inline skates. The children are wiping down their respective bicycles with Orange Glo and paper towels

         while Harley, their overweight and unusually quiet beagle, snoozes in the shade. The first time the Skaffs performed this

         garage clean-out, I sauntered over to examine a set of golf clubs, then asked them how much they wanted for their old push

         mower. It wasn’t until William silently rolled the clubs back into the garage that I realized with great discomfiture that

         my neighbors weren’t having a yard sale, they were just cleaning out their stupid garage. None of the Skaffs look up as I

         pull into the driveway, not a waved hand or head nod or any other indication of neighborly regard.

      


      That’s the way it usually is in Larkspur Estates. When Michael and I moved from our scruffy stone and shingle rental house

         near campus to this subdivision of culs-de-sac and driveway hoops, I thought we were moving into a happy place. Larkspur brought

         to mind pretty purple flowers and little birds and the whole “happy as a lark” business. I had visions of hearty greetings

         and fragrant gardens, block parties and kids playing tag in the yards.

      


      We have lived here almost five years and have yet to meet most of this block’s inhabitants. They drive away in the morning

         behind tinted windows and disappear into their garages at the end of the day, automatic doors descending behind them. I don’t

         see my neighbors tending their gardens because they hire other people to do that work, just as they hire other people to rake

         in the fall and shovel in the winter. There are no Labor Day block parties because everyone leaves town for Labor Day. Kids

         aren’t outside playing tag in the street because they’re playing hockey or soccer or football or basketball somewhere else,

         or taking riding lessons or karate, or they’re in advanced after-school science classes. Or they’re inside playing video games

         and Instant Messaging.

      


      Most of what I know about my neighbors I’ve learned from their trash. I am pretty sure that the people at the end of the street

         recently had a baby because I saw the empty Enfamil cans in the recycling tub on Tuesdays. The Skaffs recently bought a new

         microwave oven, someone in the Gilchrist family is on Slim*Fast, and farther down the street, the Chapmans have replaced their

         mattress.

      


      Annie once said that our neighborhood was doomed from the start because the developer had all the topsoil removed even before

         the first house was built. Earl J. Jackson hauled away all the rich loam and sold it for a neat profit, leaving behind only

         crappy red clay and rock. Now I know why even my most determined neighbors can’t grow the kind of lush lawns you see in the

         less expensive subdivisions. “It’s all about fertility,” Annie would muse philosophically. “How can we expect our neighborhood

         to be anything but sterile when Earl J. Jackson took all the topsoil away, the bastard.”

      


      Everyone assumes that our family belongs here because my husband is an attorney with Wellman, Weimar and Bott, but that’s

         a relatively recent development. Michael’s heart is still with his old job at Legal Services, where he represented poor people

         and earned only a little more than our cleaning lady makes now but came home every day at 5:30 P.M. with enough time and energy to play with the kids and make love to me. Now he works until seven or eight and sometimes falls

         asleep in the family room with the remote control in his hand. But he wouldn’t trade his Honda Civic for a dozen Escalades

         and refuses to hire one of those companies that sprays chemicals on your lawn to kill the weeds. Our front yard is, therefore,

         not as constrained as everyone else’s but my husband doesn’t care. “I’d rather have weeds than cancer,” he’s always said.

      


      I don’t fit here either. Unlike the women on my street who donate their time as reading assistants in the school library or

         planning PTO fundraisers, I have my salaried job as assistant director of the Bentley Institute.

      


      On most days I can say with all sincerity that I like my work. I am employed by the most prestigious name in sexuality research,

         which makes me extremely popular at dinner parties. My office is only twelve minutes from my house so I’m home by the time

         the children step off the school bus. I can work from my house when they’re sick or snowed in. My coworkers are pleasant and

         undemanding. My job would be perfect, if not for my boss.
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