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INTRODUCTION

Nieman'’s card or are you paying with cash, Ma'am?”

You'd like that, wouldn't you? I thought, smiling wryly at
the inquisitive clerk. Only I'm afraid that I no longer have one of your cards.
Embarrassed, I searched my wallet, the one that Stephen had surprised
me with on my birthday the year we had gone to Peru. Remembering
Machu Picchu and the intense heat that I had suffered through during
countless hikes to view the relics, I smiled, but it was all good, because
the time that we had spent trekking through the distant country had been
one of my favorites and nothing since then had even come close. There’s
just something about it, I mused, ignoring the clerk. The raw unspoiled
beauty of the ancient civilization, the country’s violent history, the relics.
All put together it became that certain something which took my breath
away, which was one of the reasons that I had remained with Stephen,
because during our time there we had been able to become close. Yet, like
our vacation, invigorating as it was it didn't last, as I found myself caught
up in pursuits of my own- not after precious relics, but devising a way to
use up every last dime of his money. Money which I was spending in an
effort to anger him.

As my fingers pried open yet another empty compartment, another
person standing behind me made a comment about how I should lose my
place in line for taking so long to come up with the money. The smartly
outfitted teenager with the expensive back pack will be the first one to
become violent, I mused, wondering which one of the inconsiderate

14 Four hundred sixty-seven ninety-five. Will that be on your
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shoppers had uttered the words. She’d sock me one on the top of my head
with her Louis Vuitton for even daring to hold up the line. But the way
that I was making everyone wait, I deserved it. Confused, I gazed down at
the worn leather wondering what had happened to all of the cash. Cheeks
burning, I fumbled again. Nothing.

“Please be here,” I murmured, fingers flying desperately through the
empty wallet. Because all that I need is five small bills. Hundreds- the
ones with Benjamin Franklin on them. I grinned for a moment, thinking
of how the U.S. Mint should change the design of the paper money.
Somehow it just didn't seem right that staring back at me from the face of
the bill was a man not even half of my stature and size and even though
he’d been President, that alone didn’t give him the right to be honored on
the bill. He was too darn overweight, I thought. Yet like an overgrown
weed he'd been there forever, which is about how long my search was
taking to produce some cash. My fingers flew through the leather again-
nothing. Absolutely, positively, no cash. I couldn’t believe that I'd spent
all of it. Sure, I'd been spending like there was no tomorrow, but so what?
That had been the whole point. Besides, Stephen had been arguing with
me more than ever before which had made me nervous to the point where
I had gone out and treated myself to hair extensions and liposuction and
some time at the spa, along with another new wardrobe and some stuff
for the house. Now I remember, I mused, worrying as the line behind me
grew. I had overspent and was guilty as charged, having committed the
crime well, as the previous weeks had flown by me in a flurry of plastic
and crumpled up bills.

Yep, I thought, still ignoring the clerk. I had spent every last dollar
and it was gone. Except for Stephen’s expense account and a few neglected
pieces of plastic it had completely disappeared, which is another reason
why I had ordered more cards. Cards which reminded me of happier
times that the two of us had shared and which I now kept in my purse for
safekeeping. Relieved by the fact that I was able to rely on them I opened
my purse. There they were, shining back at me in all their plastic glory,
MasterCards- lots of them, and Visa. Translucent silver holograms of
iridescent, delicate wings. Closing my eyes I daydreamed, losing myself in
thinking of how the miniature eagles shone so brightly in the sun, wings
flashing hues of silver, white, and gold respectively on each turn of the
card. AsIwasreminiscing I heard someone behind me shout out for more
help, shaking me loose from my obsessions and back to the dilemma at
hand. It’s really simple, I mused, ignoring the crowd. It all boils down to
which one I should use.

Trying to stall for more time I pretended to search for my phone,
stealing a quick glance over my shoulder at Princess Vuitton. The impatient
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teenager was seething with anger and ready to snap. On second thought,
I pondered, wondering how I could calm her down, I needed to make a
decision and I needed to make it now. Stalling might mean coming into
contact with the heavy tote. Doing my best to remain in control I stuffed
my hands deep down into the pockets of the pricey linen jacket. “Come
on, Madison,” I mumbled, searching frantically through the pockets. Face
it. You're short on cash but you've got plastic so who’s going to be the lucky
winner this morning? Coming up empty handed again, I returned to
selecting one of the cards in my purse. Assoon asIopened it up there were
more angry coughs, as I sighed. Which silver eagle should I let fly away
from the brood? Decisions, decisions, I mused. Fifteen willing candidates
were with me this fine, yet somewhat chilly Santa Barbara morning, and I
was desperate to use one of them and all of the activity behind me was only
reinforcing my decision to do just that. Decibel by decibel the coughing
grew more annoying and louder as I tuned it out and focused on finding
the appropriate card. Talk about eagles! I thought, staring down into one
of the vacant compartments. I might be out of cash but I still had eagles,
poised to take flight to hundreds of exotic destinations- like Maui, Key
West, or Tahiti. “Bora Bora,” I muttered, fondling a card. White, sandy
beaches and Sex on the Beach. It had been awhile since I'd had my lips
upon one of the tall, frosty concoctions, and the dreamy island was one
of those places which I had on my list as a must see. Yet what mattered
now wasn’t Tahiti, Australia, or Peru, but the fact that I couldn’t decide.
It’s all your fault, I mused, eyes fastened upon the impatient clerk behind
the counter. I'm having trouble concentrating and making a decision due
to your inability to remain civil and youre not helping matters any by
getting in my face. Determined to keep the peace somehow;, I turned back
to the frustrated crowd.

“Please forgive me for the holdup, won’t you?” I pleaded with the sea
of unhappy faces. “I'm sorry, really I am. I'll just be one second more.”

Which one? I fretted, staring down at the cards. Decisions, decisions,
and way too many of them, I mused, mesmerized by the compartments
full of bright shiny colors. Now what to do? Come on, Madison, let’s get a
move on because you're wasting too much time, I scolded myself, noticing
that the line was beginning to sprout horns. Will the lucky winner be
the shiny new Visa issued from Noripine Bank? Because there just might
be a couple grand in available credit left on it. Or will it be the pale pink
sunrise with the MasterCard logo? Or it could be the right time to flash
one of the Rewards, all long past due, but I had been unable to help it
because I had earned free miles. Then again I could always depend on Old
Faithful. The Gold, Madison, I mused. When in doubt, go for the Gold.
I sighed contentedly, fondling the cards. Each one was lovingly tucked
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away in its tight cozy pouch just waiting for an opportunity to poke its
pretty little head up through the soft leather fold. All of a sudden the
answer came to me as I stared triumphantly up at the clerk, who was
glaring back at me with a look of pure evil upon her face. Simmer down,
I thought, grinning. Why, it’s entirely your fault that I've been unable to
think all along. I'd even forgotten all about Stephen’s card, the one from
American Express! The black one which earned not only cash but airline
miles! Of course, there was the strong possibility that using it today could
mean an irreparable hit to our already strained marriage but I was willing
to give it a go anyways and make sure that he never found out. My fingers
flew through the wallet, but the shiny black card which I had surprised
Stephen with on his thirtieth birthday was gone.

Well, what do you know? I mused, staring blankly into the vacant
compartment. I can't believe that you took back the card. “Indian giver!”
I yelled, wishing that it would mysteriously appear. I knew that he was
angry at me but I never would have believed that he’d actually take back
the card and its repossession made me realize that he meant business. This
can't be happening, I thought, still forcing a smile at the impolite clerk.
Because the elite card had been one of my most prized possessions and
worth its weight in gold. The Centurion series- just as Stephen’s thirtieth
birthday had been a cause for celebration, so had the card. That evening,
in an unusual act of kindness he had given it to me but now it was gone
forever. Trembling, I took a long deep breath attempting to ease the pain
and stared back down into the wallet as if I had made a mistake. Come
on, Madison, get hold of yourself, you knew that this would eventually
happen, I mused, gazing at the empty space which had contained the
card. If the black’s out of commission pull out one of the old standbys from
Chicago. That was, if I was able to remember exactly which MasterCard
from the windy city had any available credit left on it. Was it the card
from First Eastern- the one on which the pretty, green mountains were
staring back, or the one from Grisham First National Bank? Confused, 1
scratched my head. Any minute now someone behind me was going to
throw something at me so I needed to hurry. I was trying hard but I just
couldn’t remember. Exasperated, I thought about giving up my position in
the line while I located the right card.

I can always write a check, I thought, that was if  was able to remember
which account wasn't overdrawn. Since the invention of electronic checks
I was vulnerable to the fact that I could be found guilty for neglecting to
use the proper account. Yes, I mused, giving the line behind me an evil
stare, I'd be quite the fool if it came back a no go on the spot. Yet what other
possible choice did I have, unless I wanted to take a chance and use one of
the cards? “Mercury Credit Union in Bethesda, Maryland?” I wondered
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aloud. Stephen’s credit union account wasn’t overdrawn, was it? Or had
I overdrawn the savings but not the checking? On the other hand, there
was the remote possibility that I would be able to use the card that I had
received from the Santa Barbara County Teachers Federal Credit Union.
My association with the organization over the past few years had been a
positive one, even though my obsession with utilizing credit had left me
with little time left to sub. Or..? I wondered, thinking back. There was
that savings line I had used for collateral when I applied a few months
back for another new vehicle loan because I was literally chomping at the
plastic to get behind the wheel and indulge my fantasies in another new
car- my application on the prestigious Range Rover coming back rejected
due to temporary suspension of my account, which made it, unfortunately,
ano go. Sometime later this afternoon after I had finished my shopping I'd
have to have a look into that. After I'd finished lunch, of course.

“This just isn't good,” I mumbled, trembling as I clutched the delicate
bottle of Juicy Couture Eau de Parfum. Not good at all. Was there
any available credit left on any of the cards? And did I dare even try?
Beginning to doubt my abilities to successfully keep track of the availability
of remaining credit I closed my eyes and drew out a card while the line
behind me groaned. One fellow in particular had sprouted horns and was
taking the appropriate action.

“Hey there, lady!” he shouted as I cringed. “Come on! I've been
standing here for more than twenty minutes and now you find the card?
I've got stuff to do. Put that thing back in your purse where it belongs and
fork over some cash. Don’t make us wait any longer, lady.”

“Don’t make us wait?” I shouted back, ready to stir up some commotion.
“I think you mean don’t make you wait” Determined to complete my
purchase I whirled around.

“Look, 'malmost done,” Isaid, giving the irate customer anangry stare.
“Just one more second and I'll be out of here. This is an early anniversary
present to myself and I really want to buy it..please.” Holding my breath
I reached for the card, preparing to tuck it back into safekeeping, when I
heard the words I knew all too well.

“Look, Ma'am, do you have another card? This one was declined.”
As she spoke the groans behind me became deafening and the spoiled
teenager rolled her eyes, Louis Vuitton back pack ready to fly. Come on!
I thought. Are you going to let these people get to you and are you really
prepared for the shame that you'll feel when you walk out of here empty
handed? It isn't going to hurt these folks to wait a little longer. You've
earned the right to be in front so stand your ground. Infuriated thatI had
almost been forced into losing my position I gave the haughty clerk a piece
of my mind.
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“That’s impossible!” I shouted, glaring at her as if she was insane. “I
used it to buy breakfast this morning. Run it again,” I ordered as she
stared back. Do I dare? I thought, concerned with the growing line that
was sporting not only horns but pitchforks, too, and all for a bottle of Juicy
perfume. Yikes, the shoes! I had almost forgotten them! Remembering the
expensive little numbers that had been tucked away behind the counter I
became even more insistent. I had to- the swank, sexy heels were Jimmy
Choo and just my size. “Please, just run it again,” I begged. Old Faithful
was good for it because the available credit left on the card had been close
to seven thousand. Unless... that was the lavender colored card with the
nautical landscape upon it. Or was it the one with the cyclists speeding up
into the hills above Cabo? Which reminded me that I was long overdue
for taking some time off from teaching to explore San Lucas. Just the sun,
the sand, margaritas- and me. Imagining the relaxation of the prestigious
resort I closed my eyes. It was sunset at the Arch and the view of the ocean
from Land’s End was a sight to behold. Lost deep within my tequila, I
dreamed. “Please,” I pleaded, as the sound of fingernails tapping on the
counter woke me up. “I really have to have that pair of heels.”

Cursing under her breath the irate clerk whipped the card through again
as [ prayed. Ireally want those heels, I mused, squeezing my eyes shut and
holding my breath. If it came down to it I had more perfume than I'd ever be
able to dab on in a lifetime, but... those shoes! They were just my size- seven,
and narrow. Imported Italian leather with water snake trim and dainty
sparkling crystals jutting out from the heels. And talk about straps, well
this shoe was built for them! Thin smooth pieces of leather which wrapped
their slinky little way up and around my ankles in all the right spots. Three
hundred and fifty must have dollars. Because after all it was really Stephen’s
money that I was spending, not my own, and I had to have them.

“Look, I'm really sorry,” she replied, as my heart lurched in
disappointment. “It’s been declined and I'm afraid I'll have to ask you to
step aside while I help the next person in line. If you can come up with
another card, please do. But I'm afraid you'll have to wait your turn.”

Wait my turn? Step aside? I don't think so! I thought, infuriated over
the clerk’s response. Why, I'm right here in front of you and what’s more
I'm one of your best customers to boot! It was a rare week if I didn’t slap
down several grand in this store alone, I mused, shrugging my shoulders
at the irate clerk. And that was before I shopped online! “No, this can’t be
right,” I murmured, thinking about how much money I spent in one week
alone at the store. I'd stand up to these thieves, I had to. Thieves? the little
voice inside my head said. You're the one who's stealing, not them because
you're wasting everyone’s time. Pick up the heels some other time and
let those folks in line behind you have a chance to buy something. The
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voice was none other than that of my dear, well meaning yet overbearing
mother, trying to tell me what to do all of the way from South Padre Island.
Hundreds of miles away yet still with me in conscience she rarely left me
alone. Now here she was again in all of her glory, giving me a piece of her
mind. Determined to complete the transaction I parted with another card
and crossed my fingers. This time I struck gold and the purchases went
through. Elated, I swung around, focusing my attention on the diva.

“That’s a pretty attractive back pack,” I said as she stared. “I didn’t
know that Louis Vuitton carried them. If you dont mind me asking,
where'd you happen to find it?” With a look of disgust the teenager folded
her arms and threw me another dirty look. Ignoring her, I turned to the
frustrated crowd. “That’s it, the show’s over!” I shouted triumphantly as
the sea of faces grimaced. “You can all go home!” Determined to have the
final say the man who had verbally attacked me spoke.

“We can’t go home, lady,” he spat out. “We can’t leave until we pay for
our stuff.” Staring back at him I couldn't help but laugh because telling
me what to do was the devil himself, clinging to a pair of womens” Fendi
dress pants twice his size. Staunch Catholic upbringing set aside I had
to give him a piece of my mind. Who do you think you are? I thought.
Because you're not going to get away with it.

“Whoa there!” 1 replied as I gazed down at the pants. “Is that
something for the little wife? And I do mean little, sir,” I said as he
gasped in disbelief while I marched off, nose in the air, treasures held
tight against my chest and stepped triumphantly onto a nearby elevator.
Pretending to admire a display of cosmetics I pushed the button to go
down but not before giving the entire second floor a dirty look. Nothing
was able to stop me now, not since the new perfume and the heels were
in my possession- nothing. I was beginning to feel like my old self again,
the girl who Stephen had adored before all of the jealousy and fighting
had started. It’s too bad, I mused, staring blankly at the steel doors as
the elevator came to a halt on the first floor; that with all of the problems
going on in my marriage that all I was able to think about was buying
some shoes. Eyeliner too and blush, I thought, chuckling. Because I was
in need of those, too. Not just any cosmetics but Christian Dior. Twenty
nine and thirty two dollars a pop, respectively. Peekaboo lavender and
pearlescent rose and if I was wise I'd pick up a few of each least I run out.
Excited, I approached the counter, giving the elegantly attired sales clerk
behind it a big smile. Nothing, absolutely nothing, can even come close
to how good it feels buying things that make me feel beautiful except...
maybe sex, I mused, reminiscing over one warm summer evening when
Stephen had poured a case of Dom Perigon into the Jacuzzi and we had
made love in the bubbles. The fragrant aroma of the sweet champagne
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had made us blissfully giddy as we had poured another bottle and drank
heartily from the fluted glasses. Except, I thought, grinning, unless I was
busy with charging up cards. At this point in time since making love with
my workaholic husband was out because he was rarely home I would have
to be content with going over my limit and not having sex, which lately
suited me just fine. After all, youre sleeping with one of your secretaries,
aren’t you? I pondered. I'm just not sure which one. Because there was no
doubt in my mind at all that he had found a new love or was on the prowl.
Well guess what, sweetheart, I'm looking, too, I mused, eyeing the case
full of expensive cosmetics. Your loving wife Madison is on the rebound...
you're after love without commitment and I'm buying sex. “It’s one and
the same thing, my darling,” I murmured. Because once I had gussied
myself up I'd be irresistible to men. I'd have another boob job, too, even
though I was already stacked to the hilt. Smiling brightly over the fact
that maybe one day I'd have a new lover, someone who would pay some
attention to me and stay home nights instead of pouring over paperwork
in the office, I tried to keep my excitement to myself as she glided over.

“Yes Madam, what can I help you with today?” Eager to be of assistance,
the matronly but smartly attired clerk was anxious to make a sale. Youre
thinking that I just might buy something, aren’t you? I mused, smiling up
politely. But the question is- will you accept a declined card?

“I'll take four of each, please, from your Show collection,” I murmured,
eyes glued upon the delicate boxes of Dior. “That’ll be the lavender eyeliner
and the blush in pearlescent rose. Unless you have that new perfume
which just came out last week then that’s it. Thanks,” I said, as she caught
me off guard by producing the perfume. Surprised that it was in stock I
set down the heavy bag and bought two. Things are starting to look up,
I thought, thankful to have found the perfume. Now I'd not only look
sexy but I'd smell sexy too. “Which makes me the sexy one, Stephen,” 1
whispered so the clerk wouldn't hear. “Too sexy for you.” Whipping out
another card, I daydreamed about how I'd be even more desirable once I
had the implants and my ample love melons swelled in size from double
C’s to D’s. Shame on you, Stephen, I thought, smiling wryly. If you werent
sleeping with your secretary I might let you feel my new boobs. But that’s
not going to happen now and besides it’s late and I've got some more
shopping to do and then it’s time to head home to feed Totem. Remember,
Stephen? I mused. He’s the pup you picked out, the one you absolutely had
to have and he’s been wondering where you've been since last November.
Slinging my new purchases over my shoulder and whistling merrily, I
sauntered out of the store.
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CHAPTER ONE

as clear as a sunrise over the typically cloudy Santa Barbara sky

that fateful evening late last September- the evening my beloved
Stephen had left me. My rarely available and narrow minded husband
who had promised me enthusiastically over a bowl of Tom Kha soup and
a flask of hot Sake how he’d never be back. His feeble mind had been
exhausted by my abuse of the cards and he just wasn't able to take it any
longer or at least that’s what he had told me. But I had known the real
reason that he was leaving me, I had been right all along, I was sure of it
in fact, it wasn’t my spending, but because of his secretary. Pretending to
care | had managed to appear remorseful.

“Honey,” he had told me, barely touching the spoon to his lips, “we’ve
more than discussed this and I've tried to reason with you until I'm blue
in the face. I just can’t do it any longer, Madison,” he had said, gazing
over at me. “You’ve won. You, and them. And you know who I mean by
them.” Leaning over into the flask he had drained the potent Sake. Them,
I thought, searching for the coffee. Why of course I had known what he
meant by “them.” “Them” was the cards. As shy as a child sometimes yet
more often than not poking and prodding their shiny little heads out from
underneath each and every corner of my wallet. Chewing thoughtfully
upon a piece of chicken he had cleared his throat. Stephen, my dear, now
long departed Stephen, had always meant business when he cleared his
throat. Working me over that evening during dinner he had been calm
and determined.

It hadn’t always been this way, in fact, it was worse. Istill remember
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“Face up to it, Madison, it’s over,” he had told me. “You've won. They’ve
won. Each and every overdrawn bank account and the cards. I can’t even
begin to try and keep track anymore. Accept it, Madison, for your own
good- please. If for some reason you need to get hold of me after this
charade of a dinner is over you can call my cell but if you do I don’t want to
hear one word about you know what,” he had said. “No calls about money
and even more important I don’t want to hear a single peep about those
cards. Do yourself a favor and cut them all up and throw them away. Not
one word, do you understand me?” he had said.

Very unlike the mild mannered, Swedish/Welsh heritage that I was,
I had lost my temper and had risen to my feet, napkin holding a bit of
rice and chicken within it falling to the floor. My not overly handsome,
workaholic, very wealthy architect husband had become for the most part
an impossible turd. How I hated him for that! I thought, as I ground up
beans for the coffee. He had also overdone it with the Sake.

“Madison,” he had told me, drinking freely from the flask, “all that I
asked you to do was to attend one little meeting and that was it. It might
have helped. One, Madison, just one, but you couldn’t do it- why not?”

Swallowing the last of my beer I had managed a weak laugh. Before
I had yelled at the top of my lungs, that was. “Why not?” I had shouted,
spilling my soup, “I'll tell you exactly why not! Because I had no business
being in those useless boring meetings, Stephen, that’s why not!” Hurt
and embarrassed I had watched as my teetotaler husband washed down
another flask of Sake. Full of alcohol he had come alive.

“Waitress? Waitress!” I remembered he had shouted. “I'd like another
flask of hot Sake, please. And another Kirin for the lady. And please, can
you hurry?” he had told her. “Oh, and while you're at it we'd like some of
that green tea ice cream and mango fried rice. We can't leave until we've
had it, can we, Madison, darling?” he had said, completely ignoring my
outburst and pretending to be nice.

Thinking back on it now, as I inhaled the fragrant aroma of the brewing
beans, I remembered studying his face. That was until | hadn’t been able to
take it anymore and had stood up and yelled. The popular Thai restaurant
had been crowded that evening and at capacity and for a brief second I
had been struck with a case of seeing which one of us was able to shout
the loudest, not at all like the sweet gentle thing that [ was. “Attend the
class, Stephen?” I had yelled. “Oh please! You shipped me off to some
circus I didn’t belong at! What was I supposed to do?” [ had said. “Stand
up, address the class and spill the beans about how my husband has issues
with how often I use our credit cards? That I'm a compulsive charger and
that it’s been a full day since my last charge? Come on, Stephen, let’s get
real about this! They would have laughed me right out of there and placed
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a call to freeze all of our charge accounts! Your accounts, Stephen, so wake
up!” I had shouted.

“Madison... honey,” he had replied. “Now just settle down and take it
easy. It doesn’t matter anymore, not how much you spend, or the cards-
anything. Can’t you see? It’s over. Our marriage- everything. But for the
record I want you to come clean with me. I've been dying to know what
makes you think that you have the right to charge up a huge balance on all
of our cards. Please, I want you to tell me. Is it something you feel that you
had to accomplish to get me to notice you? Because if that’s your excuse
then no wonder it didn’t work, Madison,” he had scolded, as I had gulped
down another mouthful of the beer. “I just wish that you had listened to
me and had attended that class. Alcoholics, people who abuse drugs or
credit cards- whatever, it’s all the same. That doesn’t give you the green
light to spend every last dime of available credit on our cards. Even a sane
person wouldn't have been able to keep it all straight,” he had whispered,
gulping down beer.

“My dear Stephen,” I had calmly replied, ordering another Kirin and
a side of fried rice to accompany the soup. “You've left me no choice but
to straighten you out for the very last time, and then you're free to walk
out of here with your share of what’s left of the cash and the cards.” Eyes
burning with alcohol I had cleared my throat. “I know you find this hard
to believe, but I'm quite adept at being able to keep track of my spending.
It’s called “juggling,” I had said as he smirked. “And a juggler, my dear
husband, for the record, is an artist of sorts. Now I'm not talking about
one of those clowns in the circus and I know youTre thinking that I've
had too much alcohol,” I had told him, drinking more beer. “But that
has nothing to do with it. A juggler’s a minstrel, Stephen- a magician of
sorts. Someone who performs tricks or acts of deftness and magic. Skills,
Stephen,” I had said. “It's someone who manipulates, especially in order
to achieve desired results. Now that,” I had proudly told him, “is the exact
definition of juggle. I know because I looked it up. Now when you go and
add “aholic” to the end of the word it becomes better yet and means “one
who feels compulsively the need to do something.” Or, my dear husband,
instead of “aholic,” if you make it “oholic,” it means something else entirely-
“one who enjoys something to excess.” Like chocolate. So there you have
it, you've just learned some new words. Which one am I, Stephen?” I had
asked, gazing at him tenderly in the crowded room. “Am I a juggleaholic,
a juggleoholic, or a chargeaholic?” Looking back on it now I remember
having batted my eyelashes quite properly then. But apparently Stephen
had not seen the amusement.

“You're completely out of your mind,” he had answered, frowning at
me from across the table. “And that’s a nice way of putting it. Look, I'm
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sorry, Madison, but you've got an uncontrollable fetish to spend too much
money and I have to tell you that I don’t see an end in sight.” And then I
had been positive he was going to throw up his dinner. “You know what?”
he had told me, clutching at his stomach. “Suddenly I'm not feeling for
any desert. Let’s just put an end to all of this and get out of here,” he had
said. “I told you it’s already over, it’s been over for a long time now and
I'm sorry. Nine years, Madison, almost a decade of our lives put to waste.
We had a good thing going but it’s over. Look, if you want to know the
truth, this whole thing makes me sick to my stomach and you know how
much I detest not feeling good.” That was when I had made up my mind
to destroy each and every last one of his bank accounts.

I had choked on my beer then and spit the memories of our dying
relationship out onto the red checked tablecloth, hurt over the fact that
he cared more about how he was feeling than about our marriage. Yet I
should have expected it, for here was a man who didn’t come home nights
and spent the evenings at the office staring down the cleavage of his hired
help. I didn't actually have proof but I was making a pretty good guess.
Now, as I kicked back upon the sofa while the beans were brewing and
gazed out through the window at the Santa Barbara skyline the anger
was coming back to haunt me even though it had been almost four long
months. What a cold hearted scum bag, I thought, pouring a mugful of the
steaming hot coffee. He had never really cared. In the long run it might be
a good thing that I'd finally gotten rid of him. To be sure, I mused, savoring
the view of the coastline, I had my problems just like any other wife- my
good months, sometimes not so good months, but I never quite deserved
what he had done to me. You never really wanted to save our marriage,
did you? I thought, accusing him of infidelity before I had the official proof
as I sipped coffee in the foyer. For better or worse, my dear Stephen, I
mused, I'm free to soar like one of the eagles on your God damn cards.
As soon as the proof comes in that you're sleeping with your secretary
I'll be happily returning to my given name, which is Scott. I'll not only
be officially single, Stephen, | mused, but ready for that new relationship
that you were always worrying about. And the funny thing about it, I
thought, swallowing down the last of the coffee, is that I'm actually looking
forward to living without you because I won’t have to share you with the
girls anymore. Yet now as I looked back I had haggled over it.

“But, Stephen!” I had cried as tears had welled up in my eyes, “you
can't do this to us! I've already planned a little surprise, a chance for us to
try and patch things up. China, Stephen,” I had whispered while he had
stared at me in horror. “I want us to just enjoy some down time together
in Shanghai. Neither one of us has ever been there, sweetheart, and it’s
coming up on the holidays pretty quick, which is the perfect time to have
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a second chance at our marriage!” I had shouted as everyone around us
had stared. Then he had exploded as I spilled my beer.

“China, Madison?” he had screamed in anger. “Shanghai? Why?
What about my work, did you even think about that? An architect can’t
just up and leave his contracts. I'm in the middle of some of the most
important projects of my career. The city center, for one. Are you out of
your mind? Never mind, don’t tell me,” he had said, and then he had been
silent as he thought for awhile. “How long did you think we were going to
stay over there- a couple of weeks? Over the holidays when we should be
spending time visiting my parents? Why can’t you just cook up a ham like
most wives do and be happy about it? What are you thinking?” he had
said. “No, that’s right, youre not thinking, and besides, we can't afford
it, Madison. Even if I wanted to, which I don’t. The remodel, in case you
forgot. Seventy five thousand dollars and that’s just for the den. You had
to go and have the stained glass ceiling.”

Yes, it was true, I mused, thinking back to how we had argued in
Acapulco when I had chosen the pattern for the glass. I certainly had
fought for that ceiling and naturally I had won. In hues of rose and pale
amber it provided that finished touch to the elegant house. Not wanting
to take no for an answer I had fired on.

“Three weeks, no more, and you need the break,” I had told him while
he had stared through the Sake. “And China is just the cure. I didn’t want
you to worry about the expense, so I paid for it with a new account,” I had
said. “I opened up an elite series Gold card for us, Stephen. Interest free
for the first twelve months, down from the one which I received last week
which only promised six. Nine percent annum, and with no annual fee. No
annual fee! Can you believe that! No interest for an entire twelve months
and nine percent from the second year on! And airline miles, sweetheart,
you should be thrilled to death! Why, just flying into Shanghai gives us
over twelve thousand!” There, I had thought, as I had sat back to relax.
He'd finally see how much that I adored him. Yet Stephen, bless his long
departed soul had been far from thrilled. The death part, yes. I remember
that he had turned a peculiar shade of green.

“Madison?” he had answered, shaking into his soup, “I can’t believe
we're actually having this conversation. You gave me your word. Can't
you see how inconsiderate you are? What did this little getaway cost me-
every last dollar remaining in my expense account? Just tell me, please. 1
won't be angry with you, I promise. You come clean with what it cost me
and then I'll leave you alone. Forever, dear, just you and your wallet. The
way that you've always wanted it, honey.”

My wallet? You were half right, sweetie, I thought, petting the golden
retriever as he jumped up to sit beside me on the sofa. But I also can’t do
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without my computer. Thinking back, if he hadn’t burnt his mouth on the
soup I would have laughed. He had turned a queer shade of rotten tomatillo
as the anger burst through him like seeds from underneath his skin.

“Stephen,” 1 had uttered calmly, ordering up yet another beer. “I
booked us a vacation that was just too good to pass up and it took a full
week for me to narrow down the particulars of it. The airfare, the hotel-
that was just a small part of the package,” I had said proudly, sipping
Kirin. “I got us the best bang for our buck not only on the total price but
on the interest rate, the annual fee, the late payment charges- everything.
I'wanted you to be surprised, Stephen.”

“Oh I'm surprised alright,” he had replied. “Just get to the point and
tell me the cost. How much did you charge up on this account, Madison?
I'll be paying for it, too, I suppose.”

“No, Stephen,” I had fired back through the beer. “Even though I had to
putitin both of our names I promise I'll be the one to handle the payments.
I said it before and I'll say it again, I'm keeping good on my promise to
keep my spending down under the limit on the cards. Fifteen thousand,
Stephen, and that was it. From our first class seats on Air China to the
hotel- I even booked us a suite at the Hotel Peace in the heart of the city.
Do you know how much the Hotel Peace charges for a room?” I had asked
him, although I could tell that he couldn’t have cared. “Not a suite, but just
a plain simple room. No, I know that you dont have a clue,” I had said, “so
I'll answer my own question. The Hotel Peace in Shanghai is comparable
to the Four Seasons here, Stephen. Not the Radisson or the Marriott but
the five diamond Four Seasons. And I'm keenly aware that you already
know just how expensive that a single night there can be, because you've
stayed there before when you didn’t come home from the office. Anyways,
a room there normally goes for over six hundred dollars a night but I was
able to lock us in at a discount because I brought up the fact that we'd be
celebrating our second honeymoon. So the price went down to something
like four hundred and sixty five dollars. And the airfare, Stephen!” I had
exclaimed as he looked ready to faint, “since we’ll be on our honeymoon
and because I booked everything together as a package I qualified for all
inclusive as if you care. Everything’s paid for already, the alcohol, hard
liquor even- and as much as you want. Hey are you listening?” I had
challenged him as he stared through the tears. “Do you know how difficult
itis just to find an available suite much less an all inclusive vacation that not
only covers the alcohol but pushes it, Stephen?”

Utterly exasperated he had shaken his head and that had been the end
of it all until, dazed and confused, he had struggled up from his seat and
headed out through the door. At that moment he had been as good as
gone and I had been left alone with my Blackberry which I rarely got the
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chance to use anymore and an expensive leather wallet stuffed to capacity
with shiny but overdue cards. Sixteen, to be exact. Last week’s count had
rendered ten but then I had found an envelope that I had stuffed away in
the back of a drawer and when I included the cards inside of it I was up to
sixteen. I had felt a huge sense of relief when he had disappeared out the
door, although at that moment I had sat back in the booth with a smug look
upon my face. I wasn’t the mixed up person that he had made me out to be
but a woman who knew how to handle her cards. I could handle them, I
would handle them, and I would survive. My mind had reeled then with
everything wonderful that I was going to do. Shanghai, tropical islands
that boasted cool evening breezes, New Zealand, Alaska- even another
trip back to Peru. Accompanied by the silver eagles, my beloved windows
to the world, I would not only survive, I would thrive. Did I need him?
“No,” I had murmured as I had left the restaurant. “Absolutely not.”
Chuckling, I took another sip of my favorite grind, a limited edition
medium roast with a hint of mint and toast from Bloomingdales. Not
quite a full pound it had cost twenty four dollars. Just one of the luxuries I
afforded myself for my extraordinary ability to juggle multiple cards. Deep
in thought I swallowed long and hard, studying the choices before me on
the monitor as a lone puppy dog face stared back at me. Wrong choice,
I mused. YouTre adorable, I'll give you that, but youre boringly simple
and way too all American, now aren’t you? I thought, as I gazed at Totem
lovingly as the lazy golden retriever lay curled up in a big furry ball on
the floor. Just the sight of the napping hound made me smile. “You would
never leave me would you, boy?” I crooned, although he didn’t answer.
Had I really expected him to? I mused. Look, just get on with it and make
up your mind, I scolded myself, fingernails tapping the keyboard as I
stared blankly at the screen. You have to understand, I thought, fixing my
gaze upon the winsome face- it’s not that I don’t like you because I do, in
fact I have a dog myself who I love to pieces but you're just too plain. Don’t
hold it against me, okay? Unable to make a decision I got up and ran to the
window, sticking my head out through it and inhaling deep down into my
lungs the fresh cool air of the sunny Santa Barbara morning. There was
no doubt about it, it was finally spring and a long ways removed from the
bleakness of fall. The sky held the promise of another perfect coastal day-
the sun was shining, the billowy clouds were marshmallow white and
high in the sky and there was just the hint of a breeze as I became lost in
the moment until my eyes darted back to the screen. Impatient, I marked
a check in the box that was next to the dove and then unchecked it, feeling
guilty. Boring, I thought, alternately checking and unchecking the box.
Show some spunk, Madison. Enough with the feathered friends and the
four legged ones that bark. Mouse positioned carefully over an image of a
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rock climber scaling a treacherous cliff with the desert sun shining down
brightly behind him I checked the box triumphantly.

“Now, there!” I said, smiling. “Rock climbing! Now that’s unusual,
right? Not too shabby for a girl who usually selects sunsets and rainbows.”
Who knows, I mused, gazing longingly at the athletic climber, if everything
goes according to plan maybe one day I'll be right alongside you. All that
it takes is finding the right partner which right now I don’t have. I could
sign up for a rock climbing class and mingle with the single men there.
Maybe I'd get lucky and meet up with someone who not only enjoyed rock
climbing with me but would share my passion for plastic. “Now that is
something truly unusual, Totem,” I whispered, petting the dog as he slept.
“Surely I'm not the only one on this planet who overspends on their cards.
There must be at least one eligible bachelor somewhere out there who is just
like me and all that I have to do is to go and find him, right, boy?” I said,
ruffling up the hair around his neck, but instead of looking up at me in
agreement the tired hound slept. What an experience I'd have, I mused, as
I made myself a turkey sandwich with a half of an avocado and two slices
of cheese between the bread. A rock climber for a new boyfriend which,
until now, had been impossible for me to fathom until I had taken myself
up on a dare and broken out from my shell. Visa, MasterCard, it didn’t
matter which one that I chose because my conscience was clear- when it
came to opening up new accounts I understood both. The only possible
trouble that I anticipated happening and that I might have a difficult time
with would be keeping track of which cards contained the most available
credit versus the ones which were closed out or overdue. Then there were
the ones that had been placed on hold. Neither active or closed they had
been suspended in mid purchase, awaiting the time that I would bail
them out. One really bad day in particular stood out from the others and
I remembered it well and that was the day when I had received my first
notice. Small and discreet, the ordinary yellow envelope was waiting for
me towards the rear of the mailbox. I remember tearing it open as if it was
yesterday because that was the day when one of my favorite accounts had
been closed. Not just suspended for nonpayment, but downright closed.
“Why are you doing this to me?” I remembered shouting out, ripping up
the telltale letter into a dozen tiny pieces. “All I am is over the limit!”
I had protested, tears plopping down onto the floor. “Closed? You just
can't do this to me! It wasn't on purpose that I neglected to pay but on
accident, I swear!” Yet my plea for help went unnoticed because week
after week like it or not I continued to receive the ugly yellow letters from
not one but a half dozen or so of my creditors. On that fateful afternoon
the realization had sunk in that I might, just might, mind you, have at
least one too many credit cards. No matter how many frantic calls I had
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placed to the nameless voices at the customer service center after that one
sad afternoon didn’t really matter. What mattered then was that I had
lost all further purchasing power of my treasured card- the one with not
only the graceful palm trees and pink sunset but with the highest limit.
Taking another swig of hot coffee I eyed the screen. The rock climber was
still there in all his burly glory. Quite the epitome of handsome, I thought,
now get a grip on yourself, Madison. Sighing, I clicked back to a page
with photographs of trees, lots of them, which reminded me of my all time
favorite design on my all time favorite card in the entire world- not entirely
unlike the one staring back at me now, a card which I had loved with tall
majestic redwoods on it along the California coast. Still in my possession
because I had refused to give it up even though it was entirely unusable.

Reminiscing, I petted Totem. I had hung up the phone that afternoon
and had a good cry, because the account with the spending limit of forty
thousand dollars had been permanently closed. But, being the successful
juggler that I was I had moved on even minus the redwood coast. Although
I'had felt rejected I didn't let it get me down and had immediately opened
up another account. In fact I just did it again, I mused, smiling. The New
Mexico rock climber. Maybe I'd treat myself and open another- one with
an especially high limit to compensate for the loss of the card. That’s what
I'll do! I thought, grabbing another turkey sandwich before heading back to
the laptop. I'd open an account with a creditor who offered not only an off
the chart limit but an unusual design, too. Something like rock climbing
but even more daring. Like a card with an ultra light on it, a hang glider,
or even a diver in scuba gear. A design with a certain danger to it but one
which I could still flash proudly, giving me the incentive to work on paying
down the balance of the forty some odd thousand. Then, all in good time
and with a record of timely payments behind me, some nameless voice
whispering to me from out of some obscure cubicle would perform a minor
miracle and reinstate my card, even though it had been long since closed.

Excited, I wolfed down the sandwich, realizing that I held one of the
most important requirements in order to be successful at juggling cards-
optimism, and I was familiar with them all. Beaming, I licked the last
drop of coffee that was left on the rim of the mug and savored the taste.
The athletic rock climber was just the medicine that the doctor had ordered
and [ had swallowed it. Overwhelmed by my choices I clicked away for an
hour before actually seeing the page. Enjoy the game, I mused, feeling like
a poker player by trade and grinning at the advertisement staring back at
me. First Hartford Bank wants to know a little bit about Madison Wells
and Madison wants to get her hot little hands on First Hartford’s card.
Staring back at the screen I eagerly devoured the familiar words.

“Mrs. Wells,” I read, “we’ve reserved your Premier Gold card with the
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new CreditVue feature until March of this year, so don't delay. Secure
your card now by clicking on the box to start the one minute approval
process.” And that was it. “Approval process?” I exclaimed, laughing.
“The letter that I received said that I was pre approved.” My curiosity
aroused, I read on.

“We have the right to adjust your annual percent rate, fees, and any
and all other terms pertaining to this account at any time,” I read, “for
any reason including, but not limited to, changes in your credit history,
monthly obligations, account performance, or non payment of your credit
line with us or any other creditor.”

Any other creditor? You've got to be kidding! I mused. If you really
think that I'm going to bite into a fifteen percent interest rate and an over
the limit charge of twenty dollars per transaction you've got another thing
coming. Let’s get real here, Hartford. Now that’s a new one, even for me.
Intrigued, I read on.

“Remember, this is a limited-time offer, and you've been pre approved!
Unless your credit has undergone changes since we ran our last report
you’'ll receive your card. Simply click here to apply now. Baring any recent
inquiries into your credit report you should receive your new Hartford
Gold Plus card within two weeks.”

“Two weeks! That’s one week too long!” I cried, waking Totem. I was
perspiring now and my flesh was damp to the touch. I needed it now and
that was that. Have a heart, Hartford, I thought, I'll even help speed up
the process by printing out one of these puppies if I have to. I'm good for
it, I thought proudly. I'm the wife of Stephen Wells, the architect, and one
of your industry’s most popular customers. Why, don’t you know who
you're talking to?  mused. Evidently not, and it’s lucky for you that I don’t
have the time anyways to apply for your card. It’s after eleven and I have
business to attend to because the Shops at Santa Barbara are opening their
doors. And I'm going, like it or not, card or no card, with or without my
dear Stephen, to make the most of my time over in China. Delayed since he
had left me over four agonizing months ago the Yangtze River was calling
and I couldn’t wait to don a kimono and sail carefree down the world’s
third longest river and toss one down the hatch with some newfound
friends, members of my tour group, or both. I didn't need Stephen, just
like I didn’t need the card! Why, I never needed either one, I pondered,
and it was peculiar how I was just now realizing both.

Daydreaming about what it would be like to be in Shanghai I ordered
the card, crossing my fingers that it would arrive within the allotted time
period and leaned back into the soft leather of the comfortable chair. Two
weeks. That’s exactly half of a month, I mused. Yet whatever must be
would be. In the meantime I had shopping to attend to. Not only to pick
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up some travel guides to assist me with traversing the country but for a
new mattress as well, the kind that adjusted so you could read in bed or
enjoy a meal. Now that I was thinking about it, chowing down on a rib
eye and a stuffed baked potato alongside a glass of Dom Perigon while
propped up upon my new mattress would be heaven! Which reminds me,
I thought, that I also wanted to purchase a new comforter, one that was
just a little more, well- bachelorette style and that would fit well into my
Stephen less life. One with just a little hint of sexy, some romance- but no
flowers. “Please arrive soon,” I murmured, trying not to wake Totem as
the golden retriever had fallen back asleep. “I'm almost out of credit and I
have shopping to do!” Grinning, I picked up the phone.
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CHAPTER TWO

turned stay at home mom answered the phone. One
of my best friends, I could always count on her to come

along for the ride. The first thing she did was to ask me how I was.
“Maddie!” she exclaimed, calling me by my nickname which she knew
that I didn't like. “What's going on? Have you heard from Stephen lately?”
“Geez,” 1sighed, wondering when she had ever gotten the idea that it
was alright to call me Maddie. “Considering everything that he did to ruin
our marriage, I'd have to say that I'm doing alright. I haven't heard back
from him,” I answered, wishing that she hadn't asked. “It’'s been almost
four months now, Gwen, and to tell you the truth, [ couldn’t care less. Say,” I
remarked, changing the subject. “How’d you like to do a little shopping with
me this afternoon? I need to pick up a few things at The Shops and I was
thinking that we could grab some lunch afterwards. I want to run by the
bookstore and then head into the mall to see about getting a new mattress.
My treat,” I said, hoping that she would say yes. Then I told her what I'd
been putting off for the longest time. “I've been doing a lot of thinking since
Stephen left me, Gwen,” I murmured, “and I'm going to go ahead with the
trip to Shanghai. I won't really have much time to get ready- it'’s coming up
in three weeks and I have no idea what to pack or what to wear or what I'm
going to do once I get there, but I'm going!” I said, holding my breath. “I've
always wanted to see the Great Wall,” I said, “and take some photographs
of it with my new digital camera. Plus,” I told her, hoping that she would

l l Gwen, it’s Madison,” I said as the former schoolteacher
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share in my excitement, “did you know that you can take a cruise along the
Yangtze River? I have to tell you, at first thought [ wasn't too keen on flying
over there by myself, but, well, I've come to the conclusion that it won't be so
bad because I'll be with the group- at least most of the time, anyways, and
now when I think about seeing the country I really want to go! Anyways,
I thought that you might want to come shopping with me,” I whispered,
trying my best to convince her. “I really don’t have that much to get, just
some travel guides and then we’ll take a look at the mattresses and then
we're out of there!” I exclaimed, hoping she'd say yes. “And lunch, let me
treat you, Gwen,” I said. “I was thinking that maybe we could check out
The Pasta Connection.” Anxious for her to say yes, I waited for her to reply,
although her response was not what I had expected.

“Madison, you promised. Don't tell me that you don’t remember.”

Promised? Promised what? I thought. Other than getting away for
the holidays, I couldn’t remember promising anything. Unless she meant
forgetting all about Stephen. That I was making it a point to accomplish.

“Maddie?” she whispered, waiting for me to reply.

“Please,” I remarked, groaning. “You know how much I detest it when
you call me Maddie. I'm not some little old lady, Gwen, I'm thirty five
years old. Maddie sounds so... ancient, please don't use it,” [ said. “And if
you keep it up, I'm going to call you Gwendolyn. Look,” I interjected, still
doing my best to convince her. “It’s such a beautiful day, I just want to get
out for awhile. I'm going to China!” I shouted, as if she couldn’t hear. “And
Ineed you to help me get ready and besides, I'm treating. If you don’t want
to dine at The Pasta Connection we can go to that little deli youre always
raving about that’s near the theater.” I paused, waiting for an answer.
She could always be bribed with food and I hoped that this time was no
different. Gwen, more than anyone I knew, loved a good meal as much as
she loved the baby. But this time she wasn’t convinced.

“What happened the last time we got together for lunch, Madison?” she
asked me. “That little art gallery over on State Street? Do you remember
what happened when you walked through the door? Hmm?”

Did I remember? I thought, smiling. How could I forget? Angus Mann
had just completed his latest collection of marine life and I had bought two
of them. Faced with the overwhelming dilemma of which one to get I
had made it easy on myself and purchased both. Why are you holding
that against me? I mused. I liked them, so I bought them, Gwen. And
that’s exactly what I said. “I liked them,” I whispered. “Don’t blame me
for wanting to hang them in my home, and please, don’t hold it against
me because I wasn't able to make up my mind.” What came next didn’t
help the situation any but I said it anyway. “If I could have, I would have
bought the entire gallery, trust me,” I murmured. I was gazing at one of
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his paintings now that hung on the opposite wall across from my bed- an
ocean scene that depicted marine life within a coral reef somewhere out
on Key West. Nobody, but nobody, beat Angus Mann when it came to
painting the sea- not a chance. “I'm looking at one of them right now,” 1
said, hoping to convince her. “How could I have resisted, Gwen? Just tell
me that. If you really must know, what got to me was the fact that they
were both on sale and marked down fifty percent. You know how I'm
crazy for Angus Mann, Gwen.”

“Yes, I know,” she replied, sighing. “But I also think that you pretend
to be interested in his artwork just to get closer to him. He’s married,
Madison, remember?” she said. “Happily, I've heard, and with two little
kids. Girls, both in their teens now, I think. Besides, seventeen thousand
apiece for those paintings when you didn’t have the cash and had to spread
out the payments over ten years because they wouldn't let you put them on
multiple cards? I think that’s a little ridiculous,” she said. “Look, I know
how much you adore him, and I do too, but- please, you still shouldn’t feel
like you have to buy all of his paintings. And another thing,” she remarked,
scolding me, “is that you certainly don't want to earn the reputation that
goes along with it. A groupie, Maddie,” she said softly, ignoring the fact
that I didn’t want to have anything to do with a nickname. “And what’s
worse- a groupie who actually has to have the paintings. Theyre expensive,
Madison, and besides...” she started to say as I interrupted her.

“Besides? Besides what, Gwen? Look, you've made your point and
I'm still going shopping,” I reiterated, petting Totem. “Hey, boy. Good
dog, Totem. Your mommy’s only friend, aren’t you?” And then I said
something that I shouldn’t have said. “So what were you trying to tell
me?” I asked her, scratching the golden retriever underneath of the chin.
“Say it, but I'm still going.”

“I'm saying that it’s too far away for you to be traveling all by yourself,”
she said, as I listened. “Even if youTre catching up with a group there,
there’ll still be plenty of time when you’ll be alone. You're a vulnerable
woman, Madison,” she told me, “and besides, it’s half way across the ocean
and you don't need a new bed! I'm the one who needs a new mattress,
Maddie. And a vacation. Do you know how much money you’re going to
be throwing away once you get over there? It isn’t Santa Barbara, it’s half
way around the world and it’s also a communist country.”

I'm so disappointed in you, Gwen, I mused, still scratching Totem as
I reminisced. When I was with Stephen we had jaunted off all over the
world together and I had been sure then like I was sure now that [ was able
to handle being alone. “I know,” I replied, sighing, “but I'm still going. No
one’s going to stop me, not even you, Gwen,” I said. “It’s already been paid
for and I've reserved a suite at the Hotel Peace and that’s that. I'm telling
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you just like I told Stephen four months ago- I took care of everything,” I
said. “Look, I'd be thrilled if you came along, I'll just pay the difference to
change the name on the ticket. Come on, Gwen,” I pleaded. “Let’s go over
there and show Shanghai just what we’ve got!” No sooner had I finished
my sentence then there was silence on the line.

“No wonder Stephen left you, Madison,” she finally said, and just like
that she was gone.

Shrugging my shoulders I went back to petting Totem. “Good boy,
wanna do some shopping?” Imurmured into the scruffy neck, disappointed
in Gwen. But the tired hound just licked my cheek with his tongue and
went back to sleep. “Next time then!” [said, laughing. I headed off down
the stairs to get a cup of tea almost tripping in the four inch high Fendi
heels when the phone rang. “This is Madison,” I said. “Hello?”

“Is this Ms. Wells?” the voice replied.

“This is Mrs. Wells,” I answered.

“Mrs. Wells, this is a courtesy call from Grove Bank and your account
is past due,” the monotone voice told me.

“Past due? For how long?” I asked. For the life of me I couldn’t
remember who Grove Bank was.

“Eighty five days, Mrs. Wells,” the annoyance went on. “Once it reaches
ninety we’ll be forced to close your account but you can avoid that by making
a payment now. Can I take care of that for you today, Mrs. Wells?”

Yes, I guess, I thought. That is if it's not too much. Let’s see, I
contemplated, trying to figure out how much it was going to cost me for
going over the credit limit on the account- three months at approximately
twenty five dollars a pop added up to seventy five dollars, right? So I
asked: “what’s the total amount that I have to come up with now in order
to keep my credit line open?” Not paying attention I tripped on the rug,
barely catching myself before I sprawled face first across the floor.

“Three thousand, one hundred dollars and ninety five cents should
just about take care of it, Mrs. Wells,” the annoyance said. “That will
bring your account back to a current status and your next payment won't
be due until the first.”

Choking on the piece of gum in my mouth, I cringed. “Three what?”
I yelled out, caught off guard. “I think that I heard you say thousand,
which means that there’s a serious error somewhere,” I said. “What was
my last transaction? Because I've never even heard of your bank and I
certainly don’t remember slapping a purchase on it which would cause me
to become another three thousand dollars in debt.”

“Would you mind holding for a moment, Mrs. Wells?” the
annoyance said.

Would I mind holding? Do I really have any choice? I thought. Irate,
I clung to the phone.
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“It appears that the transaction in question is from last August, Mrs.
Wells,” the voice remarked. “I have it right here in front of me and it’s for
twenty seven thousand.”

Twenty seven thousand? Last summer? For what? I thought, suddenly
alarmed. And then I started shaking. “Would you mind telling me who
that amount was payable to, please? I'm afraid I don’t remember.” Twenty
seven thousand? I thought again. I'd have to rob a bank. “Mrs. Wells,” the
voice said, “did you conduct any business with a company by the name of
Osloch Insurance out of Ventura? That’s who you made the transaction
payable to.”

Osloch Insurance? “Oh, no,” I groaned, remembering the get rich
quick plan to sell annuities on the side- after I had obtained my series
seven license, that was. The sale of the mom and pop agency had seemed
too good to pass up, so I didn't. Why, I cansellit! I thought. I could always
sell it, right?

“Mrs. Wells?” the voice said, refusing to leave me alone.

“Yes, I'm still here,” I answered.

“Can I count on you today to make a payment?” it said. “This is a
courtesy call, butI doneed to inform you that with such alarge outstanding
balance that you stand to not only lose your credit privileges with us but
you could face criminal penalties as well. The balance, Mrs. Wells,” the
annoyance remarked, “it’s quite substantial.”

Quite substantial? That’s an understatement, I thought, wincing. But
criminal penalties? Get real! Iknew my rights and the only penalties that
the bank would be able to sock me with was monetary ones. Stephen, bless
his dear soul, would have to bail me out on this one. And if he didn’t I'd
head off to somewhere exotic and never come back. Somewhere far, far
away, a tropical island or even Alaska, long removed from Stephen and the
banks, just me and my golden retriever. The demanding voice snapped me
back into reality.

“Mrs. Wells?” it said, as I held my breath. “May I make a note on your
account that you'll be paying the minimum balance by the end of the week?”

The minimum payment? Right, I thought with a groan. Sure, if I hold
up a bank, lady. But of course that wasn't what [ said. “Yes, I'll be paying it
off,” Iresponded, anxious to hang up the phone. “I'll be calling back in with
my payment by the end of the week.” Mission accomplished, if only to buy
me some time, I pulled up at the mall. I can’t believe that I'm really going
through with this, I mused, searching for an available spot. But since I'd
taken a leave from teaching, I was more than ready to go somewhere new.
Somewhere different, that I'd never been to before, somewhere without
Stephen- and the vast country of The People’s Republic of China was just
the cure. Eager to start shopping I got out of the car.
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The Shops at State Street covered a lot of ground and Brogans Books
loomed back at me from the opposite corner of the expansive mall. Picking
up my stride I hustled until I arrived at the store. Wondering if I would
find any material that would be helpful I strolled in, and wasting no time
marched across the floor towards the information counter. “The People’s
Republic of China,” I said, trying to catch the clerk’s attention. “Do
you have any information on China? Travel guides, pictorials- and I'm
especially interested in anything having to do with Shanghai.” Surprised,
he studied me carefully before he responded. Gosh, do I smell like an
onion? I wondered. Idid have a bagel this morning, one with cream cheese
on it, but I don’t think that it had any onion. I forced a smile as he spoke,
hoping that I didn't have any remains of the bagel clinging to my teeth.

“l don’t think we have any pictorials on Shanghai specifically,” he
answered, still looking me over. “But if you go up the escalator and turn to
your right, you'll run right into the travel section where I think you'll find
everything you need. If it’s travel youre looking for, Ma’am, well you've
come to the right place,” he said.

If it’s travel I'm looking for? I wondered, smiling. Did I look like I
was searching for something else? And if so then what would it be? The
inquisitive clerk had my attention now as I haughtily tossed back my hair.

“Brogans happens to have one of the largest independent travel
sections in the county, Ma’am,” he remarked, “and I believe you'll be
pleasantly surprised. The People’s Republic, you said? Are we planning
a little trip, then?” Gazing back at me from behind a thick dark flock of
curls, he grinned. Looking for something else, am I? I thought, inwardly
laughing. A vanilla cappuccino, maybe?

“Oh, and I almost forgot” I answered. “I'm looking for some
information on the Great Wall and the River Yangtze. I'm sure that you've
heard about the Great Wall, everyone has, but are you familiar with the
river? It’s the third longest river in the world and you can take a cruise on
it” There, I was done, that was the extent of my knowledge on China and
I really didn't care.

“The Yangtze?” he remarked, with a broad grin on his face. “You
bet, Ma’am.”

When I heard him say “Maam” again, I cringed. Maddie was bad
enough, but “Ma’am” was even worse. Why was it that the minute your
internal clock struck thirty something everyone on the entire planet,
including your husband, called you Maam?

“We have lots of information on the Wall,” he offered, as I removed
my sunglasses from off the top of my head. “Hope you can find
something, Maam.”

Hope I can find something? I thought. Now that’s putting it mildly!
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This is the first time since I've been married that I'm venturing out of the
country alone and I'm going to need all the help I can get. Let’s see, I
thought, smiling politely as I turned to leave, I need information, a new
mattress, Botox, a mud wrap, lunch- not necessarily in that order, though,
after which I'm heading home to order Totem’s matching doggie dishes
online. With my head held high I boarded the escalator and headed over
to the section on travel, bound and determined to become an authority on
one end of China to the other, even though what little I knew about Asia
could fill the gaps between the chips in the polish on my toenails. If I make
an appointment to have a pedicure I'll feel better, | mused, busying myself
browsing the shelves. Somewhere between the dust and the questioning
looks I was bound to find a book or two which just might help me become
more knowledgeable about China. Arming myself with a step stool and
reading glasses, I scoured the titles.

It was between “The Armchair Traveler’s Guide to Understanding
Asia” and “The Great Wall: Everything You've Always Wanted To Know,”
that I spied her. Torn black stockings and unsightly grey pumps, the head
honcho of Isle Vista Elementary School, Principle Belling, but the students
called her Old Lady Hawk because she piled her curly wig high up on top
of her head and it looked just like the nest of a hawk. And those outfits!
I thought, smiling. No one in their right mind would be caught dead in
the getups she wore, and the ensemble that she was wearing now had to
be among the strangest of all. What with the wrinkled, chocolate brown
skirt and oversized pink top she looked like something out of a magic
shop. Afraid to move, I shrunk down into a corner behind the shelf in an
attempt to become invisible. Good old Hawk Head, I thought, afraid that
she would see me. If she finds me here she’d want to know what I was
doing and then she would demand to know why I wasn’t teaching and
when I told her it was really none of her business she'd rip that huge nest
right off her head and beat me with it. Ilaughed silently, envisioning the
homely wig flying towards me through the air. What a sight that would
be! I thought, grinning. Peering out cautiously between the shelves I
breathed a sigh of relief as she began walking away from where I was
hiding towards the aisle. Yes, Old Lady Hawk I thought, chuckling. What
a sight. As the phone rang I answered softly.

“Hello? Yes, this is Madison Wells,” I said. “Yes, I do have an account
with the credit union, can I help you?” You've got to be kidding! I thought
with a groan. Not another debt collector! But unfortunately it was.

“Mrs. Wells,” the voice said, “you have an account with Santa Barbara
Teachers Federal Credit Union, am I correct?”

“Yes, that’s correct. What can I help you with?” I said.

“Mrs. Wells, this is a courtesy call to remind you that your checking
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account with us is, at this time, overdrawn in the amount of six thousand,
four hundred and twelve dollars. Mrs. Wells?” the unseen voice said as I
found myself breathing rapidly.

Yes, I'm still here, I thought, but not for long. “Over six thousand
dollars?” I asked, shocked. “That can’t be right.”

“Mrs. Wells?” my accuser said.

Stop calling me Mrs. Wells! I thought. The name is Madison, mind
you. Unable to speak I remained silent.

“Mrs. Wells, will you be able to make a deposit to bring your account
up to date?” it asked.

Bring my account up to date? Oh, sure, I thought. Right after I rob that
bank. “A deposit?” I answered instead.

“Yes, Mrs. Wells, a deposit. For the full amount,” my accuser answered.

I couldnt even remember ever using the account, much less being
overdrawn. It must have been Stephen- because it surely wasn’'t me. “I'm
afraid there’s been some mistake,” I replied, trembling. “I think that you
should be talking to my husband.”

“No, Ma’am,” the voice said. “The account is in your name. Can we
count on you to bring it current with a deposit?”

Stall, Madison, stall, I thought. At least for awhile. Remember, when
it comes down to it you really know how to handle your cards. “I'm
afraid I can’t recall ever making a purchase,” I told my attacker. “At least
not for the last nine months or so. Could you mail me out a statement
because I'll need to go over my records.” There, that was perfect, and it
would buy me some time.

“Yes, Ma'am,” the voice responded. “I'll take care of that right away.
We'll be hearing back from you?”

“Yes, you'll be hearing back from me,” I answered. Sighing, I stared
down at the books that I had accidently scattered across the floor upon
spying Old Lady Hawk, books on navigating my way throughout the
country, traversing the Wall, and exploring the River Yangtze. Well
what do you know, I thought, grinning down at the unruly pile. I'm
actually getting excited. It’s true, I mused, reaching down to pick up the
books, I'm finally going to get the chance to visit a communist country
and see all the sights that I've always wanted to see. Stephen, bless
his dear absent pathetic soul, didnt know what he was missing. Not
only would I be snapping dozens of pictures but I'd be enriching my
knowledge of another culture and having oodles of fun. Maybe I'll send
him a postcard, I thought, grinning ear to ear as I bent down. Only he
didn’t deserve it. What he did deserve for leaving me, I mused, was a
swift knock on the head with one of these books. One of the heavier
ones, mind you. Wondering if he was sleeping with his secretary at the
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very moment that I was busying myself with improving my knowledge
of culture, I haphazardly put back the books.

I could ask someone else to come along, I thought, wondering who I
would ask. Although except for Mother, who was over on South Padre and
wouldn’t want to come along anyway, all of my other friends were either
busy with their families, or working, or both. But no matter what anyone
thought, I wasn't going to let flying solo get me down- I was going to make
it a point to kick up my heels and let down my hair and have some fun
in the evenings by going out on the town to mingle with the group over
dinner and drinks. That is, if anyone wants to, | mused. Picking up where
I'had left off, I searched long and hard among the shelves, wondering what
I had done with the books that I had been going to purchase. Geez, I
thought, trying to find them, since the arrival of Old Lady Hawk I hadn’t
been paying attention and had put every single book back on the shelf
including the ones I had wanted to take home. Undaunted, I pushed and
pulled my way through the shelves until I had found every last one of
the books. Wondering how I was going to carry them all, I picked up an
armful and teetered over to the counter.

“Gosh, China!” the teen behind the counter shouted, looking at the
cover of one of the books. “I've always wanted to go. Have you ever been?”
Anxious to help me she was beaming,.

Had I ever been? I mused, smiling back at the young girl. No, but
I'm going, I thought. “No, sweetie,” I answered, laying down some more
books, “I've never been, at least not to China, but I've done my share of
traveling abroad. England, France, Ireland- I actually stayed in a castle
there!” I said. The Philippines, Japan, Fiji, Hawaii, the Caribbean- yes, I've
been around, I guess. But China- no. Why?”

“Oh, just wishful thinking on my part, I guess,” the teenager said. “A
little envious, maybe. Ever since Bobby and I had the baby we haven't
been able to get away at all. We used to take those hiking trips, Bobby and
I- just the two of us, we'd camp out underneath the stars and it sure was
a lot of fun. The year after we both graduated high school we spent the
entire summer just riding Bobby’s Harley across New Zealand. It was so
cool and we hiked out to where the Lord of the Rings was filmed- it was
something else! But since the birth of our little girl we don’t get out much
anymore. One day, though,” she proclaimed, smiling back at me from
over the books. “One day we will” Then her tune changed. “I bet your
husband can’t wait!” she exclaimed, as I looked up in surprise.

Oh yes, sweetie, he can wait alright, I thought. Yet for some reason I
wanted her to think that I was the happiest wife in the world, if only for
the fact that I wanted so badly to have her marriage work so I smiled and
said, “he’s more excited than I am, poor thing, and sweetie, I'm afraid





