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Episode 1
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“You gonna be home early today?” Mom asked from the kitchen counter.

I sat at the table and ate a bowl of cereal, reading the latest issue of Revolver. “Yeah, I think so.”

Mom brought over a fresh cup of coffee and sat across from me. Her face and body drooped as she sighed.

“You all right, Mom?” I asked.

She smiled at her coffee and said, “Yeah, I’m ok.” Things were hard for her, for us, since my father left to God-knows-where six months ago. 

“You hear anything new on that term paper?”

“No, not yet,” I said.

“I’m sure you’re gonna get a fine grade. Worked hard enough on that one.”

Fuck yeah, I thought. I escaped to the library after school for a week. Every time I worked on it at the motel, some guest would want something and break my concentration.

With my backpack on, I left the house at 7 A.M. and stepped out into the late April heat. I walked across the dirt-patched lawn to my bike chained to the railing in front of the motel.

I unchained my ten-speed and slipped in my earbuds. After I pressed play on the MP3 player and blasted Lush’s Spooky, I hopped on the bike and rode to school.

**
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MOM CHECKED IN AN OLD couple on their way to the Keys. I watched from the desk, fascinated at how great she was with people. Mom could probably sweet talk a rabid lion. 

“If there’s anything you need, just dial 0 on the phone, and Toni, my daughter, or I will help you out,” she said.

The old couple smiled and thanked her as they left for their room. 

“Hey, Mom.”

She walked over, kissed my cheek, and then plopped on the small couch.

“How was school today?”

“Same shit, different day.”

“Toni,” she laughed. “Yeah, here too.”

After she went over my chore list, I checked to see what rooms were vacated on the ledger. For the next few hours, I cleaned four filthy rooms; I won’t mention what I found under the bed of one, I just hope they had a good time. 

I finished the wash by 5:15 and then made dinner for Mom and I: burgers, baked fries, and canned corn. While we ate in the office, a man walked in, but not just any man. He wore black jeans and a ripped purple T-shirt with no trademarks or logos. His hair was naturally bright red and spiked high. His blue eyes hid behind Lennon-style sunglasses. How did I know he had blue eyes behind the sunglasses? I knew him. Well, not personally. I knew of him.

Mom stood and smiled as if he was another customer. I sat and stared.

“Hi, welcome to Mo’ Doze Motel,” Mom announced. “What can I do for you?”

He smiled that beautifully wicked smile he always gave to the press and said, “Yes, I would like a room.”

“Okay. Single, double?”

“Single.”

“How many nights?”

“Three, I believe. If I need it longer, can I let you know?”

“Sure thing.”

I moved to the counter. I couldn’t keep my eyes off him. I hoped he would throw a smile at me. 

When his credit card cleared, Mom gave him the key to room 8. He left. 

Mom frowned at my expression. 

“Toni, you ok?”

“Holy shit, Mom, do you know who that was?”

“His credit card said he was E. Mandanny. Wonder what the E. stands for?”

“E. Mandanny!”

She shook her head and shrugged.

“The frontman of Dark at the End, like the greatest band that ever lived, the only man who was able to successfully fuse punk, pop, metal, and ska into one sound.”

“Oh, okay.”

Mom sat down and took a bite of her burger.

“Oh, Mom. Your priorities are so messed up.”

She laughed, spitting chewed burger into her napkin.

I leaned over the counter and looked out the window, hoping he would walk by.

“I wonder what he’s doing in Big Arcadia. There’s nothing in the press about him touring or releasing a new album.”

“Maybe he’s on vacation,” Mom pointed out.

“People like him do not vacation in Big Arcadia. He could go to Mexico or Europe. Maybe he’s opening another Gorilla Cattle.”

“Gorilla what?”

“The Gorilla Cattle. It's a chain of clubs he owns.”

“Oh. Silly me,” she said. “So this is cool, having him here in our little motel, huh?”

“Hell, yes.”

“Hmm, maybe we should get a picture of him with us and we can hang it here in the office, right there on the wall where people can see it. Might be good for business, right?”

“Eiw! That is so tacky.”

She smiled and bit into her burger.

**
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AT 9 O’CLOCK THAT NIGHT, the desk phone rang. Mom slept on the couch. I sat with my feet up on the desk, reading a chapter in my Western Civ. book. I picked it up on the first ring.

“Front desk,” I quietly said. “Toni speaking.”

“Hello, Toni. This is Mr. Mandanny in room 8.”

My head spun. I placed my feet on the floor and sat straight. 

“Oh. Yes, Mr. Mandanny. What can I do for you?”

“There’s no ice bucket in my room. I could use some ice, please.”

“Sorry about that. Right away, sir.”

“Thank you.”

He hung up.

I softly placed the phone back on the cradle, hopped out of the chair, and did a silent happy dance. Seeing that Mom was still asleep and there was no reason to wake her, I grabbed an ice bucket off the back shelf and left the office.
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