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1

AS JANET CRESTED THE HILL, her breath was smooth, her stride easy. Sweat streaked her brow, beading and falling. There was an unfamiliar car parked at the curb near where she lived, but she wasn’t expecting anyone, and her landlords, the Luckritzes, always had relatives and friends coming and going.

Since she’d increased her distance from three to four miles today, exhaustion might have dragged at her, but the striving had turned into a gleam in her blood that pushed her to sail on. The swish of her ponytail threaded out the back of her baseball cap brushed her shoulders. Her long legs stretched and coiled, promising a future of runs, always longer, always farther. Even races. Miles of concrete flowing under her. Miles of dirt. Marathons, even. Throngs of runners in silky shorts, their lungs gasping. She would float along in a cloud of wild breathing.

A shift in the late-afternoon light turned the ragged old four-door into a shimmering green bubble. She was pretty sure it was a Chevy, and eighties. Not that she knew cars that well. And then nudging away ringlets of sweaty hair, she saw gray duct tape crisscrossing rusted scars on both the front and rear fenders and knew who was inside. Her gaze vaulted the brown siding and the shingled rooftop ahead to a fissure in the autumn colors of the tree-packed hills. Scattered houses rode the summit, and somewhere miles below, the banks of the Mississippi brought the town to an end. Across that gray slab of water rose the Wisconsin hills.

Her attempt to see into the car met only shadows thrown by a nearby oak. While telling herself to jog past, maybe gallop on into the woods, she slowed and then stalled. The window started jerking down in spasms, and the face that pushed out was that of Bernice Doorley, a lifelong friend of Janet’s mother, Isabel. Caught upon the hook of the old woman’s gaze, Janet felt the rewards of the run leave her. The last time she’d seen Bernice was at her mother’s funeral over a year ago.

“How do,” said Bernice.

“Straying a little far from home, aren’t you?” Janet asked.

“Not so far. Speedometer says here I went just a little more than six miles.”

“I ran about that far.”

“Did you now? Look at you. All out of breath. Who you runnin’ from?”

“Just running, Bernice.”

“What’s that called again?”

“Just ‘running,’ as far as I know.”

“No, no, it’s got some other name so it don’t sound ordinary, but somehow there’s more to it.”

“Exercise.”

“Nope.”

“Jogging.”

“That’s the one.” With a sly little smile, she pushed the door open. “Get in. Have a little rest.”

Janet looked away and then back but gave no indication she would enter the car. “What brings you to my neck of the woods?”

“Lookin’ for you. Isn’t that clear?”

“Not really.”

“Get in. I need to ask a sort of favor, and I can make it snappy.”

Janet smiled but took a backward step, as if something she would be smart to avoid waited inside the car. “Listen, do you know what? We can talk, but I should take a shower. You can come up.” Her attempted display of welcome made her feel like a puppet with fingers worming their way up inside her to make her act in ways she didn’t mean. Why can’t they just leave me alone? she thought. Bernice appeared ready to scowl, her eyes vaguely suspicious, behind the thick lenses of her glasses in clear plastic frames. “Listen,” Janet explained. “What I meant was we should go inside. I need to get something to drink and jump in the shower before I catch cold.”

“You want me to come inside?”

“Yeah.” That was her deal, all right. Polite, compliant, and fake. A cozy little chat with Bernice was the last thing she wanted.

“Oh well, you should say what you mean, then, Janet.”

“I thought I did.”

“Not as far as I could tell.”

Emerging into the day, Bernice made a sturdy impression, always had. Medium height and slightly overweight, she was broad across the back and hips. Her white hair was tightly curled from a recent permanent, and a white knit scarf cradled her neck. She’d even gone to the trouble of pink lipstick, eyeliner, and rouge for reasons Janet doubted had to do with her visit here. Her pleated sage green skirt and flannel jacket, hip-length and gray, seemed to have come straight from the cleaners. All dolled up for something, Bernice still looked built for lugging heavy objects, a workhorse through and through. They’d made an odd pair, her mother and Bernice. Isabel Cawley had been long-limbed and delicate, maybe even rarefied as the years went on, though there was nothing fragile about either one of them when the time came to drive a remark clear to the bone.

Bernice smiled just then, and Janet turned and looked off. The west appeared to have exploded, the aftermath radiant.

“You sure are a tall drink of water,” said Bernice behind her, making it sound like a fault.

“I guess.” She set off, chuckling, as if being teased were her favorite thing. It was true, though. She was like her mother, both of them angular and alluring, not model-thin, but a length boys hungered to contend with, her auburn hair a flash of genetic fire streaking away from her blond mother to her runaway father.

She led the way, circling the garage, above which her apartment extended off the house, to where she had hidden a key under a brick near the base of the stairs. As soon as Bernice rounded the corner, Janet waved and went up and let herself in. Chugging Gatorade from the fridge, she set about filling the kettle with water to boil. She was dumping Oreo cookies on a plate when Bernice strode in, set her big beige handbag on the kitchen table, and stood considering what she could see of Janet’s apartment. The more or less rectangular space was divided into a kitchen and living room by copper linoleum squares in one area and reddish-brown wall-to-wall carpeting in the other.

“Help yourself,” Janet told her, placing the cookies on the table. “Make yourself at home.”

“You could give me a glass of milk.”

“Why not?” Along with cups, saucers, and Lipton tea, she got out a half-gallon of milk, a tall glass, and then a banana for herself. “I’ll be quick as I can.” She left Bernice sipping, savoring, and shuffling toward the kitchen window, where the parted curtains would present the terraced hillside packed with neighboring homes.

A narrow hallway led to her bedroom, and by the time she arrived, her resentment at Bernice’s intrusion had become complicated by a reactionary guilt. She stripped, gnawing the banana. The shower in the adjoining bathroom filled with steam, and the water rattled on the tile, the wall, while a nagging voice yammered on about her self-centeredness—that was a good one—her standoffish temperament. It was the basic accusatory theme. Swallowing the last of the banana, she flipped the skin into the sink and shut the door. A cold heart. People liked to say she was too smart for her own good. Didn’t know when to be satisfied.

Her skin reddened in blotches as the explanation for Bernice waiting in her kitchen came clear, and she understood that, counter to her first mistaken assumption, the reason Bernice was dressed to kill had everything to do with her visit. It was because she meant business and intended to be taken seriously once she got around to the subject of Janet’s divorce—the way her life was a complete mess. You couldn’t divorce your mother, and you couldn’t divorce your father, though they could divorce each other. But you were stuck. Not that she hadn’t tried, at least with her father, and with Belger, the town in which she lived. With this very moment.



Swabbing a patch of mirror out of the fog, she saw irritation in her reflected face. She knew that Bernice couldn’t help but adopt the role of surrogate mom doing the good work of the dead. Most everybody thought Janet had gone off the deep end when, not long after her mother’s funeral, she quit her job as an elementary-school teacher and took up the life she was now living. Which was, to the minds of many, no life. She had no job. She jogged long distances alone. Sometimes she wandered in the woods. Or maybe she drank herself into a nice high or, maybe, better yet, a nice stupor. There were periods when she read long classic novels like Middlemarch, Bleak House, or The House of Mirth, and then, somewhat mysteriously, these interests collapsed into stretches governed by tabloids, catalogs, fashion magazines, rented movies, and endless TV.

At first it had been difficult to keep people at bay, but as her solitary ambition bloomed, she saw how deeply she desired it. The friends of her childhood had turned out to be very few and not all that lasting after she went off to college. As for the relationships she’d begun while living the life of a schoolteacher, they were with busy women who had busy husbands and kids and jobs and little free time. In the beginning they all called, and she took time to explain, aware almost from the start of the way she was plotting to outmaneuver their concern. She knew how to work with their need to see themselves as good friends, while steering them back to their real interests, which were their kids, their husbands, and themselves. When the mood was right, she’d warn them to remain attentive to “the things that mattered,” so they wouldn’t end up divorced, like her. Last, she would mix in a few ploys about how she really needed to do what she was doing, telling them how much she was learning, and “no, she wasn’t depressed,” and she “missed them, too,” feeling all the while like she was tightening rubber bands around her fingers, the tissue discoloring. At a certain point, sick of finding her answering machine full of messages, she pulled the plug, and the result, as the blinking red light went out, was a moment of breathtaking peace. The next day the trash collectors carried it off. If people wanted her, they could phone when she was home, and if they didn’t get her, they could keep trying, or they could, as she hoped, give up.

Most did exactly that, but one or two persisted, unable to imagine how she could survive without their affection. After indulging them as long as she could stand it, she would provoke a fight. It was a tactic of last resort and usually found its opportunity around the subject of men. There were rumors about her and married men, or at least a certain married man. But she acknowledged nothing, coolly keeping gossip at bay and her frustrated friends guessing, just as she kept the lid screwed tight on certain of her other habits, such as how she dealt with stress and tedium and annoyance—how, when everything got too demanding and she really needed a time-out, she headed down to Kaiser Street. Once there, she knew how to appear lost and purposeful in just the right mix to invite one of the Crips or Bloods to approach. Working their best urban hiss, they pitched their wares, offering just about everything—crack, heroin, speed—in a half-baked code that she would politely entertain, though all she ever wanted was ’ludes and grass. Mostly, though, she kept it simple and went straight to her regular guy, Big Baby Dog. He teased her about her outmoded habits and bragged he was the only dopeman worth her time, because the rest of them were second-rate “gangsta” farmed out from Omaha or Wichita, all rejects from somewhere—Chicago, Des Moines. She figured that what he said of them was probably true of him, too—that they’d all been involved in some kind of screwup that caused them to be judged in need of training and sent to learn their trade in less competitive Belger.

Returning from her bedroom in a T-shirt and jeans, her hair wrapped in a towel and her feet bare, she found Bernice relaxing in the armchair near the apartment’s largest window, which, with its teal panel curtains scooped wide, opened onto woods and sky out back. Her jacket was unbuttoned, the scarf loose. She held the empty plate on her lap. “Oreos,” she sighed between chews. “Your momma loved Oreos.”

“You’re right about that.” Janet was making sure the tags of the tea bags dangled neatly out of the mugs before adding the boiling water.

“What are you so mad about, Janet? You got a chip on your shoulder big as a house.”

“Is that what you came by to talk about?”

“No.”



Janet detoured for more cookies, all the while collecting her resources to tell Bernice to mind her own business. She had no idea why she was living the life she was living, and she didn’t care why, because it was what she wanted, and she was going to do it until she no longer felt like doing it, and if it was weird, well, fine; and if it bothered people, well, fine. With money she’d saved from work, plus her divorce settlement and the unwanted assistance of her mother’s life insurance, along with other funds Isabel had squirreled away, Janet could last at least six more months. She knew how to live even more cheaply if she had to, and if she went through every dime, it was her own fucking business. So they could all just butt out, and Bernice, as their representative, could take her platitudes and her chatty advice and stick them.

“Listen,” Bernice said. “You like animals, don’tcha?”

“What?”

“I always remember that about you. When you were a little girl, even. Your momma thought you was going to be a veterinarian.”

Arranging the tea on the end table beside the armchair, Janet studied Bernice, trying to see where the hell this tack would take them.

“You remember that, right?” said Bernice. “Because I have three dogs and two cats, you know.”

Janet retreated to the wall. The old woman had a sentimental suck to her. The lights might as well have been dimming on everything but her strangely enchanting eyes. “It’s a real mess,” she said.

Janet pushed her right foot down as if to somehow move off from this moment. “Are they sick or something?”

“No, no. The dogs? No, no, they’re all fine. One of the cats is old, but she still takes no sass off any of ’em. Elmira was the first one I ever had of this batch. She’s got her seniority. And there’s one of the dogs is old, but he’s a tough one. No, no, it’s the Rapture, see. That’s the trouble. You heard about the Rapture?” said Bernice.

Janet decided to try a little tea, unable to imagine what Bernice was up to. “This is what, Bernice?”

“C’mon, now, you’re not gonna tell me you have your head so deep in the sand, you never heard of it. It’s been in the papers—it’s been on the TV. You have a TV, don’t you?” She sounded annoyed, unable to see a television anywhere.

“It’s in there,” Janet said. “My TV.” She gestured to a pine cabinet that stood against the far living room wall.

“In where?”

“The chair you’re in swivels around. VHS, TV—it’s all inside the cabinet.”

“You got cable?”

“Yeah. Sure. Why?” Janet tightened her lips to hide how absurd the conversation was striking her.

“Look. This is no laughing matter. I feel like you’re just about to break out laughing.”

“I don’t know why we’re talking about my TV.”

“We’re not. It’s just odd you got it locked up.”

“I don’t like to look at it unless I’m going to watch something.”

“Fine. Good. It’s your business where you keep the fool thing.”

Janet struggled to hold a serious expression, while Bernice raised her hand in a vague way. Lifting her glasses to rub the bridge of her nose seemed an afterthought. “I’m talking about the Rapture, okay. This is a matter of Jesus and a bunch of special angels coming to haul some people off body and soul, all the folks who been saved. And this one load is coming out of Belger, and I am one of them going to be taken up.”

Janet took a prolonged sip of tea. “Really.”

“It was in the papers. It was on the TV.”

“It was in the papers that you were going to be taken up?” If Bernice was nuts, the answer to this question might give Janet a way to gauge how nuts.

“No, no. That wasn’t in the papers. That couldn’t be in the papers, Janet. You mean like did it say, ‘Bernice Doorley is being taken up’? No. It was in the papers that the Rapture is coming, and coming soon. That’s what was in the papers. It’s worldwide. We aren’t the only ones. I’m talking about our group over at the Church of the Angels. We’re not the only ones. And it’s all Bible-based. This isn’t one of those cults, if that’s what you’re thinking.”



“No, no.”

“What are you thinking? Not that it matters.”

“Well, it matters to me, Bernice.”

“That’s what most people get around to saying when push comes to shove. They just get their drawers all knotted up about these cults. At least around here. But there are books you can read if you want to, at least about the idea of it. Not about how Belger fits in, but the overall notion. You know what I’m remembering about you? The way you always did have a way of diggin’ in your heels. Over nothin’ sometimes. Just plain stubborn.”

“And I’m too smart for my own good, right? Don’t know when to be satisfied.”

“There’s some that say that, sure.”

“Well, that’s not how it ever looked to me, let me tell you.”

“Some of us tried to advise your momma. Just pull down your little pants and tan your hide every now and then. Take you down a peg.”

“You know, I think she took that advice.”

“There’s worse things.”

“Actually, I did read an article about that Rapture business, Bernice. This was in the Des Moines paper. And I think there was a cover story in Time or Newsweek, if I remember right.”

“I don’t know.”

“But I didn’t read any of it too carefully, because at the time I didn’t know it pertained to Belger.”

“Well, it pertains to some of us, anyway, and it’s coming tonight.”

“Tonight?”

“I’m afraid so. Which is why I’m here, as you can imagine.”

“Tonight? Are you sure?”

“Of course I’m sure. That’s the whole thing, because it’s pretty well set I’m one of them. I’m going to be one of them saved. So you see, I’m worried about my animals.”

“Is something going to happen to them?”

“Well, for Pete’s sake, Janet, just use your brain for a second. I’m not certain exactly how it’s going to work, but once I am taken up, they’re going to be there in that house all alone.”



When Janet smiled in spite of trying not to, Bernice looked disgusted by her own inability to rouse the necessary alarm. “Think for a second, will you? Who’s gonna feed them? Can you answer me that? I mean, I’m just going to be sucked right up, and I’ll just be gone, the Lord Jesus looking for the saved ones and dragging us right out of our living rooms, our cars. Airplanes. Buses. Some won’t even know it’s coming, and off they’ll go. Just gone. Their seats empty. If it happened now, you would just be sittin’ there, leanin’ against that wallpaper with that cup of tea up to your mouth, havin’ this conversation with an empty chair.”

The notion of Bernice vanishing had a certain appeal. “Can I ask you something, Bernice?”

“No. Not just this second.” She stood up, turned in a circle, and wiggled out of her jacket. Agitation joined with a series of charged impulses had her more confused than excited, and her ruddy, wrinkled hands smoothed the pleats on her cream-colored blouse again and again. “What about the dogs? What about the cats? Do you see? Or maybe you don’t. Maybe you have no idea. It’s all going to grind to a halt. I mean, the world. The whole shebang. Not tonight—I’m not saying tonight or tomorrow, even—but sometime after. And not too long, either. The timetable is a mystery, so nobody knows when, exactly. But I don’t want them to go hungry in the meantime. So I’m wondering if you might feed them for me. That’s what I’m wondering. If you would make sure they don’t starve. Could you do that for me?”

“What about Irma? Couldn’t Irma take care of all this for you?”

“Irma moved to Wisconsin. Maybe you didn’t know that. All the way to Sayersville.”

Bernice couldn’t stop fussing with her blouse, which was chiffon, Janet noted, and closed above her breasts not by buttons but by a circular brooch. Realizing that Bernice was all dressed up this way because of what she was talking about, the Rapture, Janet took a fresh look at the newly applied clear nail polish, flawless stockings, neatly tied shoes. Bernice had even used powder to fade age spots on her cheeks and forehead. She was all set for her trip, but she seemed to have confused heaven with a night out on the town. “Sayersville’s not that far,” Janet said. “Just give Irma a call and—”

“Look. There’s no way I can talk to her about this kind of thing. I just can’t. Or anything else, for that matter. She would give me an earful. I can just hear her calling it a buncha bunk and making fun of her crazy old mother. I don’t need that just now. She doesn’t have a religious bone in her body. What I need is to rest assured someone will see to the animals. You know, feed ’em, walk ’em. If I just put food out, don’t you know it’ll all go bad in a day or so, and they won’t eat it, especially Elmira, because she’s such a finicky eater. Anyway, it’ll all just rot and make them sick. Or they’ll run out of water. And General—he’s an old dog—on his last legs, you know. Why should he suffer? You see the problem.”

Even with its bizarre premise, the exchange was beginning to bore Janet. “Sure,” she said. She wanted an Oreo, and picking up one of the last two, she held back the impulse to say that as far as she was concerned, Bernice had more than one screw loose. “I’m just thinking this is pretty last-minute,” she said and smiled.

“Why do you think I’m so stressed out? I was racking my brain—just racking it—when I remembered your mom always talkin’ about how you loved animals. Talked to them. Some big collie, I remember. She even took me once to watch you and we sat in my car watching you talk to that collie. That was a sweet sight. Believe you me, I would rest a lot easier.” Removing one of her earrings, she tended her earlobe where the clasp had left an imprint. “Will you?”

“I want to tell you, Bernice, I don’t think it’s really going to happen.”

“I don’t blame you for taking that attitude, I really don’t, but—”

“I would just be patronizing you.”

“That’ll do just fine. Because I’m sure I would be thinking along those same lines if I was in your shoes. And if it doesn’t happen, then you won’t have to do it. But if it does, what I’m asking is simple enough, don’t you think?”

A wave crawled over Janet, the sensation of unwelcome influence, as if a hypnotist were casting spells to make her let this old woman have her way. When she shook her head, the negation was mainly of certain incomprehensible aspects of her inner life, and she said, “Sure.”

“That’s good of you, but I knew your momma raised you right. We were friends from the second grade on, you know.” Bernice was nodding, her expression reverent. “We were soul mates, you know.”

“Really?”

“Yes, we were. We often said it. But you probably don’t see that as something likely, either.”

“I’m not so sure I want to rule it out completely.”

“Well, that’s hopeful.”

Some people had soul mates—they had troops of interested angels. Janet had a hypnotist devoted to making certain she obeyed other people’s commands, took on their chores. “That’s how I feel,” she said.

“About what?”

Startled that she’d spoken, she knew better than to continue. “Nothing.”

“Spit it out if it’s important.”

“No.”

“Okay, then. Because I guess what I’d like us to do, if you’re not busy right now—Do you have something to do?”

The desire in Bernice’s eyes was like water rising over Janet’s head. Looking for a way out, she could only wish for something she could claim as an excuse for her grudging surrender as she said, “Not a thing.”

“Because what would suit me would be if you could follow me over to my house so I could show you everything, such as where the food is kept and the can opener. They all have separate bowls, okay? You could meet them, and I could give you a key to my place. That way I could just put this whole thing out of my mind. Because the way it’s been going, it won’t give me a second’s peace.”

“Okay. Sure.” As she bent to the task of her socks and shoes, she sensed a change in Bernice. She found the old woman fixed on something out the window, where the sunset was a fiery bruise above trees erupting from the hilltop that formed the edge of the horizon.

“Look at that,” Bernice said.



“What?”

“God’s face.” Her tone was as saccharine and melodramatic as her gaze. “I see Him everywhere lately.”

Janet studied the mixture of elm and fir trees, a pair of the tallest protruding like the prongs of a plug. “Above those two sticking out up there,” she said, pointing. “Is that where you’re looking?”

“He’s there, Janet. Now just tie your shoes and let’s go.”

“Okay.” She tugged the laces tight, a sputtering resentment squeezed out by the hateful willingness she felt to placate this old woman.

“I know I should have come by sooner, so we could have had more time to get everything right.”

“Sure.” With her eyes necessarily downcast, it seemed safe to ask, “What do you think Mom would say about all this?” She straightened impulsively, surprised that she wanted to see Bernice answer.

Bernice raised her eyebrows like she might crack a joke, but then her mood proved more sad than amused. She seemed to labor to remember Isabel accurately. “That’s a tough one.”

“It just occurred to me.”

“I don’t know. I’ve wondered that, but I can’t say. Not for sure. One day I think one way, and on the next I got a whole different opinion. But it’s all guesswork. That’s the thing to keep in mind. I never had a chance to ask Isabel, because I didn’t go to this particular church when she was still with us. But then I started, and now I been learning this and that, and all of a sudden this is what’s happening. But I figure I’ll be seeing Isabel soon.” She picked up and fluffed her jacket, and with her purse under her arm, she was clearly itching to be on her way.






2

IN HER HONDA, JANET GLIDED into the growing dark where Bernice’s Chevy chugged on ahead. The narrow pavement was bounded by houses on tilted lots packed along a decline. Animals, Janet thought. So I’ll be taking care of some animals. The notion, with a prod from nostalgia, sent her looking out the car window, as if into the memory of a railroad car with an autumnal countryside racing past. What had Bernice said? Something about that big collie and the way they spied on her as she consulted with him because he seemed so wise and comforting down on the corner of Ambrose and Garfield. Why had they done that? Were they worried? Or did it please them to sit and poke fun at her foolishness? Did they have the faintest idea that because everybody knew animals heard things people couldn’t, Janet believed they knew her thoughts? Especially that beautiful old collie. The summer she was eight and desperately unhappy, she would lie on her belly in the grass and chatter to him about her troubles in a rush of free association directed toward his somber, patriarchal snout. She was sure his understanding went beyond anything she could say, and that tenderly, wisely, he withheld comment.

Throughout the maze of her childhood, she had continued to see animals as magical beings she wanted to associate with forever—even assist and serve. Graduating from high school with those impulses intact, though modified and matured, she had set off by train the following fall to begin studying to become a veterinarian at a small college in Hammond, Illinois, just outside Chicago. She had long dreamed of grateful dogs and cats, even deer, or a far-fetched elephant or bear, but from the minute she stepped aboard the train, the animals that drew her gaze were men. Seat after seat held men in work clothes, or Levi’s and windbreakers, or suits and shirts with buttoned-down collars and ties snugged to the throat. She was shocked at the way her attention shifted from figure to figure with an appetite she didn’t fully recognize. Of course, she’d had crushes on boys in elementary school and on through high school, where there’d been a tentative boyfriend or two, but this was different. The stubble of their beards, their meaty hands, some calloused and stained, others pale and soft, fingers as thick as broomsticks held her. Shadows folded their pants in the inky gathering of their crotches.

Within a month of her arrival on campus, she was involved in dreamy, erotic chaos with a sweet boy who attended her every whim and desire in a way that took her quickly from bliss to boredom. So she tossed in another boy, a more withheld and selfish upperclassman, Byron Link. His responses to her were mainly careless and remote, except when they were in bed, where he provided her first ’lude and where she made the unhappy discovery that his vanity and narcissism were tinder to her lust. Eventually, a sense of being shadowed by something she didn’t have a clue about started to scare her. She felt on the verge of understanding a fantastic fact about herself, even as her ignorance heightened her excitement.

Neither of the boys was in her field of study, and the fading of her interest in schoolwork had a preordained quality. She resisted, studied harder, and then near the close of her second semester, she saw a beagle named Rudyard die on an operating table. The shaved fur left pinkish tissue peeled back over white bone. A series of shudders produced a halo of blood. She was surprised and realized that she had failed to fully consider the fact that the animals a vet dealt with were often in pain. Her ambition felt infantile, a fiction whose full examination made her feel vapid and thoughtless.

It wasn’t long after this that Kevin Garvey, the more sensitive of the two boys, lost it with her one night in his car. He’d been going down on her when she said something—she could never remember what, they’d both been drinking, but she said it, she was sure of that. The next thing she knew, she was on the pavement outside the car, clumps of her hair ripped out, her lip split, several teeth loosened, and Kevin on top of her, his sensitivity revealed as a desperate strategy to hold back rage. He was still sobbing and slapping her. When he drove off, she got to her feet in the headlights of a car, which slowed and passed by before stopping and backing up. The elderly couple insisted on taking her to the hospital. It felt impolite to argue. A police report followed. She didn’t press charges, but school authorities were notified. She and Kevin were compelled to meet jointly with a counselor, who advised them to break things off. The misery on his freckled face as he contemplated life without her gave her shameful delight. He looked panicky, as if he were being shoved into an airless environment. Life without Janet. How would he ever? She found him preposterous and had to fight not to parody his desperation. She said, “Fine, yes, all right.” He groaned, and she said she thought that a complete breakup would be best. It was odd how she couldn’t stop smiling at him. Individual counseling was required by the school, and it didn’t take long before the counselor, a large, solemn woman named Mrs. Snell, asked her to consider the impact that her parents’ divorce and her absent father might have had on her. Janet furrowed her brow in an imitation of dutiful, earnest analysis and said she hadn’t thought about her father for such a long time that she couldn’t remember the last time. Mrs. Snell sighed and gazed at her in a way intended to suggest gravity, along with silent warning, and then she said, “That doesn’t necessarily mean what you think it does, Janet.”

“Really.” Janet was aware of a certain theoretical curiosity, though her primary response was smug amusement at how perfectly alone and independent she felt, which seemed to disprove every possible implication Mrs. Snell was interested in. Janet knew divorce affected people, but the way she felt sitting there seemed to prove her the exception to the rule. Not that she wasn’t returned every now and then to a mood like a big room where she sat tuned in to some really bad news, but it was difficult to see how such pointless annoyances had anything to do with Kevin Garvey and her interest in his hard-on.



“You see, Janet,” Mrs. Snell added somberly, with an irritating appetite to establish undeniable eye contact, “sometimes we respond to things in ways that don’t look like responses at all.”

“Hmmm,” said Janet, wondering if maybe this woman spent too much time reading fortune cookies. But she quickly announced that she would consider these matters in a new light, since Mrs. Snell thought them important. Not that she intended to give her prick of a father another second of her precious time by surrendering to some useless longdistance voice-from-the-past disruption. She had more important things to do, like getting rid of Byron Link. He scoffed at her announcement, because she was strictly and permanently low-end, if she thought she was unplugging him, because he was a twenty-four/seven operation and had been fucking Marisa all along, and Maggie and Angela, too.

The following year she took up residence in an off-campus rooming-house. There she made do with erotic literature and self-help that proved surprisingly satisfactory. She felt sometimes that she was outsmarting a malign, arrogant force and that this force was starving without her. At times the idea boosted her arousal, moving her along, getting her off. Aiming the TV remote with her free hand, she raised the volume so that the sounds she made were interlaced with the racket of some melodrama or sitcom. Sometimes she smoked a little dope to cook her sensations, listening to Laura Branigan or Madonna, Cyndi Lauper, or that space-age, hard-hearted lead singer for Blondie. Always women, only girls, while nameless, faceless men everywhere were pining and desolate without access to her body.

By the end of her sophomore year, her incompatibility with veterinary medicine was so glaring, she left not only the program but the school. Back in Belger and living with her mother, she worked a couple of part-time jobs, one as a waitress, the other babysitting, until the idea of teaching at an elementary school occurred. If not dogs and cats, she thought, wouldn’t the next best thing be kids? The following spring, off she went to Wagner College in Vida, Wisconsin, where she majored in education. She worked hard, stayed focused and out of trouble, dating boys who didn’t really interest her.



She graduated early and moved in again with her mother and stayed on even after being hired by Meadow View Elementary School. She lived in a tranquil, mellow way with a sense of waiting and prelude until the day Bobby Crimmins almost crashed his Buick into her Volkswagen as they both raced for the same mall parking spot. Bobby won. In the aftermath, she harangued him about the importance of civility in the arena of mall parking, until suddenly, she found herself giggling at something he’d said. At that point the squabble turned playful and ended when he asked her out. He owned and ran a small realty company, and she surprised everyone by marrying him when he asked. Of course, that was over now. Through Bobby, divorce had slammed into her life for a second time, and it was amid the repercussions that she tasted the solitary “lifestyle,” which she was now expanding. She’d kept her job and found rather quickly that it wasn’t so much the teaching she loved as the hours spent with the children.

By the time she quit in the months after her mother died, she’d been at it for ten years. The cessation had been violent initially, but she’d gritted her teeth and forged ahead, as if each new day were a door she had to force open. It had not been easy, but at least chance encounters with school buses, like the one coming out of the dusk right now and rumbling past, no longer prompted outbursts of tears. Last fall she would have been forced to pull to the side of the road. She could remember steeling herself with the reminder that, when she was a teacher, her life had contained rhythmic, seasonal breaks, so her current situation could be viewed as an extended vacation. The idea was not persuasive, but her distress, contrary to its aims, convinced her that breaking from her past was necessary. As if her emotions were her enemy, she became even more determined to leave the routines that caused them. By walking away from years of habit, she hoped to look back on it all with insightful perspective.

With Bernice’s house only minutes away, she started rooting through her CD case, wanting some kind of edgy diversion, and persisting until she found and popped in Alanis Morissette. One stupid thing after another, she thought, annoyed that she was going where she was going for such an absurd reason. Off to her right, the terrain spread out in a desolate expanse where a muddy slough had been drained for a development that never amounted to much. At the moment a freight train was clanking south past the lumberyard on its way to the meatpacking plant. Cows in a string of slatted cars wedged their noses into the air, the chilly light flickering over their big eyes.

Waiting near the front of her car, Bernice struck Janet as attempting a formal, maybe even gloomy, pose. Back again, Janet thought, casting a wary eye at the yellow one-story house, the paint now chipped and fading. She’d been dragged here to visit Bernice and Toby and that bundle of fun, their daughter, Irma, umpteen million times. When she was small and her dad was with them, he and Toby would get together to “shoot the shit,” as Toby liked to say, the four adults collecting in the kitchen for boozy card games. Janet was handed over to Irma, who was almost seven years older and acted bored and bossed her around.

Traipsing along behind Bernice, Janet hadn’t the faintest idea when she’d last spoken to Irma, but she had to wonder if she was obligated under the circumstances to call her up and let her know what was going on with her mother. The dogs were already yapping inside. It seemed unlikely that the curtains had always been gauzy and printed with daisies, as they were now, and even if they had been, how was she supposed to remember?

“Oh, now, shush,” Bernice told the dogs, two floppy-eared swirls of black-and-white fur spinning around. The place had a faint animal smell, mainly dog, but cat piss, too, and cooked bacon, and good old lemon Pledge. In the distance, muttering at their intrusion, a larger black dog hobbled in their direction, his tail in a slow fidget, his rheumy eyes trying to focus. Bernice patted his old head, rousing dust, as she said something Janet didn’t quite catch. One cat was sleeping on the couch, the other on the windowsill, its fat yellow torso spread like a puddle.

“I got to be careful not to get emotional,” said Bernice. “But it’s just a matter of doin’ one darn thing you never thought you’d be doin’ after another, that’s the real trick to livin’ your life. That’s the big secret, if you ask me. Not that anybody does.” She plopped her purse on the kitchen counter and hung her jacket over the back of a chair. With a nod, she marched to the cat on the sill. “Elmira, this is Janet.” She patted the cat, who gazed at her tolerantly. “She’s going to be takin’ care of you, okay?” Bernice used a version of this ritual to introduce each pet. Ira, who had a haughty scowl, was a rich black except for the tips of his toes and the fringes of his muzzle, where white specks surrounded his pink nose. The old dog was General, a black mongrel, lean and longhaired but reminiscent of a Labrador. The other two were spaniels from the same litter, Sappy, a male, and Happy, a female. The feeding room was just off the kitchen in an alcove that existed in Janet’s memory as the pantry where she had sometimes sought refuge when getting along with Irma proved too difficult. They passed a bin of gray, mildly repugnant Kitty Litter. “I change their box every two days, and the dogs, well, you gotta get them outside twice a day. Can you do that?”

“Listen, maybe this has gone far enough.”

“What do you mean? What’s got into you now?”

“Because you are not going to disappear, Bernice.”

“Let me put it to you this way, Janet. I thought we straightened this question out.”

“I agreed to go along with it.”

“So go along with it.”

“I’m just telling you—”

“What if I die? How about that, Janet? If I die tonight, will you take care of the animals? Let’s pretend that’s what we’re talking about.”

“It’s just about as likely, Bernice. Actually, it’s more likely.”

“You really do have a mean streak.”

She nodded, smiled, shrugged, and said, “Where do you think I picked that up?”

Bernice looked ready to scuffle, but then the resigned pucker of her lips signaled her belief that she had only one way to go. “Let’s finish up here, all right? Can we do that?”

“I just don’t see how it is you’re so sure about it. That’s all.”

“Well, Hazel Vanasek took me to this preacher, if you must know. And he was talking about it. Not right away, but after a while.” She settled at the kitchen table and sat rubbing the ears of one of the dogs. “I just started goin’, and I enjoyed the company, and he talked about the regular things, this and that, like they all do. All in all, it was a nice bunch of people, and we got along. Better than sittin’ home alone, which I did more than my share of there for a while. Sure, there were some duds, a couple of loudmouths, and one who can’t help but act snooty. But over time I got more out of it than I might of thought. And then at a certain point this subject came up, and then it came up more and more often, and then he named the day and said we were all going.”

“So you took his word for it? Just like that!” Janet alighted on the edge of the opposite chair.

“No, no, no, for goodness sake, no. Now, I may not be able to explain this, and I don’t want you to take it wrong, but I was sitting there feeling real puzzled—I’ll admit it—and some of us were whispering to see if we’d heard right, when all of a sudden I remembered how, in my surgery, I’d had this funny minute where I was off in the head, and I paid it little mind, the way you do. I’m talking about my surgery for my atrial fibrillation. It’s going on three years now. Those chest pains and feeling weak day in and day out—but I am feeling good these days, in case you’re wondering. It was a hard time, that time—hard—you can take my word for it, and your mom was good to me, I want to tell you. She was a good friend. And then it’s less than two years later, and her heart all but explodes. There’s just no telling.”

“I guess not.”

“Anyway, it was one heck of a thing, and not one I’d care to repeat. Because right in the middle of the surgery, I sort of woke up and I thought, Oh, my Lord, I’m gonna feel it, I’m gonna feel what they’re doing, the knife and everything, and I was so scared. But when I opened my eyes, there was this man standing there, and he wasn’t real, and yet I was glad to see him, and he was there just for me. He was talking to me. Nobody else—the nurses paid him no mind, because he wasn’t there, as far as they knew, and I don’t remember exactly what he said, but I felt a whole lot better and went back to sleep, and it crossed my mind that it was Jesus. So then the day came in Reverend Tauke’s chapel when he spoke to us of what was coming, and I came to the realization that I was in that same kind of situation again. Same as the surgery. I opened my eyes and started to listen real close to Reverend Tauke, to see if I couldn’t understand what he was saying. And the more I listened, the more I came to the feeling that it was all true, and that it had been Jesus in my surgery, or an angel, at the very least. I mean, it’s real hard to explain, and I know it sounds crazy. But if you think about it, a person would have to say that’s what the Bible is. Chapter and verse, page after page, one crazy thing after another. This one, that one, who’s got the most screws loose? Moses? Abraham? You tell me. So why should it be any different now?”

Janet stood and said, “Can I have a drink of water?” At the sink quickly, she started the faucet running, her finger under the flow.

“There’s Diet 7UP in the fridge, if you want it.”

“This is fine. Listen, do you know what I think. People are born, and they’re born in one country or another, in one city and one religion or another, or maybe no religion. But into this family with whatever it consists of—or doesn’t consist of—and all this is what determines their upbringing, their formative years—religion, economics, which all feeds into and influences their genetic makeup, which they’re born with, right—so it’s a given. It is what it is, propensities and all, and so each person ends up a certain way as a result. And they live accordingly, and what they want is on that basis. The basis of who they are or think they are. Even though almost everyone is a lot more alike than they think—what they want—what people everywhere want, and yet it appears to be different if you go person by person. Because it’s somehow their own, and they’re one of a kind, as far as they know.” She paused to enjoy a long, cold drink of water.

“Okay.”

“That’s what I think. And so you’re going along with this group for your own reasons.”

“Do you know what? I think maybe you’re gettin’ too smart for me with all that. It may be true, I don’t know, but off the top of my head, it sounds pretty narrow.”

“Smart but narrow?”



“I’m no genius, but I don’t see how it fits with what I said. Does it?”

Janet chuckled in a way that felt rude and led her to decide to give up on whatever it was she was doing. “Well, you can think about it.”

“I hope you’re not tryin’ to change my mind, Janet.”

“No, I just thought I’d say something.”

“Because I’m not looking to have that happen any more than I’m looking to change your mind about anything. Everybody knows you been acting real odd—that you been havin’ a hard time, but—”

“Is that right? That’s what everybody knows?”

“Nobody knows what to make of you, though.”

“Maybe they should just stop trying.”

“The truth is, I’d like to hear your side of it myself, if there was a way you could explain so the average person could understand. And I guess I’d have to be less pressed for time. Things just don’t matter the way they used to. I don’t mean they don’t matter at all, but I’m leavin’, and I don’t even know if I’ll be wearin’ my clothes. As you probably noticed, or maybe you didn’t—I got kinda dressy, because that’s the kind of question I can’t stop worrying myself sick about.”

“You do look pretty snazzy.”

“I guess, but it’s foolish, because how’s it gonna matter in heaven?”

“I have no idea.” Janet sank back into thoughts that left her feeling like a child darting into a strange room only to wish she hadn’t been so confident she knew where she was going.

“ ’Course you don’t,” Bernice said, then went on to explain that the cats’ bowls were on the top shelf, so the dogs couldn’t get at them to steal the food. “Which is exactly what you would do if you could,” she informed Sappy, who trailed them. “Now, there’s a whole rigamarole to this, Janet. You ought to jot it down.”

“Jot what down?”

“So you get it right.” From a shelf near the refrigerator, she produced a notepad with a pen attached by a white string, and with Janet scribbling, she went through the names again. “Okay, so I’d say first thing to do is walk them. You can find the leashes just here.” She gestured to a colorful collection of nylon straps dangling on the pantry wall. “You get that done, you feed them a certain way.” She glanced at Janet, frowning at the fact that the pen was idle. “You’ll regret not taking notes. You mark my word.”

“Sorry, sorry.”

“The cats twice a day, and they each get half a can. There’s six varieties, and I try to give ’em both the same each day. That way there’s no jealousy. But make it different day to day. Because they get fussy. Now, if you run out and need to buy more, there’s a check signed and ready to go for three hundred dollars.” Bernice unveiled a sealed blue envelope beneath a basket of onions. “You want my perishables. Not much. Some apples in the fridge.”

“No, thanks.”

“Just look through and help yourself. There’s milk, too. Ice cream. I figure Irma will come around fairly quick. Or you can contact her once I’m gone. I’m hoping she’ll take the place over and find it in her heart to take the animals on. Or if you want them, you can have them.”

Janet was more impassive than entertained by the relief she felt at knowing she had no choice. Still, an odd little giggle preceded her answer. “My landlord doesn’t allow pets.”

“Not even cats?”

“No.”

Bernice could only shake her head at such wickedness. “The dogs get some kibble from that bucket, and there’s more in the bag there. You got to keep it high up on the shelf like it is, and it’s hell to lift, but they bust into it if you don’t keep it out of their reach. Food, food, food. Happy and Sappy get half a cup and then half a can of the canned twice a day. They’ll gobble it down like there’s no tomorrow. But General’s another matter. Him you got to cater to because he’s on his last legs, so I figure fine with me. You give a whole can twice a day. These here.” She patted an orderly array stacked on the second shelf. “If he sticks his nose up, which is something he’s doing more lately, well, there’s these special ones of stuff it’s a rarity for him to get a taste of, like kangaroo. Vet says it should tempt him.” The labeling on this batch was vaguely institutional. “Don’t use them unless you have to, because they go for a pretty penny. There’s times he’ll say ‘no thank you’ even to them, and that’s when you resort to hot dogs and cheese. Or there’s frozen turkey burgers in there. I’ll go so far as give him one if I have to. Boil the dogs, fry the burgers. The other thing is, you got to get one of each of these pills down him in the morning.” She held out a white plastic bottle. “They’re these steroids to stimulate his appetite and then the Rimadyl for his arthritis.” Here she rattled an orange prescription vial. “I wrap ’em up in cheese. You try slipping them into his regular food, he’ll just pick ’em out. But the cheese he gobbles. And you got to give him time to eat and keep the other dogs away. I usually put him in the bathroom—let him take as long as he wants. And like I said, walk them first thing you come in. That’d be my advice. Just out in the yard. I tole you about the leashes. And I’d appreciate it if you picked up the poop. So the yard don’t look like trash lives here. There’s a pooperscooper right out beside the front steps. Just take a look when you go. Now, I went pretty fast, so do you think I should go over it again?”

“Well, some,” Janet said. “Not all, but some.”

“Okay. Which parts?”

It took another twenty minutes before Bernice was satisfied, and they stood by the door with Janet tearing her scribbles from the notebook. She’d written little, but she folded the pages and deposited them in the breast pocket of her denim jacket, as if they were of the utmost value. Closing the snap, she thought how she was agreeing to this insanity only because the crazy old bat would be there in the morning to handle it all.

With a somewhat ceremonial air, Bernice was preparing to reach into her handbag, which struck Janet at this second as not simply big but bizarrely oversize, with a thick brass clasp. “Don’t want to forget these.” The two house keys flashed, coming together with a clink. “Back door, front door,” she said, indicating the B printed with permanent marker on the fat part of one key, then the F on the other. She seemed to sort through a series of emotions that brought little satisfaction and didn’t quite end as she handed the keys over, and rummaged in her bag to dig out a small bottle of Tylenol. “For my arthritis,” she said, fiddling with the tamperresistant lid. “Not as bad as some I’ve seen—they can hardly take a step. So I’m lucky. But I have to make do with Tylenol. There’s this other good one, naproxen, Hazel takes, but I can’t because of the one I take for my heart.” She caught two of the white oblong pills in her palm and headed for the sink. “Come around some morning—then I really go to town. This one, that one—three, four, five of the little devils.” She sipped and swallowed. “You know the thing that gets me in all this is how I will miss out on taking care of General. I’d like to see him through to the end, but it’s not my call, as far as I can tell.” With the pills washed down, she rinsed the glass and gave Janet a naughty smile. “And the other thing I’d like to be here for is to see how things turn out on some of my stories. The Guiding Light and General Hospital. You watch them any?”

“No, I don’t.”

“Your mom loved them. But it’s just as well you don’t get started on the fool things. That’d be my advice. I’m just goin’ to put them out of my mind, since I’ll be hightailing it out of here soon enough. Though I was hoping to see that nasty one get what’s comin’ to her on The Guiding Light. She’s a terrible person. No two ways about it.”

“Right,” said Janet, tossing the keys and catching them.

“Be careful with them now. Put ’em in your purse. Where’s your purse?”

“It’s out in the car.”

“Put them where you can find them, Janet. You mark my words.”

“I will. So what time do you suggest I come by in the morning?”

“Well, I can promise that if you get here much after ten, you’ll be picking poop off the rug.”

“Gotcha,” she said, turning to go. It was night, the sun down, the sky a quilted haze. She was partway down the walk when a playful, impish impulse too strong to ignore stopped her. She called, “Wait!” far too loudly because Bernice was still framed in the doorway, wrapping her shoulders in a shawl against the chill.

“What now?” Bernice said.

“You know what? I just thought of something, Bernice. What if I’m going, too?”

“Where?”

“Well, with you.”



“You mean with Jesus?”

“Now, that would be a problem, wouldn’t it?”

“What has got into you? I suppose you can’t help yourself, or you figure you can’t, anyway. But you don’t have to be contrary every chance you get, Janet. You’re not goin’.”

“You said some people don’t have any idea about it, and they’re just grabbed up. That’s what you said.”

“You’re not goin’, Janet.”

“I could be one of those who doesn’t know about it.”

“I don’t think so.”

“Why?”

“I just don’t is why. That’s why. Now get in the car and go on home. I’ll put in a good word for you with Jesus.”

“Right,” said Janet, moving to her car.

“All you need to worry about is keeping on my good side. Just do what you promised. I wish I could’ve managed to give you a little more warning, but I think you’re gonna be up to it.”






3

AFTER A QUICK STOP AT a McDonald’s, Janet ate her burger and fries on the road, while evening advanced. She was drawing hard on the straw for the last of her Coke and nearing the crest above her home, where she knew for a split second that Bernice would be waiting once again in some weird continuation of her ability to mess with Janet’s day. When in fact there was a vehicle under the streetlight, her satisfaction felt slightly paranormal. However, the red Lexus bathed in the arc of artificial glow prompted little mystery. There would be no duct tape on this coddled machine—just Wayne Miller waiting inside. By the time she parked and strode over, he had rolled down the window and arranged his chin on his bare forearm, his dark hair, keen eyes, and dimpled grin framed in the opening.

“Wayne,” she said.

“Yes, it is.”

She could smell the vodka and orange juice he liked to drink. He nodded in her direction, letting his eyes flit up to hers, where they took some kind of measurement. His hand passed through his hair to signal that, in case she had any doubts, he was undergoing a lot of emotion. The radio played a faint sea swell of sound, all pure background. He had the dial fixed, as he always did, to KDBQ, where the listening was easy, the songs generated out of a perpetual 1970s estuary.

“I wish you could have arrived just a couple a minutes ago,” he told her. “Then you could have heard that song they were playing. It was killer.”



She had little doubt the lethal tune she’d missed was something by James Taylor. Wayne had been told once too often that he bore a resemblance to the young James Taylor, so he was always finding significance in the haphazard appearance of a James Taylor song. She felt like pointing out the idiocy of this habit, but she had other things on her mind. “I thought we had an agreement, Wayne.”

“I know what we agreed to. But I was under duress. You put me under duress.”

“I thought I could count on you, but I guess I should have known better.”

“I have to talk to you, Janet. That’s why I came by like this, even though I knew you’d be angry.”

She let her glance strike him with a hint of intrigue, as if she were drawn to him, and then spoke matter-of-factly. “I don’t want to be standing out here like this in public. Anybody could drive by. We’re just making a spectacle of ourselves. I’m going to go inside.”

“But you know we have to talk.”

“I’m going inside.”

“I’m sorry I came by, but I couldn’t hold back.”

“Just move your car around the corner and then come in, and we can talk for five minutes.”

“Oh. Okay.” His eyes betrayed complete surprise, followed quickly by every happy calculation he really should have done better to hide.

“Five minutes to talk. But that’s all. Just to talk. You hear me, Wayne?”

“Yes, I do.”

She really did want to get out of there before being spotted by her landlords. With its back entrance and distance from the Luckritz bedrooms, her apartment offered useful privacy. “Okay, then,” she said.

His nod was a shade excessive, his effort to appear cooperative and earnest turning him into a ten-year-old hoping to look manly. “Okay.”

As she headed around the garage, she knew he was decoding her offer to see him behind closed doors as an invitation to fuck, and her own point of view on the question was hardly definitive. He’d looked gleaming and hazardous sitting there. There was no getting around seeing him as an opportunity that, if properly used, could wipe away the bullshit residue of her day. Just because she’d told Wayne once that she was done with him didn’t mean she couldn’t tell him again. She was ripe for a little craziness, just as she had been when she first got tangled up with him, even though he was married. Or maybe because he was married. Because they were both married. Things with Bobby had started off fine. The intensity of his courtship had surprised her, as if it were a game she didn’t have to take seriously because she hadn’t agreed to play. His abundant desire, his flowers and cards, his conquest and monopoly of her answering machine with snippets and monologues, sometimes witty, sometimes impassioned, left her feeling buoyant with a sense of dissolving alternatives, so that after a few short weeks, there he was in her bed, in her bathroom, in her kitchen, and it was only a matter of months before they were married.

And though she could never be certain, she suspected that the uncanny procedure that would reverse foreground and background over the next three years began precisely as they said “I do” and kissed. Nevertheless, it had seemed out of the blue the first time Bobby’s appeal was shoved from view, his flaws exposed, if only briefly. When they reappeared a short time later, only then to once again vanish, they were even more grating. In this way, they struck and fled countless times and at a quickening pace until finally, she was unable to argue any longer that he was more than this snide, repulsive loudmouth she couldn’t recall inviting in. It was as if she’d been released from a spell when, night after night, she lay in a delirium of sleepless distress. What had she been thinking? He sold real estate. He bartered, exaggerated, lied. Suddenly, repulsed by his shortcomings, she could no longer ignore his tiny bald spot, thickening waist, and worst of all, the unbearable, unnameable vice hidden in his sour morning breath.

School was her refuge, and she went off each day trying to believe that things would change. The fourth-grade classroom brought daily satisfactions, the faces and energy fixated on her, hands poking the air in hope of her attention. It was while chatting at a citywide education conference with Wayne Miller, who was a history teacher and junior varsity football coach at Belger Central, the high school, that she started joking about the “semi-sadistic pleasure” she took in the sight of the kids squirming wordlessly for her to pick them, groaning because they thought they had the answer. Something in him paused and suggested that she consider the ring of that phrase. He tilted, eyeing her from an angle that forced the notion to hang between them. His glance was all innuendo and playful suggestion. She tried to look away, managed a partial pivot, but then returned, encountering him even more directly. He smiled to let her see that he was confident he knew her better than she knew herself. The smile angered her, but it didn’t keep her out of his car that night, the passenger seat falling out from under her, as he loomed, pushing her down. With the first touch of his lips, she didn’t know what she felt, and she thought, Well, that was nothing much. Then his lips opened, and the surge racing through her was as much panic as anything else. With his tongue, he stirred cravings she had banned as useless, even harmful. The hunger flooded back, the shame thrusting her fingers into his hair. She wanted to hurt him. He knocked her hands loose. Zippers, buttons, belts, the whole deal. She groaned and said, “No, no,” and then he groaned, sounding like the children when they thought they had the answer. The next time they fucked in a motel, then a different motel, the apartment of a friend of his, a field—actually, a playground in the dark, starting on a swing, but ending in the grass, the shadow of the chains swaying over them, the swing itself squeaking. The available beds were many and could be repeated, and with each succeeding encounter, the galling stupidity of her marriage to Bobby became harder to bear.

A year went by before Wayne’s wife found Janet’s underwear wedged between the backrest and the seat cushion of his car, and her explosion declared Wayne’s marriage over. Janet saw the moment as an opportunity to trash her own. Bobby had traveled to Waterloo for a convention, and she called him and made the receptionist drag him out of a presentation to tell him what was going on and that she wanted a divorce. He said he wouldn’t stand for it. His resistance struck her as haughty. She shrieked that he had no choice. He said he didn’t want to talk about it just then, but she better understand that as far as he was concerned, he always had a choice, and in this case especially, because it was his marriage they were talking about and he was a player in his own goddamn marriage, and also, and furthermore, he needed to know her goddamn reasons for even thinking such a thing, let alone saying it. She’d already told him about Wayne, but she threw him into the mix again. Bobby’s response was to assert that, as much as he hated hearing about some other man, it wasn’t enough. “Okay,” she told him, “because you’re fat and bald and full of shit.”

“Oh,” he said. “Well, I see. In that case, no problem. Thank you very much. That’s just fine by me.” He hung up, surprising her. She took the edge off the surprise with some Jack Daniel’s, then sat down in their kitchen to study her surprise, which somehow shouldn’t have existed. Now, what exactly had she expected after saying that? Her best answer was that she had no idea, and the taste of folly trailing that thought was hard to ignore. All of a sudden she sort of missed Bobby. He wasn’t really fat, and he wasn’t completely full of shit. Then came the next and biggest surprise. Wayne didn’t want his marriage to end. He negotiated, begged, bartered, lied, charmed, and who knew what else to get back with his wife.

Janet hung tough, though, didn’t give an inch. She hadn’t wanted anything permanent with him anyway. But she did want something permanent with Bobby, which was to be rid of him. She was taking the leap, and fuck having a safety net. She moved out, knowing she was leaving many of her legal rights behind, packing her clothes and whatever else felt uniquely hers. She could not wait for the four-year fiasco of their so-called marriage to end. A difficult few days at her mother’s place were followed by a week in a motel, and then she found her apartment.

The first night Wayne appeared at her door, she let him in, and when he kept appearing before, after, and during her divorce proceedings, she kept letting him in. The legal wrangling ended when she abruptly agreed to a settlement against her lawyer’s advice. By then she’d traveled a long ways toward understanding that her current arrangement with Wayne was not merely acceptable but desirable, this jerk who phoned at unexpected hours and then raced up with his cock already a bulge in his pants, like some kind of burglar or prowler.

Which was more or less what he seemed at the moment as she stood in her kitchen, listening to his footfalls on the outside stairs. She closed her eyes and tried to imagine that it wasn’t Wayne but a complete stranger. This other person, this other body wanting to walk into the dimness and walk right to her, like she’d dreamed him up, just undressing and smiling and humping and then leaving when he was done. All without a word, maybe. All in the dark and without a clear look at him. Hearing herself laugh derailed her thoughts, but the aura of intrigue had magnified around the figure knocking at her door, pushing his way in to find her sitting in that big old armchair. She didn’t speak, telling herself that whoever this was, she didn’t know him, didn’t want him, had left the door unlocked by accident.

“Hey,” he said, in a sound mostly suggestive breath, barely a word.

She still didn’t respond. He loomed in the doorway, a shape ringed by the reach of the streetlight. He slowly draped his windbreaker over a kitchen chair. She did nothing as he took hold of her and moved her back to the armchair, and she said nothing until he had all her clothes off except for her underpants, and then she said, “You think you can just walk in here and do this, don’t you?”

“I’m doing it,” he said.

“Yeah, I guess you are. I give you that.” She lifted her hips to help him, fixing her fingers in his hair with a ferocity that wanted to tear out clumps. “Look out,” she said, “you asshole.”

He smiled and produced a nub of marijuana from somewhere. He lit up and took a toke and passed it over. She was grateful because she’d run out. As she inhaled, he worked his mouth on her neck and shoulders. When she pulled him down, he was saying, “Baby, baby, baby.” He’d started saying it when his hands, roaming under her T-shirt, first touched her belly, and then her bra with her breasts sweetly inside, and he’d kept saying it for a while, maybe stopping for this or that, but he was back to it now, his lips pausing near her lips to manage this rhythmic word, his incantation of whatever. Fucking. Romance. James Taylor. She went into a kind of state then, opening up to something that Wayne could not possibly provide or arrange for or be, though he participated while grunting from somewhere inside it. Then she remembered the collie, and her face felt pressed against the wire between them as she peered at him past blades of grass and rambled on about her secrets, while he watched her with interested, caring eyes. In a burst of wordless feeling, she longed for something more, and spiraling against Wayne, she demanded it of him, and he wasn’t up to it, but he was what she had. He was behind her now, and in her, his belly curved over her butt and back, his hands on her nipples, and she covered his grasp with her own and worked his fingers like they were her own and he was delicious, or something was, a kind of promise turning into a rush of promises whose momentum drew her on. A shape flickered through her consciousness that she realized was aerial and had a wingspan as broad as that of a commercial aircraft.

Waking up felt sudden, but she didn’t know if it was or wasn’t. She felt catapulted from a dream she couldn’t remember at all. Wayne was snoring, and she had to go to the bathroom, so it could have been him or her bladder that had roused her. Somewhere along the line, they’d reeled from wherever they’d started to her bed, where they’d finished, and then she’d gone out like a light, and so, apparently, had he.

She left him stealthily. He was a lean sprawl of pale skin on the white sheets, his chest bare, his right arm flung over his brow like he was thinking about a difficult question. To see him there gave her a bad feeling. Though he wouldn’t be there long. The digital clock on her bedside table was shifting its greenish numerals from 1:32 to 1:33 with a faint pulsation. She stood watching for the next number, determined to see it arrive, even though she had to pee. The night her mother died, she’d been with Wayne. Isabel had gone to the movies with a few friends, and in the parking lot afterward, as they minced along chattering, her mother suddenly, wordlessly swooned. They’d called for help, and an ambulance came to take her to Koopman Hospital, where the doctors could do nothing. It had been a massive heart attack. Bernice had been there, and after they all drove to the hospital, she’d tried to alert Janet, phoning and phoning. But of course there was no way to reach Janet because she was clamped to Wayne on that shoddy little bed in the Night Lite Motel west of town, moonlight pawing the windows, while the air conditioner battled the sweltering August night, the blinds sprung, the cracked glass patched with clear packing tape. The phone in her apartment must have rung and rung, but Janet, lost in her struggle to drink in every drop of pleasure possible from fucking her married man, was nowhere to be found. She wanted to blame Wayne when she found out all that had happened, but instead, or perhaps fueled by that blame merging with her guilt, she clung to him. With everything disappearing, her mom carried off, her dad long gone, her marriage finished, and the scary, violent impulse to quit her job closing in, the thought of jettisoning Wayne was more than she could handle. He wasn’t around much anyway, wanting little to do with her beyond fucking, which was fine with her. The elimination of brain and being he sometimes brought was, as far as she knew, about all she hoped for.

But then a few months back—it was late July and hot and sticky with August looming—he’d called, wanting to come by. She was surprised to realize she wanted him to mention that the first anniversary of her mother’s death was nearing, but he didn’t say word one on the subject. And listening to him talk, she watched a kind of tawdry haze spread over their proposed rendezvous that night, or any night, for that matter, a neon glow of vulgar, shameful loneliness. She told him no. She said it several times. But he insisted, showing up at her door, where she told him she was done with him. It was over. His needy squint turned inward and then appeared to take note of a faraway object. He looked kind of relieved, leaving, and he’d stayed away until tonight.

Back from the bathroom, she climbed into bed, where the silvery wink of Wayne’s watchband made her regret having been so carried away earlier that she hadn’t slipped it off his wrist the way she liked to, so he’d be naked from tip to toe. If it was going to screech at her, as it had on four other occasions when the alarm went off after they’d stayed together into the early morning, she wished it were somewhere else—on the floor or bedside table. Just like she wished that at least once she had challenged him, if only teasingly, with her belief that the alarm was set so he would meet the deadline he and his wife had agreed on. Janet was sure they’d redefined faithfulness in their marriage as Wayne getting home by a certain hour, no matter where he’d been. No questions asked.

After a few minutes, when the silence dragged on except for his demure little bouts of snoring, she settled onto her back, her thoughts random and skittering until they came upon Bernice. She smiled, then felt annoyed at Bernice’s intrusions and demands, along with her own compliance. It didn’t take long before she was amused again, then surprisingly worried, as she pictured crazy old Bernice in her living room, waiting for whatever she thought was coming, the moon in the window, a freight train clanking by, a storm of angels on the horizon, like the ones painted on the ceiling of a church.
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BERNICE WIPED HERSELF DAINTILY, TRYING, as she always did, to use as little toilet paper as possible. Threads of misery darted through her finger joints, and a catch in her shoulder made her stop, though she wasn’t quite finished. She sighed, feeling plenty fed up, but also a little wistful that this might be the last time she did this. The night was quiet around her. It was hard to know how her body would fare after all the hoopla and show coming up. But the likelihood was it would be gone, or changed so much from what it had been, it might as well be gone. Probably not a lot of peeing in heaven, even with all the bodies raised up. But bodies, still. Could there be all this plumbing and flushing in that big high place? She felt a shade squeamish, like having these kinds of ideas was disrespectful to Jesus. Well, I’ll just have to wait and see, she told herself, and the thought guided her eyes to the window high in the wall, as if the thing she sought might appear. But the angle didn’t give her much of a view, and the blind was pulled partway down, so she had to imagine the night beyond.

My last pee, she thought. She looked at her hands resting on her pale thighs opened by the way she was situated on the toilet. Regret was like stirred-up dust falling inside her. Lord, she thought. Nostalgia was one reckless fool, the way it could take any old thing and tack on a bunch of claims more suitable to a precious heirloom. My last pee. This second time, the idea forced her to let out a bit of a snort at how funny it was. But she stayed sitting and waiting to pee some more. She knew she still might, because even though the urge had been strong enough to force her out of bed, she’d had to sit there real patient, breathing to relax, knowing she best not get all tensed up. So it was sensible to let a minute or two pass and give things a chance. It was her body, all right, and in a lot of ways she could boss it around, but there were times and places where it had a mind of its own. After a while, though, she was standing and flushing without even deciding she’d had enough. Well, I guess that’s that, she thought.

Happy and Sappy were outside the door. Not General. He didn’t trouble himself with all that much these days. The other two were breathy shadows eager for her to show the way they should all go in the dark. She knew the layout like the back of her hand, but with her glasses off, she might as well have been on the prowl inside a cloud. Her fingers floated to the hallway switch, where they hesitated, as she worried that it was foolhardy to spotlight her whereabouts. She had the sense that there was somebody in her house, an intruder who had lost track of her, so why make herself conspicuous. No need to ask for trouble. It had been the same when she got up to go. She’d been laying there for a while, wondering if she should fight to keep awake. Was it okay to put on a nightgown? Every sound had made her nervous, whether it came from the street, from one of the animals, from something passing high overhead that might not be an airplane. The heating unit went on and off. The walls groaned. And then she must have been dozing, because the urge to pee had opened her eyes. Beyond that she hadn’t been able to move a muscle, all but paralyzed by the notion of rising and walking, for fear of coming to the attention of a presence she sensed lurking nearby. She wondered if it was Jesus, or one of the angels, though it could be something just plain scary loose in the night. Whatever it was, she saw no reason to stand out in a crowd. But then the pee started leaking, and she didn’t have a second to lose.

Now she was tiptoeing, like a scared little mouse, until she made certain the bulky shape in front of her was the bed. Her heart was racing, and she prayed it would slow. Given her problems, she didn’t want to drop dead before Jesus got there. For the umpteenth time, she reminded herself that she knew better and knew it was all a matter of God’s grace and glory. She lay back, praying for help, and wondering all over again if she should put on her nightgown and get comfortable. She’d rolled her stockings down to her ankles but still wore her Depends. Somehow she just wasn’t ready to give up looking presentable after taking forever to decide on her outfit. She’d considered every possible skirt and dress she owned, all the while feeling drawn to her baby-blue pantsuit. When she posed, holding it up in front of her, the image in her vanity mirror had been a sharp reminder of how much she liked the way she looked in it, and how comfortable she felt wearing it. But what bothered her and won out in the long run was her fear that it might not be respectful. Not formal enough, not serious. She wanted to be proper, and knew it was foolish to be making a big deal out of her clothes, but there was no way around the feeling that she was expecting important company. The most important ever, angels and the Lord, so how could she not want to look suitable, in spite of the fact that finding certainty about what might be suitable for such an occasion was about as likely as pushing back the hands of time. But at least things were simple in the shoe department, where her orthopedic lace-ups didn’t have a single competitor.

Happy and Sappy were watching, and she wondered what they would make of this whole crazy fuss when it happened. And the cats, too. She tried to imagine being Elmira zonked out and then this angel flies into the house. Or maybe more than one. Were they going to come through the roof? In the windows? Would they open the windows? Break the glass? Cut open the roof? Just elbow the beams and shingles aside like somebody barging through a curtain? And would they seem the least bit unusual to a cat? Maybe even these gigantic birds? What did a cat think, anyway? Or a dog? They sure seemed to care about things.

She sat up. “Elmira,” she said, “where are you?” She put on her glasses and strained to find the cat whose shape emerged on a footstool beneath the window turned hazy by the streetlight. Bernice was stroking the blanket the way she might Elmira’s fur. Just then Ira sprang onto the bed. Suddenly, Bernice didn’t like being unable to see General, who was off in the other room. In spite of the risks of what might wait in the dark, she went to him, and in spite of her aches and pains and his protests, she dragged his bed into the hall outside her bedroom door, where she could keep an eye on him. Happy and Sappy got all stirred up by such strange goings-on, while General staggered behind her, annoyed and confused. He prowled his bed in circles, searching for the special spot he’d lost when she disturbed him. Everybody and everything was so damn particular. Poor old General, driven by dissatisfaction, either found what he was after or gave up, because he flopped abruptly, his haunches dragging the rest of him down with a grunt. Happy and Sappy were stalking her bed, their peace of mind disrupted by the nervous way Bernice was acting. Happy looked up, her big ears tensing and relaxing. She wasn’t alarmed but seemed to be asking if anything was required of her. No, thought Bernice. Not at the moment. What a group. What a menagerie.

She lifted her Bible from the bedside table and turned on her reading lamp. The light made her nervous but also gave her hope that she might find something soothing. She thought a psalm might be what she wanted, if only she could find the right one. Maybe if she—At the jangle of the telephone, she nearly jumped out of her skin. Happy and Sappy bounded onto the bed, Sappy landing with all his weight on her ankle. “Watch where you’re goin’. I’m not some rock here,” she scolded, jerking her foot free. Ira scanned them all from a regal perspective that in no way meant he was alarmed, but he certainly did not like having his sleep disturbed. Bernice was so confused, she stood and threw on the ceiling lights, as if seeing would help her know what to do. The commotion had General up, his cocked ears searching like those gigantic radar machines you saw in movies trying to pluck answers from the air, even though he couldn’t hear a thing anymore. And the phone kept ringing. Lord, Bernice thought, hastily returning the room to darkness. Now what? Aside from the ordinary questions about a call at this hour, she had to cope with this tomfoolery in her head, where it was angels on the line, and this was her wake-up call. Or the second she responded, Reverend Tauke would announce that it was all going to start. Or he would tell her she’d been dropped from the list, or the whole thing had been called off and he was sitting in the living room of the parsonage, working his way through his list of contact numbers, like the host of a canceled party. By now General had come partway into her room, and when she met his eyes, their intent was as clear as if he’d shouted at her: What the hell is going on?

Feeling rebuked and driven by the memory of other phone calls in other nights, almost all of them bringing bad news—illness or accident and death—what choice did she have but to answer. Utterly put upon by everything and everybody, dogs, cats, Reverend Tauke, even God and His angels, she let loose a resentful snort. “Hello.”

“Bernice, it’s Janet,” said the voice on the other end. “Listen, I’m sorry to wake you.”

“Janet.” Bernice gave the name a turn, like it belonged to somebody she couldn’t remember ever having heard of. Good Lord, she thought.

“I thought you might be awake. How’s everything going?”

“Fine, Janet. What are you doing? You scared me half to death.”

“Sorry. I have to tell you something.”

“How do you mean?”

“That’s why I’m calling.”

“You’re not going to back out on me, are you? I sure hope not. What are you doing up, anyway? You’re sure there’s nothing wrong.”

“No, no, no. Well, sort of.”

“You can’t back out now. We’re all so worked up over here, you have no idea. You’re about all we got to count on.”

“I’m not backing out, Bernice. But it wouldn’t matter if I was. I had a dream. Just now—it woke me up. It was a vision. Like in your surgery.”

“That wasn’t no dream. Not in that surgery.”

“Sure it was. I mean, it was like a dream.”

“What are you talking about? I woke up. That’s what happened to me. In the middle of surgery. Scariest thing I ever went through. You can imagine. There they are. These people with their knives and whatnot, and you wake up. Just imagine.”

“Right.”

“So that wasn’t a dream. I never called it a dream because I never would have. I thought I might die of pure fright until the vision came along. I told you that.”

“Right.”



“It was then and there—that split second, the whole thing turned around. I just wasn’t scared anymore.”

“Right, right.”

It sounded to Bernice like Janet was stumbling from word to word. Just having all kinds of trouble, like her thoughts were awkward objects it was hard to work with. “Okay, then, Janet. What are you calling about? I don’t see what that is as of yet.”

“What I mean is, I was dreaming. So it was different than your surgery in one way, but like it in this other way.”

“Okay, but what way?”

“I just woke up. I was asleep and dreaming, only the way I was dreaming was very different than any other dream I ever had.”

“How?”

“The way it felt. It didn’t feel like a dream.”

“How did it feel?”

“What do you mean?”

“I’m trying to get at how it was different from other dreams you had.”

“It reminded me of what you said. Remember you said that in your surgery, it was like a dream, only different. I thought of that same idea. There was an angel, and he was as big as a Boeing 707, and he wanted to tell me something. At first I didn’t want to talk to him, but he was very insistent. I tried not to hear him, but somehow I had to. I just had to.”

“Okay,” said Bernice. “I’m with you.”

“So what it turned out to be was that he had come to tell me something, but it wasn’t for me. It was for you, because you weren’t going. Even if it happens. Even if everybody else goes. That you shouldn’t go. And I should tell you. There were still things for you to do here. On earth. Lots of things.”

“What’d he look like?”

“What do you mean? He was big. You know. Wings. An angel. Kind of gleaming eyes and a wingspan that—well, it was as wide as on a commercial aircraft.”



Poor kid, Bernice thought. Just a misfit from start to finish. She couldn’t get anything right. Ever since she was little and lying in the grass, staring at that old penned-up collie, her expression all mushy, like she was falling in love. Just went off the track, giving up on Bobby Crimmins when he was as sweet as a chocolate chip cookie, at least as far as Bernice could tell, based mainly on what Isabel said and kept on saying even after the divorce. Well, especially after the divorce. Now, that was a crazy business—Isabel and Bobby carrying on in the way they did once Bobby and Janet got divorced. You’da thought they might just start something up, not that it was possible. Though the way things went these days, you never could tell. That kinda funny business sure happened often enough on her soaps. If they’da been on The Guiding Light or General Hospital, or if Isabel had been younger, there might’ve been hell to pay. And now Janet was up there in that little apartment doing nothing, from what people said, except running around in more ways than one. This guy or that guy, but especially that one, Wayne what’s-his-name. And then actually running all over the countryside, working up a sweat and ending up where she started. And now this phone call.

Bernice couldn’t tell if the right thing to do was to humor Janet, or give her a dose of the truth. The animals had settled a bit. Happy and Sappy were grooming each other at the foot of the bed. It never failed to give Bernice a sweet twinge to see them licking away at each other. Right now it was Sappy, with his face stuck up like nothing could be better than to have Happy slurping along his snout. General had flopped in the hall, and Ira was nestling his nose deeper into the curve of his own belly.

Bernice didn’t know how long she’d gone without hearing a word Janet said. The poor kid was talking a blue streak, and Bernice was fishing around for a clear sense of what to do, when she blurted out, “This was a dream tonight. You just woke up from it. That’s your point?”

“Yes.”

“Wait a minute, wait a minute. I think we have to look at this thing some other way. Let me help you out. My guess is this angel—if he was an angel—was talking to you.”



“He was definitely an angel. And he was talking to me—that’s what I’m saying. But the information was for you.”

Something struck Bernice odd just then. She’d noticed it earlier but had failed to focus on it the way she should have. “Why are you whispering?”

“Well,” Janet said, “it’s late.”

“I don’t see how that would matter to you one way or the other. Last time I looked, you lived alone. That’s my thought. So speak up. Who you going to bother?”

The silence was rich with hints like little fires lighting a path for Bernice to follow. Pretty soon she was going to get a look at something, and it’d be fun to see it.

“It doesn’t matter. Why does it matter?” Janet said at last. “It’s just the way I’m talking.”

“Except I can hardly hear you.”

“You seem to be doing just fine.”

“I gotta tell you, it’s a strain. Talk up.”

“Just listen.”

“What?” Bernice said. “I didn’t quite catch that.”

“Oh, Bernice, don’t act stupid.”

“Unless you’re not alone. Is that it, you got company, Janet? If so, say so, and I’ll stop badgering you on this front, but if you don’t, would you just please have a little consideration for a—”

“You’re not going, Bernice. When they go. If they go.”

Lord, she’s a stubborn little thing, Bernice thought. “Janet,” she said, “let’s keep in mind that you are the one saying this. You see my point. This is just according to you.”

“Actually, it’s according to the angel.”

“In your dream.”

“I guess.”

“What’d he do, come to the wrong house? Don’t he know where I live? You’d think if he had this kind of news for me, the least he could do is locate the right street address and give the message face-to-face.”



“You would think that, sure. I just hope you don’t expect me to explain the angel’s behavior to you. I’m new to this, you know. You’re the experienced one.”

“I think that’s the whole thing in a nutshell. How are you going to know anything about what he meant or didn’t?”

“I’m not talking about that.”

“You sure are.”

“I mean his meaning. No. I don’t want to get involved in that. In anything to do with his meaning. What he—”

“Well, that’s what you’re doing, whether you want to or not, because what you said not more than a second ago, unless I misunderstood—I mean, if we just backpedal—”

“No, no. I’m just talking about what he said. The actual words. The sentence and what he—”

“Okay, okay. And what he said, as far as you’re trying to tell me, is that I’m not going.”

“That’s more or less the way he put it.”

“Can I point out something, Janet? I think I have to. He’s in your dream, and you’re the one not going. You’re asleep, and you woke up and you—I appreciate your troubling yourself for me, but Reverend Tauke has spoken on this matter. As if he knew this kind of mix-up might crop up and cause some kind of trouble, so he—”

“Bernice! Wait!” Her whisper was hoarse, like she wanted to shout but didn’t dare. “Here’s where I’m stuck. Because what sense would that make, since we both know I’m not going?”

“That’s right. That’s what I’m—”

“I don’t need some angel to tell me.”

“If you’d just let me get my two cents’ worth in, that’s what I’m saying. It wasn’t a real angel, but just a dream. You had a dream with an angel in it. That’s where I’d put my money. Given everything that’s been going on and our discussion this afternoon, you misunderstood. You’re just confused.”

In the silence, she could almost see Janet seated somewhere in her apartment, some man tangled in the nearby sheets. Probably that Wayne what’s-his-name from up at school. What was his name? She knew it, and it troubled her that she couldn’t come up with it.

“You know what, Bernice? I guess I thought I ought to give you a heads-up, you know. Just in case.”

“Okay. So you did.” On the other hand, Bernice wondered, why would she be bothering to call me if she has some man in her bed?

“What is going on over there? Anything?” Janet asked.

“It’s quiet, more or less. But it could all happen in a flash, I would guess. So let’s try and remember, the night is young.”

“So it is. So it is, Bernice. Okay, enough’s enough. I’ll come by about ten. See you then.”

The mockery was hard to miss, and though the smart thing was to pay it no mind, just let it pass, Bernice found herself saying, “I’m taking note of that dig. Don’t think I’m not, Janet.”

“What dig?”

“Like you don’t know. You just can’t help but be a snot every now and then, can you?”

“I guess not.”

“That’d be my assessment.”

“Okay, then, let’s call it a night.”

“Sure. Good night.”

“Good night.”

Bernice put the phone down and sat in the dark. All the animals were peaceful, except for General, whom she could hear off slurping and gulping at his water bowl. A terrible thirst preyed on him these days. Partly, it was from the steroids he took to stimulate his appetite, but no matter what the cause, he sounded desperate lapping on and on, and she felt that she should stop him, because it didn’t seem good for him to drink so much. She’d have dog piss to clean up in the morning. Or somebody would. His bladder was a real trial. Almost worse than her own. She wondered if maybe she should lock him up in the bathroom the way she’d done a while back when she’d covered a hospital bed pad with a blanket for him to sleep on, and then she would throw the whole mess in the washer each morning. But he was too pitiful, moaning and sopping and so distraught over his inability to get away from what he’d done. She couldn’t keep it up.

He’d stopped now, and she pictured him wandering around confused about why his bed wasn’t where it belonged. She’d have to go help him if he didn’t remember soon. But he came trekking into the hall, his front legs almost crossing, his stiff hind legs stabbing clumsily, as if he could only hope the floor was still there. He put himself down carefully. The plaid cover was removable and could be washed if he peed on it, along with the bed itself, though cramming that big thing into the washer was a chore.
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