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            Freedom is nothing but the distance

            between the hunter and the hunted.

            —Bei Dao

         

      

   


   
      
         
            ONE

         

         Watching through the office window, Joette knows the BMW won’t make the curve.

         Just past the motel, the highway hooks left across Taylor Creek. The car’s going too fast. A squeal of brakes, a brief screaming skid, and it hits the bridge’s right-side abutment head-on. Momentum spins the car around, pieces of it flying away across the blacktop. It comes to rest sideways in the road, pointing at the motel, steam hissing from under the buckled hood. The office window rattles a final time.

         Later, it will occur to her that if she’d called 911 then—her cell phone right there on the desk—everything that happened after would have been different.

         Instead, she’s out the door without thinking. The hood is pushed back almost to the windshield, the glass cracked and sagging. The driver is slumped over the deflated airbag. The rear window’s been blown out, and the trunk’s open. Cubes of safety glass litter the ground.

         She pulls at the driver’s door latch. The door’s wedged tight, bent in its frame. The driver raises his head, looks at her blankly through the window, eyes unfocused. He’s wearing an army field jacket, has a shaved head and a full beard, gothic lettering across his throat.

         She hears the fire before she sees it. An ominous pop and hiss, then a crackle of flame in the engine compartment. Fuel line rupture, she thinks, gasoline hitting hot metal.

         Black smoke starts to pour from the engine. More flame. It won’t take long for the fire to spread back through the car, reach the gas tank.

         The driver is fumbling weakly with his shoulder harness. She pulls harder on the latch, and the door opens suddenly, sends her falling back onto the blacktop. Flames leap from the engine.

         Get away, she thinks. This whole thing’s going up any second.

         The car begins to fill with noxious smoke. He makes an animal sound, and she sees the first flames come through the dashboard vents.

         You can’t leave him there.

         She scrambles to her feet, leans into the open door. He grabs at her and she elbows his hands away, untwists the shoulder harness and pushes the red release button. The belt pops loose, retracts fast, and his weight falls against her. She hooks her arms under his, tries to pull him out, but can’t get leverage.

         You’re both gonna burn.

         Flames curl from under the dashboard, snap at the sleeve of her flannel shirt. The material begins to blacken and char. She slaps at it, feels the sting. Holding her breath against the smoke, she bear-hugs him from behind, throws her weight backward. He groans, seems to resist, then falls sideways out of the seat and onto the ground. She drags him away.

         Sudden pain in her lower back. She ignores it, grips the collar of his jacket with both hands. Smoke hides most of the car now, lashing flame at the center of it. The seats are on fire. She pulls him into the lot, almost up to the office door, before finally letting go.

         Something sails across her line of vision, glowing faintly. It flutters down and lands at her feet. When she picks it up, she sees it’s a hundred-dollar bill, half of Benjamin Franklin’s face burned away.

         The driver coughs, and the blood on his lips is almost black. He lifts a weak hand, points to the car, mumbles something she can’t understand.

         Is there someone else in there?

         She doesn’t want to go back, get any closer to the fire, the heat.

         You have to see.

         She drops the bill, approaches the car, arm raised in front of her face, the heat keeping her back. Smoke pours through the rear window, but she can tell the backseat is empty.

         She sees it then, inside the open trunk. A gray canvas gear bag lying on its side, packs of cash and a few loose bills spilling out.

         The heat is a wall in front of her, shimmering the air. She knows the gas tank is just below the trunk. The fire will set it off any minute.

         She leans into the heat, sweeps the packs and bills into the bag, grips its handles and backs away fast.

         The tank goes up just as she reaches the lot. No explosion, just a loud whump, and heat coming at her like a wave. Fire sweeps through the car in a final rush, heat distorting the air, black smoke billowing higher into the blue winter sky. The tires pop like gunshots, one after the other. She stumbles back, trips and sits down hard.

         The driver coughs again, more blood. His left hand is under the jacket, pressed against his stomach through his T-shirt. Blood pulses through his fingers. His jeans are dark with it, down to his knees.

         He didn’t get that in the accident. That’s something else.

         He looks at her, shudders twice and goes still. His eyes are open.

         A wind springs up from nowhere, feeds the fire. The air smells of burning plastic and rubber. She sits there alongside the dead man and the bag full of money, watching the car burn, ash drifting down around them like black snow.

      

   


   
      
         
            TWO

         

         T​he fire had all but burned itself out before the emergency vehicles arrived. Now she stands at the desk behind the counter, watching them winch the blackened skeleton of the car onto a flatbed. The bare rims scrape the roadway, the winch clanking and whining.

         Two state police cars are in the lot, along with three local cruisers from Wall Township, all parked at angles, blocking in her Subaru. The local cops talk among themselves, nothing to do now. She can hear radio chatter from their cruisers.

         Chaney, the state trooper, is sitting in one of the plastic chairs by the glass door, writing in a notebook. He looks tired and bored.

         “How many?” he says.

         “How many what?”

         “Units.”

         “Ten.”

         Her left forearm throbs. One of the paramedics had cut away part of the sleeve, put salve on the burn and wrapped it with gauze and tape. She’d turned down his offer to call another ambulance, take her to the hospital, not wanting them to know she had no insurance. He’d seen the old crosswise scars on her wrist, pale against the skin, but hadn’t mentioned them.

         “How many occupied?”

         “Just one right now,” she says. “Unit four. Januarys are always slow. Was there anyone else in the car?”

         “No. Did you think there was?”

         “I wasn’t sure.”

         She feels a sudden shiver, hugs herself. A small portable heater hums in one corner, but the office is still cold. Her lower back aches. She pulled something dragging the man into the lot.

         The flatbed backs and fills, the reverse alarm beeping. Where the car was, the roadway is scorched dark.

         “How do you stay in business?” he says. “Renting one out of ten?”

         “It’s not my motel. I’m just the day manager. Four days a week.”

         The flatbed drives off.

         “What time did you come in?”

         “Ten.”

         “Till when?”

         “Ten tonight.”

         “That’s a long shift.”

         “A few things I need to do, but mostly I end up watching a lot of TV.”

         “Any cameras outside? Video?”

         “No.”

         “And no other witnesses you know of?”

         “I was the only one here.”

         “No maid? Maintenance guy?”

         “This time of year, I only call them when I need them.”

         “So you’re alone most of the time?”

         “Yes.”

         She can still smell smoke and burned rubber, knows it’s on her clothes, her skin.

         The door chime sounds, and another trooper comes in. She’s younger than Joette, hair tied up under a blue-and-yellow peaked cap. The silver name tag on her uniform reads LT. BRYCE.

         “How long you been working here?” Chaney says.

         “A year and a half,” Joette says. “Before that, I was at First Community in Belmar.” Not sure why she felt the need to tell him.

         “The bank?” he says. “What did you do there?”

         “I was a teller.”

         “You quit?”

         “They got bought. I got downsized.”

         “I hear that. You get a pension at least?”

         She shakes her head.

         “That your car out there?” Bryce says.

         “Yes.”

         Bryce looks around the office, Joette aware of what she must be seeing. Cheap paneling, a rack of sun-faded tourist brochures. The green indoor-outdoor carpet has water stains left over from Hurricane Sandy in 2012. Knowing Singh, she assumed he’d put in for FEMA money after the storm, but he never made any repairs.

         Bryce nods at the curtained doorway that leads to the back room. “What’s in there?”

         “Filing cabinet. Breaker box, supplies. Stock for the vending machines. Fire exit.”

         “This some kind of welfare motel?”

         “Excuse me?”

         “Section Eight placement? Social Services?”

         “No.”

         “Usually, when we roll up on a place like this, we’re kicking in doors.”

         Joette feels a flash of irritation, says nothing.

         “How come you didn’t call 911 right away?” Bryce says. “Why go out there on your own?”

         “It seemed like the right thing to do. I didn’t think too much about it.”

         “Don’t you know you’re not supposed to move accident victims?”

         “The car was on fire,” she says. “If I hadn’t pulled him out, he would have burned to death.”

         “Why are you getting agitated?”

         “I’m not agitated. You asked me a question. I answered it.”

         Chaney gets up, closes his notebook. “Different here in the summer, I imagine, once all the bennies come down.”

         “We’re full up Memorial Day to Labor Day. We’re only fifteen minutes from the beach.”

         “More like a half hour,” Bryce says. “How much you get for a room?”

         “You interested?” Feeling defensive now. Shut up. Let them leave.

         “Hardly,” Bryce says.

         “Depends on length of stay. Different rates on- and off-season. The rooms are all efficiencies, so mostly we rent weekly or monthly. We get a lot of people stay all summer. Families.”

         “If you say so.”

         It’s getting dark outside. She’ll have to switch on the roadside sign soon. Doesn’t want to. She just wants to close up and go home.

         Another Wall cruiser pulls into the lot, Noah Cooper at the wheel. A familiar face at last. He gets out, looks toward the office, then goes over to talk to the other uniforms.

         “You sure you don’t want to go to the ER?” Chaney says. “Get that arm looked at?”

         “No. I’ll be fine.”

         “You might think different later, when it starts hurting.”

         “It hurts now. But thanks.”

         Noah comes in, the door chiming. He nods to the troopers, looks at her. “You all right?”

         “You two know each other?” Bryce says.

         “Yeah,” Noah says before Joette can answer. “Long time.”

         “We’re out of here,” Chaney says. He looks at Bryce. “Unless you got something else.”

         Bryce shakes her head. They nod to Noah as they leave. Joette watches Bryce go to her Subaru, bend to look into the passenger-side window. She feels her stomach tighten.

         Bryce straightens, says something to Chaney. He shrugs and they get into their cruisers, pull out of the lot. The other cops drift to their cars and drive off, no lights or sirens this time.

         “You’re hurt,” Noah says.

         “It’s not bad. Little surface burn is all.”

         “They told me what happened. You really pull the driver out of that car?”

         “I’m as surprised as you are.”

         “That’s some superhero stuff.”

         “He didn’t make it.”

         “I heard. I’m sorry.”

         Almost full dark now. In the back room, she opens the breaker box and thumbs switches. When she comes back out, the neon sign is flickering. It buzzes and hums, then finally lights up—CASTAWAYS MOT R LODGE—CABLE TV—BEST RATES—VACANCY. The second O in MOTOR stays dark, as always. The sign throws a red glow on the parking lot, Noah’s cruiser and her Subaru.

         She picks grit from her palm from when she fell. All of it settling in on her now. What happened, what she did.

         “Anyone else see the accident?” he says.

         “Just me, far as I know.”

         “What about stripper mom?”

         “Don’t call her that.”

         “Sorry. Brianna.”

         “She wasn’t here. Cara either. They’ve been gone all day.”

         “That’s good. Not something you’d want a kid to see, an accident like that. Give her nightmares.”

         Flecks of snow outside now. She remembers the ash.

         “What about you?” he says.

         “What about me?”

         “Will you have nightmares?”

         “I have enough already,” she says. “Any new ones will have to wait in line.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         After he’s gone, she calls Singh at his house in Edison to tell him about the accident. All he wants to know is if there’s any damage to motel property, if they’ll have any liability for the driver dying there. He doesn’t ask if she wants Baxter, the night man, to come in early.

         She’s anxious, knowing what she has to do. She watches the office clock while the TV drones on the wall. A little after seven, the wind picks up, and she knows she can’t wait any longer. She pulls on her hoodie and down vest, gets the heavy black aluminum flashlight from the back room.

         Outside, the snow is still light. She sees a lone car coming down the highway, waits for it to pass. Then she crosses to the opposite shoulder, turns on the flashlight. The beam lights bits of safety glass that were swept off the road. The slope leads down to a rain ditch on the edge of the woods.

         You have to make sure.

         She shines the light in the ditch, picks her way down carefully, playing the beam along the ground, then into the trees. There are shards of black plastic scattered around, pieces of the car’s front end. She walks the ditch toward the creek and bridge, doing grids with the flashlight beam, taking her time. Easier to search in the daylight, but she can’t come back then, take the chance of being seen.

         She hears a car engine, shuts off the flashlight. Headlights coming fast. The car flies by above her, makes the metal bridge surface hum. When the taillights are out of sight, she turns on the flashlight again.

         The water in the creek is only a few inches deep but slivered with ice. She fans the beam under the bridge and into the culvert. Trash has washed up on the concrete ledge—a sodden red-and-white KFC box, a plastic Diet Coke bottle. Just below the surface, something dark and rectangular is caught on a dead branch.

         She steps into the creek, cold water filling her sneakers, tucks the flashlight under her left arm. She pushes up her other sleeve, shines the flashlight into the water. There it is, trailing from the branch. Another bill.

         She reaches in, the coldness of the water numbing her hand, frees the bill and shines the light on it. Another hundred, one corner burned off. The loose bills must have been caught in the updraft of heat from the fire, floated clear of the trunk. Are there more?

         She tucks the bill in a vest pocket, ducks under the culvert and steps onto the narrow concrete ledge of the creek bank, her sneakers squishing. Walking heel to toe on the ledge, she sweeps the flashlight beam side to side. At the end of the culvert, she steps to the other bank, walks back that way, ducking low again. Slower this time, doing grids again with the flashlight. No more bills.

         Back to the ditch, then up to the road, her feet soaked and numb. In the office, she takes off her sneakers and socks, rolls up her jeans cuffs midcalf. She lays the wet socks over the heater grille, sets the sneakers in front of it. The floor is cold beneath her bare feet. She dries them with a towel from the back room linen closet.

         She smooths out the wet bill on the desk, the half-burned one beside it. There may be more around, blown down the road or into the woods, but there’s nothing she can do about that now.

         She holds the bills up to the light. They’re real as far as she can tell, the blue security ribbons intact. To the left of Franklin are the embedded threads that read USA and 100.

         A sudden chill sweeps through her again, goose bumps from the cold. The pain in her back has returned.

         At nine, the door locks automatically with a sharp click that startles her. At ten-thirty, Baxter’s beat-up station wagon pulls into the lot. She tucks the bills in her vest pocket, buzzes him in. He’s carrying a grease-soaked White Castle bag, has the smell of alcohol on his breath.

         “Didn’t have time for dinner,” he says. He raises the hinged wooden flap at the end of the counter. “Had to grab something on the way. Want a slider?”

         “Ugh. No thanks.”

         Her socks are dry now, warm from the heater. She starts to pull them on, sees he’s looking at the tattoo above her right ankle, the blue rose and the spiral of thorns that circle her calf. She pulls up her sock to cover it, slips on her still-damp sneakers.

         She tells him about the accident, but his attention drifts, and there’s a loss of focus in his eyes. He takes the remote from the counter, starts flipping channels. He’ll be asleep at the desk by eleven.

         Outside in the cold, clouds hide the moon. She resists the temptation to open the Subaru’s trunk, look inside. Baxter might be watching.

         She starts the engine, turns up the heat, grips the wheel.

         Drive away now, and everything’s different. You’re different.

         Three deep breaths. She looks back toward the office. Sure enough, Baxter’s at the window.

         She backs up and steers around his station wagon. Snow flurries shine in her headlights. She turns on the wipers, pulls out of the neon-lit lot and onto the dark highway.

      

   


   
      
         
            THREE

         

         The motion-sensor light over the trailer door switches on as she pulls into the carport. Home. She shuts off the engine and headlights. It’s quiet, except for the sound of a TV in the double-wide next door. Her trailer’s at the end of the row, an empty lot on the other side.

         You can’t just sit here.

         She’s light-headed as she goes up the wooden steps and unlocks the trailer door. A single lamp is on in the living room. The rest of the trailer is dark, the curtains closed. It’s cold. She set the thermostat to sixty, as she always does when she leaves in the morning, trying to keep the heating bill down. Now she raises it to sixty-eight, hears the heat kick on. A dusty smell rises from the floor vents.

         The carport light goes out. From the kitchenette window, she can see up the road to the park entrance. No one following her. No police cars. No flashing lights. No sirens.

         Eleven-fifteen by her watch. She’ll wait. The trailers around her will be dark by midnight. Normal people with normal jobs. No one staying up late, spying on their neighbors.

         There are three bottles of Blue Moon left in the refrigerator. She opens one, doesn’t bother with a glass. She takes it into the living room, sits on the couch and turns off the lamp. She feels safe now, calmer than she’s been in hours.

         Halfway through the beer, she already has a slight buzz. When the bottle’s empty, she considers getting another. She closes her eyes, drifts, then is suddenly awake again.

         She looks at her watch. One a.m. Almost two hours gone.

         At the window, she parts the blinds, looks out at the Subaru. She switches off the motion sensor so it won’t activate, then puts on her hoodie again, goes outside.

         No more snow. The sky is clear, with a bow around the moon. The TV’s off in the trailer next door, the windows dark. She can hear the hum of cars out on Route 35.

         When she opens the trunk, the inside bulb lights up the sheet she took from the motel’s linen closet. Under it is the gear bag, canvas sides browned by heat.

         It’s heavier than she remembered. She closes the trunk, carries the bag inside, locks and chains the front door. In the bedroom, she turns on the overhead light, slides the door shut behind her. She sets the bag on the low bed, unzips it and looks at the money inside.

         Take your time. Be careful.

         She goes through the strapped bills, looking for dye packs, GPS trackers. But she already knows this isn’t bank money. The paper straps are generic—no bank name, logo or denominations. There’s a torn strap and more loose bills at the bottom of the bag. All hundreds.

         She lines the packs up on the comforter in three rows. Most of the packs are hundreds, the rest fifties. She wipes wet palms on her jeans.

         Stop stalling. Count it.

         The hundreds are in standard $10,000 packs, the fifties in packs of $5,000. Some of the bills are soiled, creased. None of the serial numbers are in sequence.

         She gets the Dri Mark pen from her dresser, draws an amber line across one of the hundreds. It fades quickly. If the bill were counterfeit, the line would show black, the ink reacting to the quality of the paper. She marks other bills from different packs. An amber line each time, fading to nothing.

         She counts ninety-eight loose hundreds, binds them with a rubber band, feels a sense of relief. The two damaged bills complete that pack. That means there might not be any others blowing around out there on the road or in the woods, waiting for someone to find them.

         It takes her three tries to count it all, losing track and coming up with a different total each time. Finally she gets her phone, uses the calculator app, typing in numbers as she counts again.

         With the two damaged bills figured in, the total comes to $250,000 in hundreds, another $50,000 in fifties. She’s looking at $299,800 spread out on the bed.

         She sits back, has to put a hand against the dresser to keep from falling.

         Get it out of here. Take it back.

         But where? And to who?

         If she hadn’t grabbed the bag when she did, if she’d hesitated even a few more minutes, the money would have caught fire, gone up with the rest of the car. And the driver—maybe the only one who knew it was there—is dead. If anyone else is looking for the money, they might assume it was destroyed in the fire. Maybe now it belongs to no one at all. Except her.

         She gets her roll-on suitcase from the closet, opens it on the floor and stacks the money inside. Three pairs of jeans go over the bills to keep them in place. She zips the suitcase shut and sets it back in the closet, upright against the wall behind her hanging clothes.

         It all hits her then, and she can’t trust her legs. She sits on the bed, looks at the suitcase half hidden in the closet. She’s still cold, and the burn on her arm is stinging again. Wind whines around the trailer, a hollow, lonesome sound. She wants another beer, but first she needs to get rid of the gear bag.

         The other trailers are still dark. She puts the bag in the Subaru’s trunk, starts the engine. At the park exit, she turns south on Route 35. She takes it to the Asbury circle, then heads west.

         In twenty minutes, she’s on the outskirts of Freehold. She spots an open dumpster behind a dark supermarket, pulls up alongside it and kills her lights, leaves the engine running. Cars pass by, but no one slows.

         Do it quick.

         She gets the bag from the trunk, checks it one last time to make sure it’s empty, then tosses it up and into the dumpster.

         Driving back, she listens to a local station playing classic rock. When the hourly news comes on, she turns up the volume, but there’s nothing about the accident.

         Her arm is sore and throbbing beneath the bandage. Back in the trailer, tired now, she opens another Blue Moon, washes down two ibuprofen.

         She checks the window and door locks, takes the bottle into the living room. Then she sits in the dark and listens to the wind.

      

   


   
      
         
            FOUR

         

         Helen’s waiting at the diner in their regular booth by the window. It’s just before eight, the morning cold and clear. The diner’s crowded, loud with voices and the clinking of silverware and glass.

         Joette woke with a headache and a dry mouth. She lay in bed staring at the ceiling, thinking about the suitcase, tempted to take it out, look at the money inside. Proof it wasn’t all a dream.

         “Ouch,” Helen says. “Rough night?”

         Joette slides into the booth. She’s put on a long-sleeved black T-shirt to hide the bandage on her arm. She knows the way she looks—puffy eyes, dark circles. “Not sleeping so well these days.”

         “You’re losing more weight too,” Helen says. “What’s up with that?”

         “Not much appetite.” She’s dropped ten pounds in the last two months without trying, her jeans riding low and slack.

         “You’re not sick, are you?”

         “Just nerves.”

         She wants to tell Helen about the accident, but that would take too long, raise too many questions she doesn’t want to answer.

         “From what?” Helen says. “Worried about your meeting?”

         “They are what they are. It’s never good news.”

         “What’s this one about?”

         “Same as usual, I expect. Where I’m at with the Medicaid application. An update on how she’s doing. Which these days is always the same, or worse.”

         When the waitress comes over, Joette orders coffee and rye toast, Helen an omelet.

         “Her house is up for sale, so there’s nothing more I can do with it,” Joette says. “If the market changes, it might sell, but I can’t count on that. We’re doing private pay until her assets are zeroed out. At nine grand a month, that won’t be long. Medicaid keeps asking for more paperwork in the meantime—receipts, tax returns. Stuff I don’t think she even kept.”

         “Aren’t there lawyers you can hire for that, help the process along?”

         “Three-grand retainer to start with, ones I talked to.”

         “What about her will?”

         “I’m the executor, but there isn’t much to the estate. Just the house and whatever cash might be left, which at that point will likely be none.”

         “I don’t know how you do it,” Helen says. “Handling all this on your own.”

         “Wasn’t much choice.”

         “I know, but still. It must seem overwhelming at times.”

         “When are you going in?”

         “Ten. Probably be on drive-through until close. Half the people in the office are sick, with whatever it is that’s going around. Everybody’s worried it’s the virus again. Lots of hacking and coughing. Good times.”

         “Why don’t they stay home?”

         “It’s different since the sale. No sick days anymore. Just PTO—Personal Time Off. You get seven days a year. If you miss a day because you’re sick, it comes out of those.”

         “What if you’re sick more than seven days?”

         “Then you have to use your vacation time. Or go on short-term medical leave. Which no one wants to do, because they might not have a job when they get back.”

         “That doesn’t sound legal,” Joette says. “Surprised someone hasn’t gone after them on that.”

         “That’s the least of their worries. Word is a judgment’s coming soon on this latest consumer protection case. Probably a big fine, and some more middle managers thrown under the bus. In the meantime, corporate’s handing out seven-figure bonuses and pension packages to board members as fast as it can. Rats, meet ship.”

         The waitress brings their food. Joette takes a bite of toast, realizes she isn’t hungry. “I miss it sometimes, the bank. Miss the people mostly.”

         “Don’t. It’s not the way you remember it. There’s been so much turnover you wouldn’t know most of the people there anyway. The place you remember is gone.”

         “It was a good job, compared to some I’ve had. Lasted the longest, too. Always thought I was lucky to get it, especially with nothing but a GED and two years at Brookdale. I didn’t want to leave.”

         “I’m sorry the way that worked out,” Helen says. “It wasn’t fair.”

         “What is?”

         Joette reaches for the glass sugar canister, knocks it over. A trail of crystals spills on the table.

         “You are nervous,” Helen says.

         Joette rights the canister, shakes sugar into her coffee, sweeps the spilled crystals under the saucer.

         “Try a real breakfast someday,” Helen says. “Eggs at least, get some protein into you. You look like you could use it.”

         Her hand’s unsteady as she picks up the cup.

         “How are things at the motel?” Helen says.

         “Same. I think Singh’s just waiting to hear the right numbers from a developer so he can sell the property. Way he sees it, why bother fixing anything in the meantime? Or I guess he could just torch the place for the insurance, if he still has any. You gonna stay on there at the bank?”

         “Long as I can. If they fire me, they fire me, but I’m not quitting. Not with Leona at Howard, and Curtis headed there next year. And Leona’s got her heart set on law school afterward. How we’re going to make that happen, I don’t know.”

         “You must be proud of them.”

         “I am. Every day. But I envy you sometimes.”

         “Why would you possibly do that?”

         “Your freedom. Being able to do anything you want.”

         “It’s not the way it looks. I still have to work. I still have debts.”

         “But you could leave if you wanted to, when the situation with your mother changes. You could pick up, go somewhere else. Start over again.”

         “You mean when she dies?”

         “I know you’ve thought about it. You’re still young.”

         “I’ll be forty in two months.”

         “Young enough. There’s nothing else holding you here. You’ve done everything you needed to, everything you should have. Made every decision, paid every bill. You’ve been a good daughter. The best.”

         Joette feels water come to her eyes, looks away.

         “I worry about you, Jo. You’ve been through hell, dealt with more than most people ever have to in their lives. Troy getting sick. Your mom’s stroke.”

         “People deal with worse.”

         “We’re not talking about other people, are we? We’re talking about you.”

         Joette’s thumb finds her left wrist, rubs the raised scars there. She has to will herself to stop. “Don’t worry about me.”

         “Stoic as always. You never change. Your mom was the same way. Tough lady when she had to be.”

         “Can’t blame her. She had her hands full with me after my father died. She put up with a lot, all the trouble I got into.”

         “Come on, you weren’t that bad, were you?”

         “I ran away a couple times. Got as far as Wildwood once. Don’t know what I thought I was doing.”

         “How old were you?”

         “Fifteen. I’d been acting out for a couple years already, I’m sure. Stupid things. Kid things.”

         “Why Wildwood?”

         “We’d been there once, at an amusement park, when my father was alive.”

         “You never told me this.”

         “Yeah, fifteen years old and dumb as a rock, hitchhiking in the summer. Slept on the beach that night. Wildwood cops found me the next day, called my mother. She had to come down and get me. She wasn’t happy.”

         “Good thing they did. Who knows where you would have ended up. If one of my kids had done that, I would have grounded them until they were thirty.”

         They eat in silence. The toast is limp and tasteless. She can only finish one slice.

         “Hang in there,” Helen says. “It’s about time for your luck to turn around anyway, isn’t it?”

         “You believe that?”

         “Why not? You’re due.”

         She thinks about the money again, the glowing bill dancing in front of her, waiting to be plucked from the air.

         “Maybe I am,” she says.
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