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Memory, for Freud, is a kind of trickster, a canny yet unreliable narrator, a creator rather than a transcriber of reality.


—Madelon Sprengnether, “Freud as Memoirist: A Reading of ‘Screen Memories’ ”


People’s memories are maybe the fuel they burn to stay alive.


—Haruki Murakami


The truth will set you free, but first it will piss you off.


—Gloria Steinem









Chapter 1


The Top of One Mountain Is the Bottom of the Next


HUNTER


Hunter Fitzgerald was a tireless hiker of hills and a curious explorer of woodlands, as well as a daily runner. But all that came to a screeching and painful halt on a Sunday in early March, two days after she lost her job.


Hunter and her husband, Peter, had climbed to the top of Mount Tamalpais, a two-hour trek, first uphill, then down a long, rocky, but well-traveled path. If today she needed exercise to battle stress, it helped that this outing was already on her calendar.


There, at the summit, was the West Point Inn, a funky wooden building from the turn of the previous century, a throwback to the era of trains, and now a shrine, well-tended by the acolytes of history and the environment.


At the last minute, Peter had suggested that Hunter’s friend Angelica come along.


Hunter wouldn’t have minded on an ordinary day. At the moment, though, she was still adjusting to the dramatic role reversal between herself and Angelica. Once upon a time—and “once upon a time” was last week—Hunter was pulling down a comfortable salary, while Angelica was scrounging for rent money. Hunter and Peter had bailed her out more than once, but Angelica could pay them back now, since with the publication of her memoir, Jesus Warned Me He Was a Jerk, she would receive the rest of her advance.


The memoir was an account of her disastrous marriage to one Vijay Koka: how it led her to get sober, and then to find Jesus through AA. A major prepublication campaign by the publisher had resulted in the book debuting at #8 on the bestseller list.


Hunter hadn’t read it yet.


Now she turned her back on husband and friend, and breathed in deeply. It was sixty degrees—in early March! At her childhood home in Connecticut, the snowplow was likely still at work. But here, the sun was out, and she could see the inlets of San Francisco Bay. In the distance, cupped by trees and hills, and under a thin cover of low-hanging clouds, was the gray-blue of the Pacific. It would be here long after they were all gone.


The thought was meant to give her distance from her own problems.


“I’m so sorry that you lost your job on the same day as my pub date,” Angelica commiserated.


Hunter let that pass. She’d climbed the corporate ladder at Energy-4-All Fitness, all the way to Fitness Center Manager. Then on Friday, she and her coworkers had learned that all three locations had closed, with no notice from the powers on high. Nor any explanation.


Now Angelica held her arms out to the early afternoon sun. “How can you not believe in God when you look at this?”


“I watched Cosmos on PBS,” Hunter said. “Neil deGrasse Tyson explained it all to me.”


Hunter’s atheism was a reaction to a strict Catholic upbringing. A novena to St. Anthony, asking for help in finding a missing doll (she’d tried that more than once as a child), was little different from sacrificing an ox to Zeus in exchange for a good crop. And men’s obsession with virginity crossed all cultures.


“I think Jesus is standing right behind you,” Angelica said. “I think He wants us to check into the West Point Inn right now.”


“The West Point Inn isn’t exactly Peter’s style,” Hunter said. Peter was like her: a lover of the outdoors, of skiing and kayaking, but also a fan of certain comforts. After ziplining, they went to stay at the nearest Ramada. At the West Point Inn, one not only needed to bring one’s own sheets and pillowcases, but to share a bathroom with strangers. Peter didn’t even like sharing a bathroom with her.


“I’ve stayed here,” Angelica said. “Jesus would have stayed here.”


I was getting bored at the gym anyway. Hunter had been telling herself that for two days, without making inroads on her attitude. She continued to stare at the clouds over the distant Pacific. A breeze lifted stray hairs off her neck.


There was something not to like about California: Though Hunter herself was never one to read self-help books, as she and her comrades-in-unemployment made their mass exodus from the Energy-4-All Fitness Center on Friday, carrying the bankers boxes that held their pictures and plants, they were all repeating such mantras as, What you think is failure is an opportunity! Believe it and you will manifest it!


It was so much hogwash. Enough so that she said to Angelica now, “Have you thought about digging up your yard? Maybe you’ll discover golden plates and you can start a whole new religion.”


“You’ll find another job soon,” Angelica said. “You are so talented and smart. And I have news!”


Hunter walked past the picnic tables on the west side of the path, getting closer to the edge. The firs and pines, beyond the reddish-brown slope, were calming. Calming, but not reassuring.


“There’s a film option!” Angelica had to raise her voice now. “Mel Scarpetti has bought it for NewFilms. He loves it for Uma Thurman’s comeback.”


Be happy for Angelica, Hunter thought. She’s paid her dues. The spinning wheel spins and—


“Th-there’s more.”


It was Peter this time.


Hunter turned around. Angelica and Peter were holding hands.


And Hunter dropped into a horror movie, the kind where the main character is walking into the house where the bloodsucking, brain-eating monster lives, and you scream noooo, but you can’t save her. Walk in she will.


Angelica was fifty years old, short, with the kind of frizzy red hair that can’t be tamed by anything less viscous than motor oil. She also had an unjust mass of freckles. Hunter wasn’t vain, but she wasn’t vision-impaired, either. She was tall and alabaster-skinned (she never went outside without a hat and SPF 50 sunscreen), and although, at forty-one, she was too old to be a runway model, she had every other requirement, from the wavy blonde hair to the flat chest and the thighs that didn’t touch.


Looks weren’t important. Looks fade.


But in what universe did Peter, the same age as she, and who had a jawline that could cut prime rib, prefer a woman whose nose was too small for her face?


“You shouldn’t blame yourself,” Angelica said.


Hunter heard her from a distance far greater than the ten yards that separated them. On the path behind Angelica, a couple pushed a stroller, and Hunter marveled at the effort they’d exerted to get it up here.


“Alcoholics are very clever at hiding their drinking,” Angelica continued, while Peter nodded solemnly. Angelica kept talking: She’d persuaded Peter to accompany her to an AA meeting. Seven meetings in seven days, and now they were in love.


“We didn’t mean for it to happen,” Angelica added piously.


“They never do,” Hunter heard herself say softly. There was a weight in her stomach. Keep it together. Keep it together.


“We didn’t mean for it happen,” Peter echoed, and Hunter thought, he never did have much imagination. For earthbound Hunter and disembodied Hunter had merged into one angry and confused woman.


. . . and this angry, confused woman turned away, and this time, instead of gazing across the vista of the Bay, she looked down at the hill that fell away below her. It wasn’t all that steep, but it felt like a precipice.


She’d be happy if I jumped, Hunter thought, though she wasn’t that close to the edge, at least not in a literal sense.


Besides, it wouldn’t cause more than a lifelong disability, and she wouldn’t give them that satisfaction.









Chapter 2


Overwhelmed, Overwrought, Overhoused


HUNTER


A hangover must be God’s way of warning sinners that Hell is for real.


That was Hunter’s second thought upon awakening Monday morning. Her first thought, after a mental bucket of ice water landed on her head, was oh my God he left me.


A real bucket of ice water might have been welcome. She was on the couch, where she had fallen asleep. (Passed out was more accurate, but she wasn’t ready to confront that.) When she’d returned home the night before she’d gone through both bottles of the Dom Perignon that she and Peter had been saving. She barely remembered consuming them, but she did remember thinking, when she popped the first cork, Now I don’t have to share.


After all, supposedly champagne was now off-limits to Peter.


The ceiling had grown higher overnight; the whole house yawned around her. She was living alone already; Peter had gone home with Angelica after they came down off the mountain.


Hunter twisted to her left side, sending an invisible stream of pebbles rolling down the inside of her forehead. They should put warning labels on wine bottles. She had half of the symptoms that drug companies added to commercials for their newest treatments: nausea, dry mouth, headache, blurred vision. As for decreased sexual desire, that was a preexisting condition. How the hell had this happened? Two nights earlier they’d been planning their next party. When she was going through the guest list, was he already thinking about his escape? In her mind now she could picture a moment in which she’d proposed Angelica as a guest to that party, and one corner of Peter’s mouth had turned up.


But now she couldn’t be sure it had happened that way.


What was this about Peter being an alcoholic? Ridiculous! Now that she was sober, Angelica saw alcoholism everywhere.


True, at their parties he drank. A lot. But so did some others. So did she. True, of late he’d been drinking at home when there were no parties. She’d shoo him to bed and spend an hour or two scrolling down her Facebook feed. Like! Love! Care!


She’d thought then, all he needs is one good deal to get back on top . . .


On the drive home from Mount Tamalpais, Angelica did most of the talking. God was love; Angelica loved Peter, but she also loved Hunter, and Peter loved Hunter and Angelica, and God loved them all. Although they were both in the back seat (and still holding hands, Hunter saw, at red lights when it was safe to turn around), Angelica leaned forward to deliver a monologue about how they would have more love in their lives, not less! And they could support each other in sobriety!


Hunter had known Angelica before sobriety. Sometimes Angelica would cry over the phone, and say that then-husband Vijay was “narcissistic and withholding,” though between sobs she might say that she deserved to be treated this way.


Then Hunter would go barhopping with her for an evening. And yeah, she praised herself for being a good person doing a good deed. Over straight bourbon (while Hunter drank frou-frou cocktails, brandy Alexanders, and strawberry margaritas), Angelica would sometimes laugh uproariously at the perceived foibles of others—including Peter—and just as often become maudlin, reviewing decades of mistakes with both jobs and men.


Even after Angelica stopped drinking, Hunter felt sorry for her. Not long after, she was abandoned by Vijay (though Angelica might say she kicked him out); meanwhile, sobriety had brought her neither love nor money. Yet.


Hunter massaged her temples. It made the headache worse. And when the doorbell rang, it sounded like Quasimodo was back at Notre Dame. Who . . . ? Hunter’s Mill Valley neighborhood was not a place where Jehovah’s Witnesses canvassed; it was too long a walk between houses to make salvation efficient. Peter. It was Peter, coming back! He’d be on the other side of that door, begging forgiveness, maybe shouting “trick or treat!” No, wait, “April Fools!” She ran to answer it, though each thump of her foot against the floor caused a corresponding thump in her head.


“Well, hello!” It was a woman with short black hair, cut in an asymmetrical bob. She wore a black pantsuit, and carried a bulky tan leather briefcase with more buckles than a straitjacket. “Is this a good time?” The woman didn’t wait for an answer. “These are the Sharps. Chad and Bentley. And they aren’t looky-loos. They’re seriously in the market.”


The couple standing behind the pantsuited woman were stunningly blonde and healthy. The man was dressed as a lumberjack, in jeans and a red plaid shirt. The woman was also in jeans and plaid shirt, but hers was a mauve no lumberjack would wear, and hung loosely over a hypothetical waist.


Finally Hunter made enough sense of what the pantsuited woman was saying to ask, “In the market for what?”


“Oh, haha, that’s a good one,” the pantsuited woman said. She jabbed Hunter with her business card. The letters were wobbly, but Hunter read:


TAYLOR GREEN-COOPERSMITH


SHANGRI-LA REALTY


“My house isn’t for sale,” Hunter said.


“Oh, but it is!” Taylor Green-Coopersmith tapped on an iPad. “See?” She shoved it close to Hunter’s face. The sun reflecting off the screen made the image faint, but Hunter did recognize it as her house.


“It’s a mistake.”


“No, it’s not!” Taylor said brightly. She took the iPad away to do some more tapping, then thrust it even closer than before. “See? Your husband listed it.”


“My—my husband?” He left. “He doesn’t live here anymore.”


Taylor cocked her head and made her lips into a flat line. Her expression said, not my problem, lady. “You have to let us in.”


The full horror dawned slowly. The house had been Peter’s mother’s. Hunter and Peter had lived there rent-free until she died, when she bequeathed it to them in her will. Left it to Peter, that was. It was separate property. Yet Hunter had always thought of it as hers. She’d even christened it Chardonnay Heights, after Peter’s second-favorite white wine (Gewürztraminer was too hard to spell).


She’d meant to transfer the title, but what was the rush? Who knew that Peter was going to leave her and sell the house?


The fear started as a stone in the bottom of her stomach. Here she’d been thinking only of herself as abandoned, betrayed, and looked down upon, when her much bigger problem was money. She had savings from her gym salary: savings she’d started after the fixer-upper in Greenbrae cost so much to fix up that Peter lost money on the project. She’d intended the account for both of their use; she just hadn’t told him about it because if he spotted the perfect Zegna suit, he would skip “wish list” and go straight to “add to bag.” So she had that, but it wasn’t enough.


Taylor Green-Coopersmith tapped her Ferragamo-shod foot.


Now on autopilot, Hunter stepped back from the doorway, leaving it open. Hunter was proud of her house, which she cared for to excess, but what if this couple fell in love with it and made an offer? She had nowhere to go.


Taylor stomped in, motioning the Sharps to follow. “This has the open plan that everyone wants!”


Hunter’s living room had a view of the Pacific. A billion-dollar view. Once her mother-in-law was out of the way, Hunter had knocked down two walls to create a great room, the better to entertain.


But the Sharps weren’t as easily charmed. “The sun will get in my eyes,” Bentley Sharp complained.


There were remote-operated shades. Two layers: one mesh, to dim the glare when necessary, and another of heavy material to block out all light. But since Taylor didn’t seem to know that, Hunter said, “Yeah, it’s a problem. I can’t stand to be in this room after about two in the afternoon.”


“Let me show you the rest.” Taylor motioned them to follow—at least, Hunter hoped that the peremptory gesture included her. She shuffled along behind in her socks from the previous day, feeling too much the supplicant now to tell the realtor and her clients that it was a shoes-off house.


“This is the master bedroom! You’ve done a beautiful job.” Taylor seemed to intend Hunter as the recipient of this compliment, but didn’t wait for a response. “The recessed lighting! The clerestory window!”


“Now, it’s the opposite problem in this room.” Hunter shook her head. “It gets very dark here in the winter months. Also very cold.”


“Space heaters!” Taylor traced an invisible lasso above her head.


“Huh,” Chad grunted. “Isn’t there another bedroom? Maybe we could use that as the master.”


Taylor stabbed the iPad with her index finger, then pointed. “This way.”


The second bedroom was actually smaller. Peter used it as a home office, though it also served as a pop-up (or plop-down) guest room, thanks to the sofa that folded out to a queen-size bed. At their monthly parties, there was usually someone too drunk to call an Uber; after all, you had to be able to remember your home address.


Bentley Sharp crossed her arms over her ironing board chest. “I like the wainscoting,” she said grudgingly.


Hunter had carefully chosen the contrasting shades of pale taupe and eggshell. “The molding is hard to keep clean,” she said mournfully.


Then her attention shifted to Peter’s computer, where the screensaver was rolling: It was a slideshow of pictures from their last trip to Maui. Peter loved taking pictures, and he had no shame about using a selfie stick.


Hunter stared. If he’d left his computer on, that must mean that he and Angelica had decided at the very last moment to give Hunter the news on their hike. What were they thinking, the pair of them, as they climbed? Haha, won’t she be surprised?


Hunter watched two more pictures go by, then hurried to join the others.


They were in the small room nestled between the two bedrooms. “And this is a natural for a nursery,” Taylor was saying. She slyly raised one shoulder to her cheek.


“There’s no closet, though,” Hunter was quick to point out.


“They’ll buy a wardrobe!” Taylor snapped. “You’ve heard of wardrobes, haven’t you?”


Chad Sharp wasn’t concerned with closet space. “That’s the ugliest thing I’ve ever seen.”


He directed an accusing finger at the Ingraham clock that Hunter and Peter had found at a flea market and restored. At least, it might be an Ingraham clock. It was an old clock, anyway.


Bentley stroked Chad’s neck. “Snickerdeepickerdoodle, it’s an antique.”


“I like modern things,” Chad said. He stretched his left arm high; the cuff of his plaid shirt fell back to reveal his Apple Watch. “Who uses clocks anymore anyway?”


How dare he! Never mind that the clock probably wasn’t worth that much even if it was real. She’d shown him a picture of her child, and he’d declared it homely.


Even more than entertaining, kayaking, and wine tasting, Hunter and Peter’s most passionate shared pursuit was scouting flea markets and garage sales for undervalued treasures. They’d set aside this room for their possibly antique dolls and possibly rare action figures. Hunter was skeptical that they’d ever found anything of great worth, but she liked sorting through what people no longer wanted, or at least were willing to sell.


They called it “the Margaret Keane room,” because, hidden behind a bookshelf that displayed the smaller items, was a painting that resembled one of Keane’s: a girl with big eyes holding a cat with bigger eyes. Hunter was pretty sure that it was a fake, but Peter thought it might be real, and now that the painter had died, it was potentially much more valuable. (“I knew that was a good buy!” he’d crowed, after reading her obituary.) He was waiting for the first round of fakes to pass through the glutted market, and then he’d try to sell it to a dealer who knew it wasn’t real, but who in turn could pass it off as real. And so on.


“Or you could use it as a large dressing room.” Taylor held her iPad up, then moved it around to minimize the glare from the window. “You know . . . until. Now, let’s not forget the other bathroom!”


The details of the second, smaller bathroom, with its seashell guest soaps, embroidered hand towels, and marble fixtures, were lost on Chad. Bentley reassured him, “Honeylicious, we can always remodel.”


Hunter said that the toilet was always clogging and that they probably needed a new sewer pipe.


“Now the kitchen!”


As they passed through the great room again, Hunter could have sworn that Taylor was goose-stepping. She let her own knees buckle so that she landed back on the sofa where her troubles—that day’s troubles, anyway—had begun. She still felt as though an internal organ had been removed. She’d spent over a decade with Peter, most of it in this house.


How could it all go away? If only her head would stop throbbing.


“Look at this granite!” It was Taylor, shouting over the breakfast bar.


Chad: “It’s too sterile.”


Bentley: “Marble would be classier.”


Taylor marched them back. “You, my friend—” she fixed black eyes on Hunter— “are overhoused.”


That was the first time Hunter heard that expression, and it reverberated with judgment: She was taking up more space than she deserved. She thought of the scene in Doctor Zhivago, where the Bolsheviks force his family into one unheated room.


That couldn’t happen here in America. But she was glad to be registered as a Republican.
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The last thing Hunter heard, when the intruders were on the other side of the front door, was Chad declaring, “The driveway is a total deal-buster.”


Hunter listened for the receding thumps of the Sharps’ boots, and the lighter clicks of Taylor’s heels. Then she hoisted herself up and headed back to Peter’s home office.


Now showing on the desktop: a picture of herself and Peter holding pale orange drinks with little umbrellas. A moment later it dissolved and was replaced with a picture of the two of them in swimsuits.


You’d think you could trust a man who shared his computer password with you, she thought as she logged on, although since he used his birthday and his mother’s maiden name, she probably could have guessed it on her own.


She needed to see exactly what her financial situation was. The Sharps may have been unimpressed, but Taylor Green-Coopersmith would produce more like them. Realtors were an evil breed: They would convince you to sell a house you loved so you could buy a house you couldn’t afford.


Hunter and Peter had two joint credit cards as well as a few department store accounts, and she checked those first. Whew: Everything was as she’d last seen it, on Friday. And their joint checking was intact.


There was a large, ungainly stack of envelopes next to Peter’s desktop computer, tilting to the left. She would celebrate by throwing it all away. Hunter paid bills online, but she couldn’t quite force herself to stop the hard copy delivery. She lifted the envelopes and flyers one by one, quickly eliminating anything that had URGENT or REPLY REQUESTED stamped in red. Then the offers for insurance: life, health, home. Many giant postcards from realtors (not her favorite cohort at the moment), declaring, “Sold above asking!” and showing pictures of staged rooms photographed with wide wide-angle lenses.


Then another envelope from Bank of America, this one not requesting a reply, but looking all the more sinister from the way Peter’s and her names were visible through the plastic window: Peter P. Fitzgerald, with Hunter B. Fitzgerald underneath.


Her hands shook as she tore open the envelope. The horror movie music from the afternoon before, a screechy violin, returned.


Visa bill. A forty-thousand-dollar credit limit. He owed $38,165.23, including the interest and late fee from the last missed payment.
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For the next several minutes—or was it an hour?—she was paralyzed, as she stared at the screen saver. More pictures floated by: more cocktails in their hands. Crowded swimming pools. The predawn drive to the top of Haleakala. They’d raided Hunter’s 401(k) to take that Maui trip, and others. They were young, and Peter was on the verge of flipping that house in Belvedere for a million-dollar profit! (What had happened to that again? Right . . . the Fed raised interest rates.)


Later, she thought of the sight of the Visa bill as the moment the telescope turned backward, and she saw Peter, and their lives together, through the opposite lens. She still felt as though an internal organ had been removed, but now the organ was malignant, and she was relieved. Her memories were of his boasting, his sulking . . . and his drunkenness.


How did he get her name on that credit card? She needed to talk to a lawyer. She knew lawyers, too; there were at least two who came into the gym after work and flirted with her.


When she forced herself to examine the purchases she saw huge charges at Emporio Armani. Bose—those new headphones were almost $400. Over a thousand dollars at REI. Was that the new kayak in the backyard?


She simply wouldn’t pay it. There were no debtors’ prisons here in the US of A.


But her name was on the card, and when the collection agency came to call it was her credit score that would plummet. She’d never be able to buy a new car, let alone a house of her own. Maybe she could negotiate a payment plan.


But never mind cars and houses—she had to get a new job, and quickly. Unemployment insurance wouldn’t be enough to put gas in her car. But she had enough money in that private (okay, secret—she admitted that to herself now) account to tide her over until she got her first paycheck.


And she wasn’t going to wait until tomorrow, either. She took two Advil, and opened an Excel sheet.


There she listed the names of every professional contact she had, along with phone numbers, and notes: who had twins (a weird number of people had twins); whose mother had been ill; who also had family in the Northeast, especially Connecticut. Then she rearranged the order from most to least promising.


By now it was after lunchtime, and a number of people had left for the day. She never did that—well, maybe on a Friday. The general manager (now the former general manager) of Energy-4-All, Byron, would give her a glowing recommendation, as would most of the trainers, especially as they knew that she wasn’t looking for the same positions as they.


She started with Gwen, sales manager at Forever Fitness.


“I heard about Energy.” Gwen clicked her tongue. “There are rumors about Byron.” She went on in that excited whisper that people use to spread bad news that doesn’t affect them. “Sexual harassment.”


“I never had any problems.” Hunter was pretty sure that Byron was gay, not that that took sexual harassment off the table.


“I also heard—”


Hunter listened as long as she thought necessary to keep the contact active. Gwen didn’t know of anything offhand, but she’d get back to Hunter.


Danielle, recently retired as an assistant operations manager, said she knew of a general manager opening . . .


General manager!


. . . at a spa in Idaho . . .


Idaho? Hunter might be a Republican, but she was a California Republican.


The next person she got ahold of didn’t have a job for her, and didn’t know of any, but had plenty of ideas: make sure your certifications are up to date. Give classes in your house. Start your own gym! You can get a small business loan—


Hunter had observed this in the past: the less concrete help people have to offer, the more advice they have to give.


There were several promising leads, though: an operations manager opening at RJ’s Gym; 101 Fitness might need a new marketing person.


More contacts said they’d ask around for her.


By now the sun was about to set, and the great exodus had begun. Hunter sharpened pencils until their points broke off, and considered whether to call Madison Bloom. She should wait until tomorrow. Madison, as GM of Galaxy Fitness, was her highest-level contact, and she wanted to catch her when they were both at their best. By tomorrow the last traces of her headache would be gone.


But no, she couldn’t wait. She only took time for another Advil.


Madison was there. Madison took her call. The rosy glow of sunset, though not visible from Peter’s office window, set Hunter’s hopes alight.


Madison said she’d love to have Hunter on her team. Hunter was a hard worker, a professional, an aggressive marketer. She particularly admired Hunter’s classes, how she targeted different “demos” (demographics). “The narrower the focus, the greater the appeal. What seventy-year-old wants to work out with teens?”


Hunter’s internal glow got warmer and brighter as they talked. Yes, Madison knew about Energy-4-All closing. But maybe it was meant to be! Her own fitness manager, Sasha, was about to go on maternity leave . . . was it next month? Six weeks at most. Madison hinted that she might encourage Sasha to leave sooner. What with her swollen ankles and sciatica, she’d be better off at home and on bed rest, wouldn’t she? Then, who could say? Maybe Sasha would “fall in love with her baby,” and decide not to come back.


Hunter knew she shouldn’t, couldn’t, rely on this, but oh, it was perfect. Her mother would have said, pray to Saint Bernadette! I’m not sick, Mam. Saint Bernadette is for when you’re sick.


When Hunter went to bed that night, she was glad for the extra space in her California King.


[image: Image]


The next morning, unencumbered by hangover, Hunter started early. She knew better than to create a new budget that included a future salary, so she continued to work her way through her list.


But a strange thing happened as the week went by. Fewer people were available to talk to her. The people who had promised, on Monday, to call back, never did. She hadn’t expected that everyone would. How often did she break that same promise?


But . . . no one?


She made follow-up phone calls. She sent follow-up emails.


Was something wrong in the entire gym industry? Perhaps Energy-4-All’s collapse was symptomatic of a larger problem.


The stone of fear in her stomach had come to life. It was now a wild animal, prowling outside her front door.


She shoved Peter’s keyboard out of the way and put her head down on his desk. She read stories about homelessness all the time. She didn’t actually read the stories, just the headline, and sometimes the first paragraph, before clicking her tongue and putting the newspaper in recycling or alt-tabbing out of the article. There was a homeless encampment now, under a freeway overpass, not far from her own place. She saw the complaints on Nextdoor (Hunter thought of it as “GetOffMyLawn.com”): “I moved here from San Francisco to get away from this!” Hunter had pity for the “unhoused,” with their beards and plastic bags and Rollaboards, but only in the abstract. That couldn’t happen to her, because she had friends.


But no, she didn’t. Not really. She had people who came to her parties and coworkers who now were also out of jobs. She had family in Connecticut: an eighty-three-year-old father and a much-younger mother with early-onset Alzheimer’s. “Home is the place that, when you go there, they have to take you in.” But first you have to want to go there. The encampment under the freeway would be worse, but not by much. Haha.


And her PG&E bill was due.


She remembered seeing a “We’re Hiring!” sign at a nearby Starbucks.


Which was fortuitous, because on Friday, when she called Galaxy Fitness, Madison Bloom was not available to take her call.
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Hunter got off to a good start at Starbucks. Preston, the manager, said she was the most capable employee he’d ever trained. She was working the register on the afternoon of the first day and sequencing drinks at the end of the second.


The afternoon that she handed over a venti mocha with raspberry syrup, no whip, no foam, and skim milk, Preston tapped her on the shoulder said she had a future there. “Just don’t think about taking my job, lol.” He spelled out “lol.” She smiled while she patted the steam off her face.


She appreciated the praise, but the novelty of the job wore off quickly. The strap of her apron around her head reminded her of a noose.


Teenagers came in, ordered on the app, then picked up their drinks without pausing their own conversations. Sometimes they came back to complain of the wrong type of milk. Even Hunter thought oat milk was a misnomer. She’d heard a comic point out that oats had no tits.


Welcome to the working class. Eight hours with two ten-minute breaks and thirty minutes for lunch. Were millions of people really doing this every day?


Hunter had grown up in a distinctly upper-middle-class family: attending private schools (Catholic, at her mother’s insistence) and wearing clothes from the children’s department at Saks, purchased on weekend trips to Manhattan. Since she was an only child, there was all the more disposable income for the types of expenses that Daddy Edward would have found girlie and frivolous if they’d had to spread them among the eight children Bernadette wanted.


Life after college had required a big adjustment, and Hunter had been proud of herself for learning to live accordingly. There was always Dad for emergencies—and extras. That was, until Bernadette became demented and Edward became old. And even then they hadn’t imagined her pumping flavored syrup for eight hours a day.
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Hunter was fifteen years older than the next-oldest barista, Caitlyn. There was also Katelyn, so they were known as “the C Caitlin” and “the K Katelyn.”


The younger baristas were welcoming and supportive, but kept their distance. Maybe they sensed that Hunter carried bad relationship juju.


Take pride in your work, no matter what it is. And she did. She refined her technique: milk, shots, syrup, finish. Her memory was good, and her hands were fast.


Then Preston asked her to mop.


At home, Hunter mopped the kitchen floor nightly, using two buckets: one for detergent, the other for rinsing. She replaced the mophead every month.


It was more than pride, she knew; it was obsessive. She sometimes got up out of bed after Peter was asleep and mopped it again. He didn’t notice; he was a heavy sleeper.


So why did she feel so anxious when Preston opened the door of the supply closet?


Because these mops were ancient. And there was only one bucket.


And that was the good part of her day.


Did it have to be when she was mopping, dizzy from the smell of the generic cleaning fluid, and with the knot in her apron (she’d never wear emerald green again) coming undone, that Cindi walked in?


Cindi would be out of work, as well, since Energy-4-All closed. She was a popular personal trainer, and a beauty in the mold of Hunter herself: tall, thin, blonde. She was at least ten years younger, though, probably more.


Hunter pushed her hair off her face using the inside of her arm, because her hands were wet. Put up a good front, she told herself. Plenty of women have been divorced. You might trade up.


“How’s your job search going?” she asked Cindi, after they exchanged awkward greetings. Much as she didn’t want to see Cindi for other reasons, she might get some insight into her own troubles from her. Hunter’s latest theory was that the Federal Trade Commission was investigating predatory practices by fitness centers, like those, “join for five dollars a month” offers that morphed into $300 a month while you weren’t paying attention.


“Oh.” Cindi shrugged one shoulder. “I’m going to go out on my own. Go into people’s homes, you know? That way I don’t have to split the money with corporate.”


“I sure wish Energy-4-All had given us some warning.”


“Tell me about it.” But Cindi’s expression was distinctly puzzled.


Hunter positioned her hands on the mop handle as if it were a bass. She was uncomfortably aware of that ten-ten-thirty rule, and underneath Preston’s friendly manner (he, too, was younger, by at least ten years), Hunter heard the clicking of a stopwatch.


But something was amiss. She tightened her grip on the mop handle.


“Well, I’d better get my order in!” Cindi said. “I have a lot of special requests.”


Don’t we all, Hunter thought. But she wasn’t going to let the moment pass. “Have you talked to anyone else from Energy?”


Now Cindi looked nervous: she cast glances up at the menu board behind Hunter. “I wish they didn’t use pork in so many of their sandwiches.”


“Cindi . . .”


“Oh, listen! I love this song!” Frank Sinatra’s “One for the Road” was coming from the speaker. “I’ve got to Shazam it.”


Cindi had her cell phone in hand and was heading toward the speaker, but Hunter called after her, “What’s up?”


“Well, a couple of my friends have read Jesus Warned Me He Was a Jerk.” Cindi blurted. “You’ve read it.”


“I haven’t yet, no.”


“I guess maybe you should.” Cindi took a step sideways. “I want you to know I really enjoyed working with you.” Then, “Hey, do you get a discount here? That would be a perk! Perk, get it? Perk?”


“I get one free item a day.” Hunter looked back to see if Preston or one of the others was looking at her. “What’s in Jesus Warned Me that I should know?”


Cindi’s pale blue eyes quivered. When she still didn’t respond, Hunter prompted her, “Tell me.”


“I haven’t finished it yet,” Cindi said. “But Landon gave me a copy and said to read the first four chapters. Angelica St. Ambrose says things about you that I’m sure aren’t true.”


Landon had been a senior manager at Energy-4-All. She and Hunter had been in line for the same promotion, the one that Hunter got. She might not be crushed if Angelica had bad things to say about her.


“Damn, that line is getting long,” Cindi said. “Gotta run!”
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Hunter reluctantly spent $14.99 on the Kindle version. She swiped left and saw blurbs from reviewers at prestigious publications, including The New Yorker and The Atlantic: “raw,” “unfiltered,” “a look inside the mind and heart of an alcoholic clawing her way up and out.” The cover was a black-and-white photo of a younger Angelica, holding a bottle of Glenfiddich.




DEDICATION


To all my friends at AA, who I can’t name, for reasons that should be obvious.


And to Jesus, who laughs at all my jokes.





Hunter swiped a few more times. She could do a search on her name, but surely Angelica would have changed it. Except she must not have, or Cindi wouldn’t have known . . .


She swiped a little faster.


There it was: not only Hunter, but Hunter Fitzgerald. About a quarter of the way through the book was the story of how she and Angelica first met, years before, when Hunter was an aide to a local congressman.


She went on to describe Hunter as “spoiled, entitled—not her fault, just a product of her upbringing—materialistic, and cold.”


Cold? On what planet was she cold?


Or was she?


The night everything changed was the night I needed her most. We used to go out without huzzbands—have you noticed that married women always pronounce it like it’s spelled with 2 Zs?


I was trying hard to get sober but Vijay was being abusive. You can only be called “stoopid” so many times before you start to believe it, especially if you believe it already.


I couldn’t find Vijay’s suitcase, so I was sure he’d left for good. I called Hunter from the closet (aren’t we all in the closet about something?), clutching one of his shirts like Linus his blanket. (If only I had a blanket!)


Hunter remembered the night. The story about the suitcase stuck in her mind, as well as its conclusion: Vijay had simply moved it to the basement.


She also remembered that it was the last time Hunter went out alone with Angelica. She was enabling Angelica, she’d told Peter. It should stop. Maybe the four of them could do something together. He might like Angelica, and Vijay was doing something in real estate.


It was me and Hunter and it started out as any other night. Wow! That sounds like Stephen King, doesn’t it? Well, it’s not, because he makes that shit up. This is for real.


We go to our favorite hangout, Dive Bars Is Us, except there aren’t any dive bars in Marin County. Oh no. If I saved the extra money we spent on Johnnie Walker I’d be living in a house like Hunter’s now. Chateau de Hunter.


So we’re there, and the service is, I don’t know, like uze, and now is when I have to come clean because you’re only as sick as your secrets, which means that a month ago I was on life support. What I mean is, I have no idea how the service was or wasn’t.


When Hunter inhaled she felt a scratching sensation in her lungs. She skimmed through a few more pages of Angelica’s recounting of that evening. She and Hunter had “tied one on like there was no tomorrow.” Hunter went back to her car, where she passed out, and Angelica went home with a man she’d call “Bob,” to protect his identity (so his identity she’s protecting?).


She remembered, too, that she’d asked Angelica to leave with her, and Angelica had declined, though that had happened on other nights as well.


So I wake up with no panties on. Why do panties sound so much more slutty than underwear?


There’s the cum on my leg which is exhibit A, huh? And I’m like, wha—a? And this dude I don’t recognize is brushing his teeth. Brushing his teeth! He’s a rapist, but he has good hygiene. Whew.


No, I’m not a virgin. What I am is naive. I expected that Hunter, who was the designated driver, would designate herself. Oh, and drive. Instead she went to her Free-Us and passed out like . . . well, like a drunk. Which I am, too, but I’m fighting my way back.


Hunter didn’t rape me, because Hunter doesn’t have a dick, though if she could buy one on a layaway plan, she’d look really different in a bathing suit. So she didn’t do the raping. But she had promised to protect me, because I was her friend.


And I’m still her friend, though this is hard to forgive . . .


Hunter had no intention of forgiving. Not now. Not ever. Angelica continued to refer to the incident as a rape. Hunter would never dare contradict her in public; any nonconsensual sex was a rape. But Hunter hadn’t encouraged, let alone forced, Angelica to go home with this man.


She remembered that his real name was Blair. And she remembered that, far from passing out in her Prius, she hadn’t even brought her car.









Chapter 3


Treasure Island Treasure


HUNTER


Hunter forced herself to read all of Jesus Warned Me straight through. While humbling herself at every turn, Angelica managed to portray herself as heroine. Survivor. Advocate.


There were people in her world to admire, like Angelica’s sponsors, who were available to talk at 3 a.m., and who, at the slightest hint there was need, would come running with food, DVDs, board games. Her “medevac team,” she called them. But they had to remain anonymous, while Hunter was named each time she appeared, as she did in later chapters, moving through Angelica’s life like an evil spirit rattling chains.


Hunter tried (and failed) to console herself that Vijay, Hunter’s ex-husband, came out looking as bad as she did. He was verbally abusive. He withheld his “favors,” as she described their sex life ironically, when he was irritated with her, or with his life in general.


But Vijay was safe in Mumbai, where, apparently, he had a wealthy family and a new wife. Would Jesus Warned Me be translated into Hindi? It seemed likely. Hunter didn’t go looking for news of the book, but so-called friends (former party guests, coworkers, and sorority sisters from decades before) didn’t hesitate to alert her to its rise on the New York Times bestseller list. Some were sympathetic. Like Cindi, they said that they didn’t believe all of what Angelica wrote.


For a woman who portrayed herself as uneducated (she’d dropped out of Marin City College “thanks to demon drink”), Angelica was clever. She depicted Hunter as a high-functioning alcoholic, condescending, exploitive, vain (say “narcissistic”) and materialistic (say “greedy”). But in those chapters in which Hunter appeared, and the conversations that Angelica reconstructed, there were never any witnesses, no one who would speak for Hunter and say, no, that never happened.
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Hunter made Peter’s home office into her own, replacing his selfies and sports trophies, which included some from high school, with flowers, and photos in which he did not appear.


She received her first paycheck, but it only covered about half of her monthly expenses, and the nest egg she’d collected before Peter’s defection was dwindling quickly, a fresh cookie crumbling in her hand.


She’d confronted Peter about the Visa bill via email, though it required several drafts before she replaced language like “how could you do this to me” with “I’d appreciate you taking care of this.”


It was Angelica who replied, “Pierre is working the steps to become more responsible for his past actions. He’ll get back to you soon.”


Credit card debt was unsecured. Visa couldn’t come after her car, or her house (especially since it wasn’t her house) or the skis in the gardening shed if she didn’t pay it off. But say goodbye not only to cars and houses, but to starting a business of her own, and she’d dreamed of that for years.


Hunter contacted Visa about a payment plan. She dangled the threat of filing bankruptcy, which would eliminate most, or even all, of the balance, and that made them more open to negotiation.


But she still needed to raise some cash to cover groceries until the next paycheck.


She was massaging her forehead when she remembered Chad’s disparagement of the Ingraham clock.


Sell it!


No, no, not the clock—she’d have to hire a professional to remove it from its case to determine its value, and that was assuming that it was real—but Treasure Island Flea, the monthly event held on the island of the same name, was scheduled for this very weekend, and she could grab some of their more esoteric collectibles and head across the bridges. She only needed to sell a few small items, like William Shatner’s Christmas album, to raise enough for a trip to Costco for bulk groceries and cheap gas. It would be faster than advertising them on Craigslist or eBay, and not only did she love the bargaining, but the flea market buyers and sellers were her peeps, and she missed them. Perhaps Peter’s lack of interest in visiting flea markets and scoping out garage sales in recent months should have been her first clue that something had changed.


Hunter assumed that the flea market collectibles, as she thought of them, were community property, but no matter: Peter didn’t keep a record of their purchases (he explained that he needed to put all his accounting skills to work managing his real estate investments). She did. If he noticed that the Shatner album was gone, she’d tell him that the Klingons stole it.
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Treasure Island was a platter of fake land attached to Yerba Buena Island, which was real, but useless, except for preventing the Bay Bridge from falling into the water.


The flea market was held on the western side of the island: Card tables covered with blue umbrellas sold picture frames, tube socks, posters, paintings of the bridges and seascapes that belonged in motel rooms, and paperback books sans covers, liberated from bookstore recycling bins.


There were regulars who showed up each month with the same bulk inventory, but it was the one-timers who’d interested Hunter and Peter: the people who had just cleared out Grandma Shirley’s attic. They were amateurs, as Peter described them, who wouldn’t know a Jackson Pollock from a five-year-old’s spin art. “And people who don’t know what they have don’t deserve to keep it,” he’d said.


But the next morning, when Hunter descended from Yerba Buena to Treasure, she was in for a surprise. She followed the orange-jacketed attendants waving marshaling wands, as always, and as always, they directed her and the other autos through lanes created by orange cones into a large parking lot.


Something was different, though. The virtual lanes now led not to the western side of the island, but to the east. The hand-painted “Treasure Island Flea” signs were gone, replaced by smooth, professional ones announcing, “Welcome to TreasureFest,” with the graphic of a pirate chest.


Hunter parked near a shabby building covered with splashy colors that were halfway between murals and graffiti. Once she got out of the car, she saw that fake tree trunks created a makeshift, but clearly official entrance.


A nearby poster promised,




A Day of Fun Food and Frolic!


Music from top up-and-coming artists!


A rotating lineup of 40 food trucks!





There were colorful graphics of T-shirts and pants below, and all this superimposed on a stylized Golden Gate Bridge, hovering midair, although from where Hunter stood, the Bay Bridge dominated the view.


So Treasure Island Flea had gone commercial. There were only sellers, no buyers.


She thought of going home. But only briefly, because, as little as she had to spend, there might be something she could buy and resell at a profit. The secret to finding collectibles was persistence and curiosity; in other words, the willingness to plow through a lot of junk.


A young woman took her money and stamped her hand. “Children under twelve are free,” she said. What, did she suspect Hunter of smuggling a child in under her shirt? It was true that Hunter could almost have fit one underneath, baggy as it was from the weight she’d lost since Peter’s defection.


Others had taken advantage of the promotion. The place was infested with children: riding on daddies’ shoulders, squirming in double strollers. Hunter had wanted children, but Peter hadn’t, and it didn’t feel right to force the issue. Now it was too late, and since she’d never plugged into the world of children, she didn’t want to be surrounded by them. Nor did she care for the abundance of dogs, many larger than children themselves, and many who bounded around without benefit of leash.


A row of temporary booths stretched ahead on either side of her, creating a long aisle. Those booths, constructed with collapsible poles and cloth awnings, featured handmade crafts: knit hats, tie-dyed T-shirts, jewelry, and vials of herbal potions that claimed to cure insomnia, constipation, and acne.


She walked the long aisle slowly. The sellers had handheld devices that would allow them to slide a credit card and even to spit out a receipt—that was, the ones who weren’t already equipped with Apple Pay. In the days of Treasure Island Flea, not only was payment cash-only, but haggling had been half the fun, at least if you were good at it. Hunter was good at it.


After a while, though, she not only abandoned hope of finding anything for herself, she stopped even glancing at the merchandise she passed, since it invariably resulted in the seller shouting at her to come have a closer look.


Hunter had always been a consumer. She saw nothing wrong with taking money that she and Peter had earned and spending it on items that gave them pleasure, whether it was a kayak for weekend trips, or granite countertops.


But today this all seemed like excess of the most shameful kind. Not conspicuous consumption, but worse: nothing worth wearing. Nothing worth displaying. Not even anything worth giving away. This wasn’t self-indulgence: it was waste.


The crowd was thickening. She bowed her head to watch the pavement, and to avoid the loose-running children and dogs, though some of each species banged into her legs more than once.


She was almost at the end of the row of vendors when a loud, unpleasant noise assaulted her: the sound of a band tuning up.


A few steps later she found herself in what must be part of a parking lot on weekdays, from the pattern of white lines painted on the pavement. Now it was a food court, with the trucks forming a circle. As for the food trucks, they were the usual suspects: tacos, frozen yogurt, curries, doughnuts, churros, espresso, Korean barbecue. The mix of cooking pork and deep-frying dough was nauseating enough, but mixed with car exhaust and the briny smell from the water, Hunter was ready to vomit.


Then the musicians, off on a bandstand to her left, burst into “Don’t Stop Believin’.”


Hunter was going to get the hell out of there, and the fastest way was forward.


Surrounding the circle there was a makeshift fence: a series of plastic orange poles, set close together, and connected with yellow tape. Hunter was wont to respect boundaries, metaphoric as well as literal, but increasingly these days she asked herself, where had following the rules gotten her?


So she hustled through the gathering families, improvising a game of hopscotch in order to dodge not only the children and pets, but the adults carrying obscenely large cardboard trays of greasy food. Even in her hurry, she tried to avoid stepping on the lines bequeathed from the parking lot. Step on a crack . . .


She turned sideways to slip through the gap between “Curry in a Hurry” and “Shawarma from the Farma,” avoiding the thick power cables on the ground.


Then, “Hey! You can’t go out that way!”


She didn’t have to look around to know that it was a security guard, and from the wheezy way he shouted, that he was overweight, and out of shape. He would be in a blue uniform, with a cap that had a logo like “All Guard” or “Protect U.” She pictured him with a big nose and large pores.


She laughed, without turning around.


“Stop!”


No freaking way, she thought. She measured the distance of the orange poles and the height of the yellow tape, and then, like a well-trained thoroughbred, she leapt over the tape and landed outside the grounds of the TreasureFest.


“Come back here!”—from behind, but the guard’s wheezing nearly obscured his words.


She kept laughing, as much as she could. Hunter ran the Bay to Breakers, the popular San Francisco 12k, every year. She hadn’t been out running since Peter left, but it all came back to her now: the strong muscles of her legs, the accompanying pump of her arms, and the bounce from the soles of her best running shoes, as she delightedly left the TreasureFest with all its tacky and touristy merchandise.


Finally she had to stop. She crouched, resting her hands just above her knees. She was panting, and panting hard, but it was victory panting.


[image: Image]


As she caught her breath, the euphoria faded. Her diminishing joy coincided with the invasion of the fog. Invading fog was typical of the San Francisco Bay, but the rapidity with which the dark gray droplets gathered took her by surprise: It was like watching a time-lapse video. She hardly had a moment to look at her surroundings before they were obscured past a short distance. She could see as far as a chain link fence and a couple of fuel tanks behind; the buildings beyond that were already hidden.


It was time to go home.


She didn’t want to encounter the security guard, or any of the TreasureFest crowd, so she walked west; her plan was to hit the edge of the island and then circle back to her car incognito.


She wasn’t sure how long she’d been walking when she realized that she must have headed in the wrong direction. The strains of “Don’t Stop Believin’ ” had faded, replaced by foghorns. She hadn’t noticed when they had started up, but they were irritating her now, while usually she found them comforting. At night, when she was at home.


She did know she’d been walking a long time because her feet hurt, even in her running shoes.


She’d wandered into a residential area, though the description was generous, since it consisted of cheaply built, two-story blocks of stucco apartments in a faded coral. She remembered hearing that people actually lived on Treasure Island, and that she’d wondered how that happened—were the apartments “affordable”? Or were they condos? And how did people get them? Then she’d filed it under Things That Didn’t Affect Her.


Tentacles of fog reached between the apartment blocks. Tule fog! She’d heard of it, but never seen it, and if this was what it was, she understood why it was responsible for so many auto accidents. She’d crossed the Golden Gate Bridge when it was an act of faith comparable to taking communion, as the red tower ahead was completely invisible. This was something far creepier. Was it possible to have tule fog and regular fog at the same time? Apparently it was. Too bad there wasn’t someone to ask.


Which thought made her realize that she hadn’t seen another person for a while. The sidewalks were deserted, and she couldn’t remember when she’d seen a car, at least not one in motion. At first it had been a relief from the horrors of TreasureFest, but now it was unnerving.


As embarrassing as it was, she might have to call someone. Who? Peter? No, God forbid. Right! Katie, her former assistant manager . . .


Her cell phone said, NO SERVICE.


Hunter shivered, mostly from cold; a little from fear. Hadn’t she seen part of a hand move one of the aged curtains? She wasn’t sure. She made out the occasional heeee of a seagull, and sometimes she thought she heard people cheering, only to recognize it as air currents rustling through the wind tunnels created by the apartment blocks. The smell was of fish and concrete dust.


There were little metal mailboxes grouped together on posts in front of individual apartment blocks. Someone would come out to get the mail at some point!


Then she remembered that it was Sunday.


She walked.


And walked.


At the end of each block she turned in what she thought was the right way, only to find herself on another identical street.


Damn, why hadn’t she just retraced her steps? Who cared about a security guard? But it was too late for that now.


Finally, with thumping heart, she knocked on a door. No answer. She didn’t knock again, but went to another door, and this second time she gave it two tries.


She stopped after the third door.


Then she saw, up ahead, that what appeared to be a single apartment block actually had a narrow gap between the two sets of doors. It led to an alley.


Hunter Bernadette Fitzgerald did not go down strange alleys. But Alice didn’t hesitate to follow the white rabbit, and besides, what was the alternative?


At the end of the alley was an old Airstream trailer. The logo was worn down, but the shell was shiny. There was a stucco wall behind the trailer, with two boarded-up windows.


Hunter approached slowly, but she’d only taken a few steps when the trailer door opened, and a woman descended the drop-down stairs. She was blonde, with large, dark brown eyes, and she was wearing a white bathrobe of a material so thick that it could have hidden a person who weighed ninety pounds or three hundred.


“You here for that lousy TreasureFest?” the woman asked pleasantly.


Hunter took a step backward. “H-how’d you know?”


“Once a month the yuppies come out.”


Hunter was undecided as to whether this was compliment or insult.


“Too bad what they did.” The woman stuck her hands deeply into the pockets of her robe. “I hate to see these industrial sites turn into pop-up Walmarts for the handicraft set.”


“That’s just how I feel!” Hunter exclaimed. She took a longer look at the woman. She was shorter than Hunter, but appeared to be about the same age, though her tanned skin showed some of the signs that tanned skin will show by forty: the fine lines not only around the eyes but the mouth. “Do you live here?”


“No, I go everywhere in my bathrobe.” The woman pointed with her thumb over her shoulder, to the trailer. “Yes, I live here. And I used to sell at the flea market, when it was a real flea. I had useful inventory, not single-use knickknacks making a pit stop on their way to landfill.”


“Really?” Hunter was always interested in what vintage items people had to sell, and for a moment she forgot to be scared. “What kind of inventory?” Longshot it might be, but perhaps this eccentric woman, though not wealthy, was also a collector, and would want to buy one of the items that Hunter had brought to sell, and stashed in her car.


“Well, I have a lot of things. But here’s what I’m most proud of.” The woman posed like Vanna White presenting the old trailer as the grand prize. “The dishes from discontinued patterns. Like, Grandma Tiffany dies and the serving for four is missing one salad plate. We’ll keep Grandma Tiffany alive in the hearts of her descendants and stop some couple from buying a whole new set. I’m fighting the good fight against consumer culture.”


“Grandma Tiffany?”


“It’s only a matter of time. I’m Zelda, by the way.”


“Hunter Fitzgerald.” It was an automatic response.


The woman—Zelda—tilted her head. “Really?”


“Yes, really—why would I . . .” She stopped. It wasn’t possible, was it? That this woman who lived in a trailer on Treasure Island had read Jesus Warned Me? Hunter had imagined this happening (though neither this soon nor in this situation), so she was ready. “I mean, I’m not that Hunter Fitzgerald.”


“Riiight.” Zelda put her hands back in her pockets. “And just how many female, or even male, ‘Hunter Fitzgeralds’ do you think there are in the Bay Area?”


Damn. But it was also a relief. To get it out of the way.


“What are you interested in?” Zelda asked. “Collection wise?”


“Oh, lots of things. Bakelite?”


“Bakelite? Hello, I’ve got Bakelite. Come in, I’ll show you.”


Hunter remembered to be scared.


“What, do you think I’m a serial killer? How would I get blood off this bathrobe?”


That was the deal-closer. Hunter would risk her mother’s life for a chance to add to her Bakelite collection.


She followed Zelda up the two stairs into the Airstream.


The interior was just what she would have expected, if she’d stopped to expect anything: the tie-dyed curtains hanging from wooden links, strings of beads partitioning off the back; retro decals honoring surfing coves along the California coast . . . and a vintage vinyl record player! Hunter’s fingers itched at the sight.


“And here’s just a sample of that Bakelite.”


Zelda pointed to a table, and Hunter froze in place. There were displayed a lamp with a flamingo as a stand, a Tintin lunchbox, and what appeared to be a Bakelite radio. Maybe this was how an archaeologist felt, when the first shards of crockery from an ancient civilization appeared.


“This is what I was talking about.” Zelda picked up a china plate with pink flowers. “It’s a discontinued pattern. We like filling the holes in people’s lives, don’t we, Kitty?”


Zelda was talking to a gray tabby, asleep in a basket; Hunter had assumed that both cat and basket were ceramic. At the sound of its name, though, the cat raised its head.


“Jay Catsby. A girl, but I couldn’t resist.”


“I can’t believe you really live here.” It was rude, but it slipped out. “Where do you sleep?”


Zelda patted the table. “This converts to a bed.”


“That table? How—”


“I’ll show you.” Zelda reached for the table’s edge.


“No, no, I believe you. Just—the radio, does it work?”


“It needs batteries.” Zelda slipped into one of the banquettes. “Setz dich hin, meine Frau.”


Some words don’t need translating. Hunter sat on the booth opposite Zelda. There, for the first time, she noticed a small branch, brightly painted, and with beads and feathers attached at one end. “What’s that?” It was about eighteen inches, sanded smooth.


“Oh, that?” Zelda’s remark was exaggeratedly casual. “That’s just a talking stick.”


“Is it ‘found art’?” It looked like something one of the TreasureFest vendors would try to pass off as such: She’d registered one display of seashells with happy faces painted on them.


“Quite the opposite. It has a long history.” Zelda held it up. “This is a true Native American talking stick. It was given to me by a woman I knew in an artists’ colony in New Mexico. It’s been passed down from mother to daughter and used in female-only groups. Sometimes to settle a dispute among the women.”


“Hah. We used a ‘talking three-pound dumbbell’ in our team meetings.” Hunter mimed pumping an invisible dumbbell, and felt sad. Turnover at Starbucks was high, so it was difficult to make friends. She wasn’t sure she remembered how.


Zelda pressed a forefinger on each end of the stick, then raised it to eye level. One end was round, while the other had a small, forked protrusion, from which the beads and feathers dangled. “Talking sticks have been completely appropriated. We shouldn’t even call them talking sticks. Maybe communication facilitators.”


Hunter tried to catch herself before rolling her eyes, but Zelda smiled. “I saw that. I get it. It’s okay to call this one a talking stick.” It was from a very old oak, she told Hunter, and each daughter added something of her own: like the feathers, or beads, but most often she painted her name or a secret symbol. The beads and feather didn’t stay on long, and had to be replaced; the paint lasted longer, but that, too, faded away. “Also, I messed up. It’s important that we don’t call it Native American. The woman who gave it to me was enrolled in the Navajo Nation, but I think she was part Apache.”


“Why didn’t she give it to her own daughter?”


“She didn’t have any children. But think of all the energy that’s rubbed off over countless generations.”


This time Hunter did catch herself before rolling her eyes.


Zelda angled the stick, then stroked its torso as it if were a cat. “Here.” She held it out to Hunter the way one hands over a knife, pointing the rounded end toward her.


When Hunter’s fingers closed around the wood, a tingling sensation ran up her arm. She opened her fingers and let it fall to the table.


“It’s still cultural appropriation,” Zelda said, “but if you treat it with the respect it deserves, it’s okay.”


“Are you giving it to me?” And what am I supposed to do with it?


“Maybe. Anyway, I’m going to give you some tea and you’re going to give me your side of the Angelica St. Ambrose story.”


[image: Image]


Zelda took down some knitting from one of the cabinets near the trailer’s ceiling, then poured tea for Hunter from a pot with Mickey Mouse painted on one side, Minnie on the other. “Something wrong?”


Hunter was staring at the hot brown liquid in her cup.


“Okay, be that way.” Zelda took another cup off a hook above the sink, and placed it on the table. “See? I’m pouring mine from the same pot.”


“I’m embarrassed, but—”


“But this trailer could be a front for the white slave trade, right. Wait!”


Zelda took several swallows from her cup she’d poured for herself. Then she collected the lunch box, lamp, and radio, but left the talking stick.


Hunter tucked one leg up under herself. Zelda didn’t seem to be in any hurry, so Hunter told her how she’d met Angelica, several years earlier, at a fundraising event for the congressman whom Hunter had worked for when she first came to Northern California. Angelica kind of glommed on to me, Hunter said, and I felt a little sorry for her, because she obviously had a drinking problem, or she was drunk that night, anyway, and she was in this unhappy marriage, so I’d go out with her every month or so.


Angelica would get drunk, and Hunter would go home to Peter. Vijay, Angelica’s husband, had come to California to get rich in real estate, so Peter and Vijay could talk about debt service and balloon payments.


Then Angelica got sober and for a short time they were a foursome: the Fitzgeralds with Angelica St. Ambrose, who had changed her name to “Koka,” though she later changed it back. After Vijay left, that was.


“I mean, what was she doing at that fundraiser anyway?” Hunter asked herself aloud, because Zelda couldn’t know. Absently, Hunter reached to touch the talking stick. The tingling again. She pulled her hand away.


“You okay?” Zelda asked, tilting her head, birdlike.


Immediately, Hunter remembered exactly what Angelica was doing there: asking Hunter for a job. In the congressman’s office. Angelica had no college degree, which Hunter could overlook, but she also had no experience in fundraising, which for a congressperson was the main focus of the job. Hunter hired someone else.


How did I forget that?


She didn’t realize that she said this aloud, but she must have, because Zelda said, “Obviously, Angelica didn’t.”


Hunter stared out the window. On this side, her only view was of the stucco wall and a clothesline, from which a single white sheet hung. For another minute, she only heard the click of Zelda’s knitting needles.


Finally: “She wrote about that in her memoir,” Zelda said. “Have you read that part?”


Hunter untucked her leg, then tucked up the other one. “I fell on the grenade, yes.”


“Then you know that she made an effort to stay sober the whole day so that when she met you she’d make a good impression.”


“Boo-hoo! How is it suddenly my fault that she didn’t get a job she wasn’t qualified for?”


“Relax, Jax.” Zelda sighed. “She does have a gift for turning things around.” Click click. “Anyway, now you need money.”


“Badly.”


“What about Starbucks?”


Hunter pushed renegade hair off her forehead. She’d told Zelda about the Starbucks job and her original motive to journey to Treasure Island: to sell some of the Fitzgerald collectibles. “What about it?”


“Wouldn’t they have some kind of executive training program?”


“They do, but . . .” She thought a moment. “Energy was a chain. I don’t want to work for a huge corporation. I want to start something of my own.” She folded her arms on the table and looked out at the old stucco wall. “Once upon a time I had fantasies of starting a winery. Now anything with alcohol is tainted. When I was at Energy I was saving to start my own gym, but it’s all moot now.” Visa had come back with a payment plan that she could manage if her car never needed major repairs, but she’d be in debt for a long time.


Zelda gripped her needles with one hand and used the other to pat Hunter’s. “Don’t go down that road, girlie girl. Self-pity leads to a cliff.”


Which made Hunter think of the top of Mount Tamalpais. She gazed out the window of the Airstream and watched the lone sheet flapping in the wind.
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