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For all the women I ever worked with, especially my virtual boss in perpetuity.












CHAPTER 1






My cell phone is ringing, and I can see that it’s my boss. It’s 7:55 p.m. in San Francisco, where I am attending a conference, which means it’s going on eleven o’clock in Baltimore, where she is. This can’t be good.


“Hello, Sharon,” I say into the phone.


“Marianne. I know it’s late.” It’s not as late for me as it is for her, but she knows that, so I don’t say anything. Her tone does not imply good news, like the budget increase I’m hoping for, and it doesn’t imply some minor crisis that is going to keep me up all night crunching numbers, either. It implies death or disaster.


“Listen, there’s no good way to say this. Your department is being shut down. You’re going to be laid off.”


“Oh” is the best I can come up with. This is way beyond any of the disasters swirling in my head.


“I know, and I tried everything. The assholes just don’t get it.” She goes on for a bit about the assholes and how they don’t get it, and then gets back to me.


“I’m not supposed to be talking to you. Someone from Human Resources is going to call you tomorrow. But that’s bullshit, and I wanted you to know what’s coming.” She gives me more details about who will call and when, and how they will inform my staff, all of whom will also get the bad news tomorrow.


“You’re at that conference in San Francisco, right?”


“Yes, I’m here all week.”


“You don’t need to leave. Go ahead and make all the connections you can. I would love to tell those assholes that you got a job offer.”


“Okay.” I’m in shock and having trouble forming sentences, but eventually come up with, “I thought everyone was pretty pleased with how the last integration went?” I say that as a question.


“Yes, and now Delarosa says that since you’re done with the integration, why do we need you. Now that Deanna is gone and he da man, he thinks he knows everything.” And she goes on with more of who made this decision, and how she argued against it, and how she failed. I feel a little bad for her; she rarely fails.


My mind is still racing but more in the realm of how I will pay the bills than in how this happened, so I’ve let a silence develop.


“Marianne? Are you there? Are you okay?”


“I’m here.” And I’m worried and angry, but I also feel something else—is it relief?


She pauses and then says, “You’re pretty quiet. Is this like a get-out-of-jail-free card for you?”


Bingo.


“I guess it kind of is,” I say slowly, because I hadn’t thought of it that way. But yes, I’m in a panic but also relieved. “I’ve been seeing a train wreck coming with Delarosa at the throttle, and I can’t stop it, so yeah, I guess this is a bit of a relief.” I sigh loudly to hold onto the talking stick—I’m not finished. “But still, I can’t believe this is happening.”


“I’m so mad. I’m going to tell them that you’re planning to sue and see if I can get you more severance.”


“I’m not thinking that far ahead.”


“No, but you should be. I’ll support you if you do.”


She lets off a little more steam about the assholes and reminds me that HR will call the next day at eleven. She says that my last day will be in two weeks and to make sure I get my expenses in for this trip as soon as I get home. I tell her not to worry, I’ll be okay. I hope it’s true.




I hang up and open my hotel room window, breathing in the evening fog and listening to the noise of downtown San Francisco. It occurs to me that this might be my last business trip for a long time, and that makes me wish I had found a better hotel room. This one was the best I could find without the accounting system flagging my expense report, which no longer matters. The room is tiny, but it’s clean and bright and has a functioning window. The problem is that it’s just outside the Chinatown gate, so the street is mobbed with tourists and conferencegoers who stay up late and drink heavily, then walk back to their hotels talking loudly. When they are all gone, the restaurant employees bang the dumpsters for an hour as they clean up. When they are finished, well after midnight, unhoused people come out and revisit the dumpsters, banging the tops over and over as one after another works the alley. I have a room and meals and no real reason to complain, but I still resent the sleepless hours.


I leave my email unanswered. I close the document I had been working on, without saving it. I take a hot bath, get in bed, and read without comprehension until I fall into a restless sleep, interrupted by dumpster diving and dreams of being a dumpster diver myself.












CHAPTER 2








The next morning, my smartphone reminds me that I am scheduled for a conference session at nine and another at eleven. I click on “will not attend” for the eleven o’clock one. I dress in jeans and sneakers and a warm sweater and walk to Union Square, where I get a coffee and croissant and sit on a bench in the October sun. I ignore all the beeps and whirs that are announcing incoming emails, messages, and calls. At eight forty-five, I head off to the nine o’clock session, because it’s a topic I care a lot about. But I can’t get interested. I feel like laughing at the absurdity of the earnest faces around me, people listening and asking questions. Yesterday, I was one of them; today, I feel like an adult sitting in on an eighth-grade class. But I don’t want to seem churlish, so I sit it out and even submit the online evaluation, giving top marks in every category even though I absorbed exactly nothing.


I look at my phone to see if there are any alerts from my boss and realize that I’ll be paying my own cell phone bill in a few weeks. And my health insurance bill. I walk outside and pick up another coffee and another croissant, chocolate. This time I pay with my corporate credit card. I walk back to my hotel, where my room has been cleaned. I make sure my corporate login works and wonder if there is anything I should email to myself in case they deactivate my account today. I can’t think of anything. I’ve always been a little suspicious of new employees who show up with a lot of spreadsheets and documents from their old companies. I’m not going to be one of those. I don’t have anything personal to delete, either; I’m careful to keep personal stuff on my own laptop. I think about leaving a few oddball files just to confuse anyone who goes looking, but I don’t have the energy to figure out what it would be. I also realize that if anyone does look through my files, it will be a coworker or my local IT guy, and why make either of their lives harder? So instead, I make a list of questions to ask HR at eleven.




The call from HR is late, but I am not surprised and don’t mind. The HR wonk was probably laying off someone who took more than her allotted thirty minutes to ask questions. My boss is on the phone too, and we both pretend that she didn’t talk to me the night before.


“Marianne, I know this will come as a shock, but don’t worry—I’m here to help.”


I would think that was a bizarre way to start a layoff if I hadn’t sat in on so many in the past. Eventually, she gets to the punch line. I don’t respond, just to be annoying. I know she’s got a script in front of her, with a list of things I might say, along with her required responses. “Silence” isn’t on the list.


“Um, do you have any questions?” she finally asks.


“No, I think you covered it. I’ll need to read the severance agreement; I might have questions then. You didn’t mention my bonus for the year, so I want to make sure it’s in there.”


I know there is no bonus; one reason for doing layoffs in October and having people out before the end of the fiscal year is to make sure they are not in the bonus pool at the end of the calendar year.


“And I want to make sure that my last day is November 1, so my health insurance is paid for November. So I’ll just check all that and then get back to you if I have any questions.”


My boss has been quiet, but she’s IM-ing me. “You go, girl!”


I can sense that the HR wonk is gearing up to tell me that there is no bonus and no moving the date from October 31 to November 1. Those things are on her script, but I don’t want to waste time with them, since she is a decision deliverer, not a decision maker.


Sharon IMs me again: “Ask for the stats on the people being laid off.”


I do that, not because I care but because it will make her check the box that says there is a risk of a lawsuit for age or gender discrimination. She says she will send the report, which is standard anyway, and is curated to make sure the set of people in this particular layoff is only slightly skewed, not enough to build a case. But still, I want to make sure she has checked the box. She’s uncomfortable; of course she is. She’s used to hearing crying and begging and incrimination though, and at least I’m not piling that on.


I move on so that she doesn’t get back to the bonus.


“You said that my department is being eliminated.” I almost say “liberated” but catch myself. “Has that happened yet? Is it okay if I call them now?” I don’t care if it’s okay or not, but I want her to know that I’m going to be doing that.


She reads me the schedule for those calls and tells me she will email me after each is done, and then I can call them. I thank her for that. They are all going to be done today, which means she’s got a team working on it.


She gets back to her script. “You don’t have to work out the next two weeks before your last day. As soon as you transition your work, you can take the rest of the time off. Just code it on your time sheet as administrative time.”


“Okay,” I say, and then I do get a little mean. “Um, you said my department is being eliminated, correct?”


“Yes, that’s correct.”


“So that means that what we do isn’t considered necessary, correct?”


“Well. . . .”


“I just can’t think of any way to transition unnecessary work to people in other departments who don’t do what my team does.”


Silence.


That was unnecessary of me, of course, and unanswerable, but if she’s going to do this job, she might as well know that her script has some flaws. Maybe she’ll just leave out the transition-your-work point if she talks to anyone else on my team.


Sharon steps in and asks if there is anything else, in a tone that makes it clear that there isn’t anything else, and we all get off the phone. Sharon is the highest-ranking female in the company, and she didn’t get there by letting meetings go on past their wear date.


My phone rings again and it’s Sharon, and she starts out with a string of swearing. Well-placed swearing is one of the ways she got to be the highest-ranked female in the company. That, and knowing exactly how much skin to show in any given situation, exactly how high one’s heels should be each day, and exactly how much smarter she is than each of the higher-ranked men she has to deal with in every situation—all skills I try and fail to achieve. The innovative swearing cheers me up quite a bit.


“Those assholes aren’t going to give you your bonus, you know. The bonus pool isn’t that big this year, and all these layoffs are to make sure there’s more for them.”


“Of course, but you know and I know and they know that I earned the bonus on the last acquisition. All they have to do is add another ten weeks to my severance package. They can write that off as a cost of integration. Plus another week for good measure to cover the November insurance they don’t want to pay.”


This amuses Sharon, and she tells me to copy her when I return my amended severance agreement, and she will pile on and make sure I get it. “All they really care about is reducing head count, and your department is almost all female and therefore all expendable.” She’s already told me that the one male in my group is not being let go, and neither of us wants to rehash that right now.


We hang up, and I start working on the agreement, which is already in my inbox. I order room service for lunch and wait for notification that I can start calling my team.


I don’t get the notifications, and the three people who are my top level of direct reports start calling and texting. Two of them came into the company as part of acquisitions and have been expecting this since the day each of their acquisitions was announced, so they are sad but not surprised. I tell them that I will write letters of recommendation and will be a reference, even though I know I’m not supposed to do either of those things. Once I’m not an employee, I can’t be fired for it. They are all in other time zones, and it’s getting late in the day for them, so they don’t stay on the phone long. They need to call their direct reports, who may or may not be as philosophical about this as they are.


I leave the hotel and walk down to the Embarcadero for some fresh air and a bookstore. I’ve got two more nights here, and I don’t intend to spend my evenings responding to email and working on spreadsheets.


At six, I change into slightly more businesslike clothes and hairstyle, put on my game face, and go to a cocktail party hosted by the account manager of a vendor. I’m their contact, and I see no reason to wait to tell them. I’m also meeting a colleague there who needs to be among the first to know, although I think there is a good chance that he knew before I did. Kyle is male and younger than me, and located at corporate headquarters. His job has been at risk since the last acquisition, and his job will be a little more secure with me out of the way. I know he wants to own the relationship with this vendor. I knew when I moved away from California that I was handing him an ace, but I couldn’t afford to stay and had to take the risk.


The vendor reps act appropriately shocked and introduce me to other clients of theirs who may have need of someone like me. I talk to them quite candidly, give them my contact information, and know that nothing will happen, because I now stink of loser. My colleague doesn’t show up.


I don’t go to the next party—more coworkers will be there, and I no longer have the energy to talk to them right now. I walk back to my hotel and compose an email to the colleagues who will be affected by my termination. I set it to go out at various times so that everyone gets it in their nighttime and no one gets it in the next few hours. I text Kyle to meet me at Union Square for coffee the next morning and get an affirmative, then shut down all my electronics. I refuse to let myself think about what happened during the last twenty-four hours, and I read until the dumpster concert winds down and I fall asleep.












CHAPTER 3








I wake up fairly early and go outside. The idea of another room service meal has lost its appeal. I skirt the convention center area to avoid the hordes of conference attendees and stop at Old St. Mary’s Cathedral. I’ve been wanting to see the inside. The early Mass is well attended, and the service helps me maintain the calm I’ve been faking for the last thirty-six hours.


I go on to Union Square and have about twenty minutes with my coffee and scone before Kyle shows up. I’m thinking about a refill when he slings his backpack into the chair next to me and sits down across from me.


“Hey, you didn’t show at the party last night,” I say.


“Oh, I got held up after my last session.” Maybe he did, maybe not. I don’t really care.


“Too bad. The food was spectacular. Want a coffee?”


He goes and orders and comes back to the table.


“So—I just wanted to let you know that my department has been shut down. My last day is in two weeks.” I watch him closely. I don’t pretend to be a great judge of people, but I am interested in his response, whatever it might mean.


“No! I can’t believe that! How can they let you go? What’s going to happen now?”


It’s pretty convincing, but maybe he’s been practicing.


“So really—you didn’t know? Your boss had to approve it—Sharon told me that he said there would be no impact on your department if we were gone.”


“No, I swear to God I did not know.” I guess I believe him, but I also realize as he is talking that I don’t care if he knew or not. I tell him that I’ll be available for twelve more days if he needs anything, and he takes off for his next conference session.


I take a few calls but don’t let anyone feel too sorry for me. I’ve got an underlayer of panic, but as long as I keep moving, I can revel in the knowledge that I am free of corporate politics, the end-of-year struggle over rankings and raises, the daily slog of conference calls, and the endless last-minute requests for data and analysis and crazy-ass projections that the data can’t produce, no matter how important they are to someone else’s bonus.


I’ve got my laptop with me, so I finish my response to the severance agreement and send it off, copying Sharon. I send her a separate note from my personal email with points she can use to make sure I get my bonus, even if they disguise it as extra severance. I’ve done the math for her.


I spend the rest of the day reading some of the responses to my announcement, which are gratifyingly outraged and supportive. My replies are along the lines of “Thanks, but don’t worry. Things will be completely different but also exactly the same. It will be okay.” And it will. The train wreck that is coming won’t bring the company down. It will be slow and grinding and will make all their lives harder, but they will cope with each new annoyance, and some of them will leave or change roles, and new people will not know that it could be any different. The waters will close over my head, and the ripples will fade, and they will be caught up in the demands of the day. It happens every day, all over the world. It just never happened to me before.












CHAPTER 4








The next day I pack up, check out, and fly to Kansas City, where I grew up and to which I returned eighteen months ago when personal circumstances mandated a drastic life change. I’m now living in my dilapidated childhood home, in a neighborhood that has become sketchy at best. This is due to redlining and blockbusting, followed by civic indifference and the crowning blow, an expressway that sliced out two streets just a block from mine. Not ideal in some ways, but very budget friendly.


On the flight, I watch movies to distract myself and make sure I maintain a cool, practical attitude toward this further reversal of fortune and don’t break down and cry in my exit-row seat. I don’t want to get flagged as too unstable to be trusted in the extra-legroom exit row. I’m in luck; the movie is an animated comedy, ridiculous but with no tear-jerking elements. There is a dog, but he doesn’t die.


The cabdriver drops me at home without complaining about having to drive east of Troost after dark, which is a relief, because right now I’m not likely to be calm if I have to defend living there. I ring the next-door neighbor’s doorbell before I go into my own house. She’s got my dog, Boris, and whatever neighborhood news might be on offer. I’d rather have both of these before I go into my empty house. It’s a dicey neighborhood now, unlike when I grew up here.


“Dinner’s ready,” Josie says by way of greeting. It’s not a question or an invitation. I’d rather just go home and start dealing with my new reality, but I can see that there is no point in trying that.


“Smells great,” I say and shrug off my coat. Boris is trying to levitate so that he can lick my face without jumping on me, well-trained German shepherd that he is. I lean over to rub his head with both hands, which keeps all his paws on the floor. Josie’s living room, like mine, is too small for dancing.


“Well, come on in and sit down,” she says from the kitchen, and I step into the warm, fragrant room and do as I am told. I’m pretty sure she has something important to say and I’m about to hear it; otherwise, she would have offered dinner but not insisted. She seems as robust as ever, so I’m pretty sure it isn’t anything bad about her. She’s focused on serving and isn’t making eye contact or giving anything away, so I don’t know if it’s good news or bad. Maybe it’s just something interesting. I close my eyes and breathe in the smell of baked chicken. No need to rush the news. It occurs to me that whatever it is, it will occupy us to the point that I won’t feel compelled to tell her that I’ve lost my job, which is news I will keep to myself for as long as I can. I don’t want her to think I might have to move, and no one will notice anything, as I have been telecommuting for the entire eighteen months I’ve lived here.


Food on the table, she tells me to dig in. We talk about the food, and she asks me about the flight and if it was nice in San Francisco. I tell her the flight was uneventful and that San Francisco was lovely, October being the best—meaning warmest and sunniest—month to visit. I’ve never really told her what I do, because it’s fairly obscure; usually I just tell people that if they’ve been reading the Dilbert comic strip for the last twenty years, they’ll understand what my job is like. Some people probably think I’m being snooty, and others think I might work for the CIA. I’ll tell anyone all about it if they insist, but they usually regret it.


Josie doesn’t care, has never cared. The flight and San Francisco are just small talk so we can savor the first few bites of food before we move on.


“What’s new in the neighborhood?” I ask casually, so that she can dive in if she’s ready.


“Well!” she says with a huff. “Bud moved in. Bud and Jennie.”


This is not a surprise; we knew they had rented the house on the other side of me.


“And Felicity, that’s the little girl’s name.” Good to know.


And then she doesn’t say anything.


I take more carrots and watch Josie pretend to be busy cutting chicken off the bone.


“They get moved in okay?” I ask.


“They did,” she says, “and then. . . .” She stops again.


This isn’t like Josie. As a retired kindergarten teacher, she’s straightforward; she takes things as they come. She jumps with both feet, although not literally, since her hip replacement a year ago. I’m also puzzled, because she doesn’t seem too upset. So why is she not forthcoming with whatever it is she’s determined to tell me?


I’m a little worried, because I have history with Bud, who is a veteran with PTSD and who broke into my house shortly after I moved in. He thought it was abandoned, and, okay, I admit that it looked abandoned. He had lived there at some point with his girlfriend and was looking for some things he had left. Since then, he had been in treatment, married the girlfriend, and started a new job. The owners of the house, who also live on the block, had made sure I was okay with him living there. Which I am, or I was, until right this minute.


“And then what?” I finally say, loud enough to make Boris leave Josie’s side and move over to me. If she’s trying to build suspense and is making sure she has my attention, she has succeeded.


“And then”—she grins mischievously, finally looking me in the eye—“and then they moved out again.”


“What? What happened? I was only gone six days!”


“Someone stole their big-ass TV.”


I’ve heard Josie say “ass” only twice before, when she was describing her neighbor’s truck as big-ass and her own red SUV as little-ass. I’ve never heard any actual swearing. So I giggle when she refers to the TV as big-ass, although it’s mostly from a sudden case of nerves. The last thing I want to hear about is a break-in.


“Oh no! When? How? Were they home?” Being home during a break-in is my biggest fear.


Josie explains that they had just moved their stuff into the house, the day after I left town. They went out to pick up something for dinner, and when they got home fifteen minutes later, the back door had been kicked in and the TV was gone.


“Just like that break and entry on Chestnut last year, huh?” I say.


“Yep, same MO.”


“I don’t suppose they caught the perp?” I’m still curious about why her tone is light, and now I find out.


“Yes!” she shouts, standing up so suddenly that Boris leaps up too and barks as if agreeing with her.


“What? How?” I’m thinking CSI, DNA, maybe even FBI. I’ve spent too many evenings at Josie’s watching cop shows and eating ice cream.


“Well!” She says that like a grand opening, a call to attention. “Liz saw it all!”


Liz Saunders and her husband and new baby recently moved out of the house Bud just rented and into the larger house across the street. They rent their old house to Bud and Jennie, and they are anxious for Bud and Jennie to qualify for a loan and buy the house. We are all anxious for that to happen. Vacant houses sometimes stay vacant for a long time and sometimes end up derelict, as mine was, or even unlivable.


“Liz saw it?”


“Yes, she was in the front room over there, nursing the baby, and she noticed this car parked on the side street with two guys in it, in black hoodies. No one ever parks there unless there’s a party or something.”


She’s right, no one ever does park on the short side streets. When I was living there as a child, decades ago, my mother would have been suspicious too.


“Of course, everyone wears black hoodies, so that doesn’t mean anything,” Josie says. I picture Josie in a black hoodie and almost laugh. She gives me a look but keeps on with her story.


“Anyway,” she says, narrowing her eyes as if I had interrupted her, “she saw Bud and Jennie drive away, and then she saw the two guys get out of the car. So she took a picture of the car and the license plate with her phone. She went out on the porch to do it, so she heard them smash the door.” We are both wide-eyed at the idea of Liz going out on the porch with a new baby while a crime was taking place.


“She called 911—well, they made her go back inside, but she was able to tell them which direction the car went, and of course she could give them the license number.”


I’m in awe of Liz. “I’m afraid I would have dithered around wondering if maybe they were friends who came over to help or something.”


Josie gives me the stink eye. “You’d better not do any dithering if you see anything going on over here!” she says emphatically.


“Yes ma’am!” I say. “Dither I will not.” And I hope it’s true.


“Did the cops catch them?”


“Yes they did, although not until the middle of the night. I think the perps heard the sirens and hid the car. It was a big SUV, though, so it was hard to hide. TV was still in it.” She says this with so much satisfaction that it sounds as if she solved the crime herself.


“Nice,” I say. Food forgotten, I’m relieved but still a little freaked out, because this break and entry happened less than forty feet from my own back door.


“Ice cream?” Josie’s always got ice cream.


“Sure.” No point in saying anything else.


“But they moved out anyway?” I don’t blame them, but if they move away, Liz and Patrick are going to have to find a renter quickly to remain solvent. And I don’t relish living next to a vacant house with a boarded-up back door.


“Yes. They left the furniture and everything, but they’re staying at her mom’s over on Walrond.”


“So now what?” I’m still hoping the story has a good outcome, since Josie doesn’t seem too upset about the whole thing.


“Well, Patrick has to put in a new back door for sure. And Jennie says she wants a dog like yours.”


“But they have a dog. Wasn’t it in the house?” I picture the sweet little mutt that the VA gave Bud to help him with stress. “Oh, I guess they took it with them to pick up dinner, huh?”


“Yep. So Jennie wants a real dog, like Boris.”


I picture Boris in the four-room house next door with three people and another dog. It’s a stretch, but they are probably pretty crowded at Jennie’s mother’s house, so maybe they can make it work. I just hope they keep it in the house and not in a pen outside—or worse, tied up outside.


“Or maybe a pit bull, they’re smaller,” Josie is saying. “But meanwhile, they’re going to stay over here this weekend, since Bud won’t be at work during the day. See how it goes.”


“Oh! That’s great.” Today is Friday. Maybe they are there now, which, in spite of everything, will make me feel better about going into my dark house after six days away.


I thank Josie for the food and the dog sitting and take myself and my roller bag home. Josie watches from her porch and then goes back in the house. I see her watching from her kitchen window as I go through my house, turning on the lights as I go. I even check the basement, making Boris go with me. When I get back upstairs, I wave at Josie. She nods, and we both close our curtains and return to our own thoughts.












CHAPTER 5








Saturday morning, I complete my expense report and submit it. I spend the rest of the morning buying groceries, cooking, cleaning—anything to keep moving. More moving, less thinking. I weed the garden a little. I paint a windowsill that has needed painting since I moved in. I put the cover on the air conditioner. I bake cookies. I don’t see any activity next door.


After lunch, I decide to be a good neighbor and knock on Bud and Jennie’s front door. It’s a little weird to welcome them to the neighborhood at this point, but I can be sympathetic or something. I debate about taking them cookies and finally decide that cookies are always appropriate.


No one answers though, and leaving the cookies seems like a bad idea. I start to take them home and then decide to knock on the Saunders’s door across the street. I can give them the cookies for no particular reason, find out if there is any further news on Bud and Jennie moving back in, and then bake more cookies for Bud and Jennie tonight. Liz and Patrick don’t answer either, and by now I don’t want the cookies anymore, so I take them to Josie and pick up the mail that I forgot to get from her last night. She doesn’t have any more news.


It’s cloudy, and I’m feeling spooked by the burglary and the fact that my neighbors are gone, even though I know perfectly well that they are probably just doing their weekly shopping. I take Boris for only a short walk, not getting out of sight of my house. I can’t be bothered cooking, so I have a baked potato for supper and sulk.


There are thunderstorms in the night, but it doesn’t matter because I’m not sleeping anyway. When I do doze off, I dream of dumpster lids crashing like thunder.




On Sunday morning, I go to Mass and relax enough to feel like I could just lie down in the pew and fall asleep, and I think maybe I’ll take a nap later. But as I’m driving home, the sun comes out, and I start feeling better. I’m even happier when I get out of the car and hear voices next door. Bud is in his backyard with Felicity.


“Hey, Bud,” I say, taking the stance that the distant past is gone and we are ordinary next-door neighbors now. He looks over the fence, a little concern on his face. He doesn’t say anything, so I keep going.


“I hear you had a break-in last weekend. I’m so sorry!” Then I wonder how that sounds, given that the distant past includes him breaking into my house, so I don’t wait for an answer. “I hope you’re still going to live here.” That should sound welcoming.


He still pauses, and I remember the PTSD, but Felicity is unencumbered by past events and says, “We’re playing,” patting her dad on the knee and nodding vigorously. “Watch me go fast!” And she takes off running in circles.


This gives us something to smile about and something to talk about. “She’s a . . . a . . . a. . . .”


I want to finish his sentence, maybe with “a wonderful little girl,” but I don’t. I just watch her and smile until Bud comes up with “a lot of fun!”


“Yes, I can see that she is, and she’s beautiful too.” I remember that I still have some cookies and say, “Hey, I made cookies for you yesterday, but I didn’t catch you at home. Can I give them to you now?” I don’t want to invite myself in and interrupt them; it would be easier to hand them over the fence.


At that point I hear a door open and close, and there is Jennie saying hello and that they would love cookies. She’s come out on the deck. I run in to get them and hand them to her.


“Sort of a welcome to the block,” I say. “I do hope you’re going to stay. Josie told me what happened.”


“We got a new door, a metal one,” she says. “We did stay here last night. I think I can stay here when Bud’s home, but I might still go to my mom’s when he’s at work.”


“Yes, I know what it’s like,” I say sympathetically and then once more realize how that might sound.


“Years ago,” I say, to make sure that last bit didn’t sound like an accusation, “someone broke into my house while I was at work. It took a while to get over that. That’s when I got my first dog. As it turned out, he wasn’t much of a guard dog, not like this one.” Boris is standing next to us. “But it was enough.”


I think that if I were a better person I would offer to let Boris stay with her during the day, but then who would keep me safe?


“Would you like to have Boris stay with you during the day sometimes?” Did I really say that out loud?


“Oh!” she says. “That’s so. . . . But I couldn’t. We’re thinking about getting a dog. Well, another dog. Bud’s dog goes with him during the day.”


“Well, if you want to just see how it feels with a dog in the house, let me know. He’s kind of big, but he’s good with kids.” Felicity has come over to the fence and has reached through and grabbed Boris’s ear. She puts her face up to his, and he licks her through the fence.


“Doggie!” she says to her mother and then zooms off again.


“Well, maybe, if I do stay here.”












CHAPTER 6








On Monday I call my former supervisor, Cathy, because I have worked with her for many years and don’t want to leave without talking to her. She’s outraged, but as she says, nothing is surprising in the corporate world anymore. So we talk about our dogs and otherwise catch up. While we’re on the phone, I get an email from HR with instructions for returning my laptop and any other corporate equipment and materials. I haven’t collected any company items since moving to Kansas City. Cathy suggests sending a bag of ashes, representing the monitor and keyboard I didn’t replace after the fire at my California house, and we waste more time thinking up other clever and childish ways to respond. Whatever I send will go to my old pal in IT, so we both know I won’t send anything to make his job more annoying than it already is.


After we hang up, I go outside with my pruners and haphazardly trim some shrubs, pick a tomato, and check on the fall peas and lettuces coming up in my garden. I go back in and stare at my inbox but don’t do anything about anything in it.


My boss, Sharon, calls later to make sure I’m okay, and I ask if she’s heard anything from HR about my bonus. She says they told her no, but that was just posturing, and they’ll tell her yes the next time she calls. We reiterate our agreement that there’s nothing for my team to transition to anyone else, so we can all stand down during these last two weeks. My team won’t, because they are supporting users who are frantic about losing them, but I encourage them to at least take time to work on their résumés and update their LinkedIn profiles and call in whatever favors they have.


HR sends another email on Tuesday, this time a personal note instead of text clipped and pasted from some official manual. I’m pretty sure I was supposed to get a call about this, but the HR wonk doesn’t want to talk to me, or rather doesn’t want to listen to me being snarky. The email tells me that I’m allowed to apply for other positions in the company and that the company won’t dispute my unemployment claim. She makes it sound like these are special favors. I would definitely be snarky about that. The email also tells me that I can apply for health insurance through COBRA only after my company policy terminates. I think about calling her to point out that this means I will be without insurance for a month or more. But the wonk has anticipated me, and the next sentence reassures me that if I keep my receipts during that period, I’ll be able to file for reimbursement after COBRA kicks in. I have some interesting thoughts about that too. She was smart not to call me.


None of this information is a surprise to me; I’ve had to lay off a lot of people as a result of corporate mergers and acquisitions, so I’ve been copied on these things and listened in on the calls. But it’s different when I’m the one receiving the news. I feel bad about how cavalier I must have seemed in the past. I put that aside; today it’s all about my current problems.




I wake up in the night with a sore throat and hope I’ve been sleeping with my mouth open, but by morning I know I’ve got a cold. The crowded conference rooms, the airplane, the airports, the stress. . . . It’s not a surprise, and I’m just glad I got my flu shot early this year. I check my stock of cold meds and comfort foods and go out for extra tissues and groceries while I still have the energy and don’t sound like a germ factory. I try not to touch anything I’m not buying, so I don’t leave any germs behind.


Early the next morning, Sharon calls to tell me that I will be getting a bonus, albeit in the form of extra severance. It’s not as much as I asked for, but it’s as much as I expected. I thank her and tell her that I’ll copy her when I get the revised agreement and return the signed copy.


My cold is coming on strong, and although I can still sound normal on the phone, I know it’s going to get worse before it gets better. I take Boris out and walk for as long as I can, since he might not get much of a walk for the next few days.


Cathy calls to tell me that she can probably get approval for me to work part-time on her team doing user support and data management. She’s embarrassed to offer me that and makes it clear that she knows it’s beneath me, but she’s trying to keep my benefits alive. I tell her I’ll think about it, and I will, but I know it won’t work out. Because if my email address is live, I’ll be expected to do everything I do now, but with no staff.


I change the subject and tell her about the agreement I’m supposed to sign, which says that I won’t post anything bad about the company on social media, or otherwise bad-mouth the company, and that I won’t ever sue the company. Cathy is amused and says I should just cross those lines out when I sign it. Just a thin little line—they will never notice. She has a copy of Adobe Acrobat that allows editing of pdfs and will do it for me so I can still submit the revised pdf with an electronic signature. I hesitate about involving her in the plot, but she needs this little act of defiance, so I agree. I’m never going to post anything on social media, and I don’t have the will or the money to hire a lawyer, plus I know that I can’t sign away my legal right to sue. I’ll do this little act of defiance just so that I know I did it. The next morning, I decide I’m not going to risk Cathy’s involvement after all, so I print out the original, lightly strike out the offending text, initial the strike outs minutely, sign the last page, and then scan it all and email it. I copy Sharon without comment. She has no reason to read it, but if it ever comes up, she can retrieve her copy and say yes, look—those lines are crossed out and initialed.


I go outside and clip a few late flowers and some greenery to put in a vase. It’s starting to rain, so I don’t linger. I stand at the kitchen counter with the vase and the flowers and stare out the window at Bud and Jennie’s house next door. The house is a couple of feet higher than mine, and the three windows are small. I seldom see any movement in any of them. A little face appears in the one that must be the back bedroom. Felicity is smiling and waving both hands. I think of my small self, doing the same thing decades ago, waving out my bedroom window on the other side of this house, at the woman in the kitchen window in what is now Josie’s house. Felicity turns her head and then runs off. I finish the flowers and try to think of something to cook for dinner.












CHAPTER 7








On Friday morning, Jennie knocks on my door, and when I open it, Felicity shouts, “Boris.” Jennie asks if I really meant it when I offered to lend them my dog. I assure her that I did and realize that I should have made sure they had my phone numbers. I warn Jennie that I’m sick, but she waves me off.


“This one gets every cold that comes her way. You probably got it from one of us!”


I invite them in and make small talk with Jennie while Felicity runs around with Boris. I write down my phone numbers, snap the leash on Boris, and give Jennie a few instructions. She practices “sit,” “down,” and “stay” until Boris does them reliably for her. I do all of this in a low voice, hoping Felicity won’t try to give Boris commands, but of course she’s all ears and shouts, “Sit!” Boris looks at her and wags his tail. “Stay! Down! Borrrrrrrrisssss!” she commands. Boris keeps wagging. I look at Jennie.


“I think he knows that she’s not in charge,” I tell her. “Maybe we should just teach Felicity to tell him that he’s a good dog.”


Jennie laughs at that, and they leave for home, telling me they’ll just keep Boris for an hour to see how it goes. I tell her to call if she has any questions. I close the door and spend the next hour wondering what kind of idiot I am to give my dog to the family of the guy who broke into my house, regardless of the extenuating circumstances. I worry that Boris will be the key to their staying in the house and I will let them keep him, because I can’t bring myself to tell them they can’t have him. I even worry that Josie will be mad, because she would love to have him but would never ever ask. I pour all the pent-up rational fear and worry about losing my job into irrational fear and worry about losing my dog. I make up scenarios in which Bud claims that Boris was his dog all along, and I cry in frustration. I cry because my house in California burned down twenty-two months ago, forcing me to live next to a crazy man who claims my dog is his. I cry because my husband died after a long and expensive illness that left me able to afford only this wretched little house in this wretched neighborhood. I get even more upset that Jennie will come back and find me crying. I wash my face and make a fresh pot of coffee and force myself to do the crossword puzzle. I want cookies with my coffee, but I’ve given them all away, so I start making more and am just taking the first pan out of the oven when someone knocks on the door.


Usually when the doorbell rings or someone knocks, Boris either barks like a true guard dog, or whines and wags his tail. Barking means a stranger, and whining and wagging means someone he likes is at the door. But he’s not home, so I peek through the curtains. No one is there. I hear knocking again and realize it’s at the back door. This unnerves me. No one has ever knocked on the back door.


“Who’s there?” I use my deep serious voice. No response, just more thumping.


It must be burglars about to kick in the door. Why is this happening during the one hour when I don’t have a dog? Someone has been watching and saw the dog leave. Why don’t I have a peephole in my back door?


“Hello, who is it?” Deep voice again. I get out my cell phone to dial 911. Then I hear whining and a small bark. I open the door and there is Boris, tail waving back and forth, thumping against the door.


Then the doorbell rings, and Boris runs through the house barking, only to stop when he gets there and start wagging again. It’s Jennie and Felicity.


“Boris!” Felicity says. I open the door and let them both in. Felicity runs into the kitchen with Boris following more slowly.


“Oh, I’m so, so sorry,” Jennie says, dropping down on the sofa. “Felicity wanted to play outside, but she threw a ball over the fence, and Boris just jumped right over, and then he didn’t seem to know how to get back. I’m so sorry!”


I laugh and tell her not to worry and ask her how it went up until then.


“Well, I think Felicity is on board for getting a dog, and I really did feel safer. After a while, Felicity fell asleep on the floor, and Boris stayed right there with her. I have to admit, I took a nap too. But I don’t know—two dogs and a kid?”


“Maybe a slightly smaller dog would be better,” I say. “And not a puppy. You want one that’s already housebroken and is good with kids and will come when called.” I think about it for a while, because there are a lot of dogs out there that won’t come when called, including every dog I had before this one.


“I wonder if the service-dog people could help. Maybe they have dogs that don’t quite make the grade to be a service dog but are still great pets. You know, like maybe they freak out when they take them on a city bus. Something that disqualifies them but that won’t matter to you.”


She likes that idea and says she’ll call about it. She gathers up Felicity, who does not want to leave without Boris. I shamelessly bribe her with a cookie, which she will get from her mother if she says goodbye nicely to Boris and walks home holding her mother’s hand.


I’m drained after that and slightly worried about the crying fit, but I’m hopeful about Bud and Jennie and their potential future pet, so I focus on that. I have a glass of wine and make a list of things I can actually do something about, like update my LinkedIn page, and then I take a hot shower and go to bed. Boris sleeps the sleep of a dog that has worked hard and done his job well.
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“An incisive, warm take on juggling the
realities of home, work, and income.”
—Kirkus Reviews
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