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Crashing wildly around your light,  
Skye,  
always





WEDNESDAY


Romeo was driving down from the Blue Ridge Mountains in the baffling twilight, going too fast, when a raccoon or possum ran in front of the car. The impact was disturbingly gentle. No thud—just a soft unzipping, beneath the chassis. Still, it tore at Romeo’s heart. He braked and pulled over.

Shaw awoke. “What’s wrong?”

“Hit something,” said Romeo, and he got out and started walking back up I-77, hunting for the carcass. Shaw followed him. A tractor-trailer bore down on them with a shudder and the long plunging chord of its passing. Then the night got quiet. They could hear their own footsteps. Cicadas, and a sliver of far-off honkytonk music. “God,” said Shaw. “This is it. We’re really in the South.”

But they found no trace of the animal.

They walked quite a ways. They waited for headlights so they could scan up and down the highway. They backtracked and searched along the shoulder. Nothing—not so much as a blood-stain. Finally Romeo just stood there, watching the fireflies rise and fall.

“Hey,” said Shaw, “I bet your friend got lucky.”

“Uh-uh. I hit it.”

“Well maybe it was like a sacrifice.” Playfulness in Shaw’s tone. “Maybe it just wanted us to have a propitious journey.”

When they got back to the Tercel Shaw said he was wide awake and could he drive? That was fine with Romeo. He got in on the passenger side, and they descended into the North Carolina piedmont. His ears popped; the air grew humid. He tilted  his seat all the way back and looked up at the moon as it shredded in the pines. Somewhere after Elkin, NC, he let his eyes slip shut for just a second—and then the highway started to curve beneath him, and he felt himself spiraling slowly downward, into a bottomless slumber.

 



 



 



 



 



Tara kept away from the house on Wednesday nights.

Wednesday nights were jackpot nights. Mom would start drinking early. Pour herself a g&t in a lowball glass; then fan out all her lottery tickets on the coffee table and gaze lovingly at them, and touch them one by one and wonder which was going to be the one. The TV would be on but Mom would disregard it. All her thoughts on the good life to come. Yachts, spas in Arizona, blazing white villages in Greece, the unquenchable envy of her friends. She’d finish her first drink and fix herself another. Her boy Jase—Tara’s little brother—would put his head in her lap while he played with his Micro. She’d tousle his hair. She’d swirl the ice in her drink. At some point the colors of the dying day, and the TV colors, and all the colors of her life, would begin to seem extra-vivid, even gorgeous, and she’d tell herself she was the blessedest woman in the world, and pick up her cell phone and text her daughter:I know we win tonite!!




 



Or:I need u!! Tara baby!! My good luck charm!! Where are u? Come home!!




They were siren calls though, Tara knew. She had to be deaf to them. Study late at the library, catch a movie, hang out with Clio at the mall—just keep clear of the house till the jackpot was done and Dad would come home to take the brunt of Mom’s drunken post-drawing tirade. By midnight Mom would have worn herself out with rage and grief, and she’d have passed out, and the coast would be clear.

But on this particular Wednesday, Tara had made a blunder. She’d left her botany textbook, with all the handouts, in her bedroom. She’d done this in the morning but she didn’t realize it till 7:00 p.m., after her organic chemistry class, when she checked her locker and saw that the book wasn’t there.

She had a quiz tomorrow. She hadn’t even looked at that stuff.

She thought of calling Dad. Maybe he could sneak the book out to her. But no, it was too late. He’d be on his way to church by now, his Lions of Judah meeting. Maybe Jase? No, Jase would tip Mom off; Jase was in Mom’s pocket.

No. What I have to do, Tara thought, is just go back there and be really docile and don’t let Mom draw me into a fight, whatever she says don’t fight back—and first chance I get I’ll slip away to my room before the drawing, before she blows up.

Tara went to the parking lot and got in her battered Geo, and left the campus of the Coastal Georgia Community College. Fourth Street to Robin Road to Redwood Road: streets she despised. She hated their dull names and their blank lawns and their rows of squat brick ranch houses. Hers was the squattest and brickest of all, on a street called Oriole Road. When she got there, she slowed the car to a crawl, and looked in through the living room window. Mom, the TV. The painting of Don Quixote tilting at windmills. The wooden shelf of Dad’s # 3 Chevy models, and Mom’s Hummels. Jase’s feet stuck out at the end of  the couch. Everything that Tara despised about her home was glowing and warm-looking like an advertisement for low mortgage rates or pest control, and such a depressing show she had to call Clio and tell her about it.

“I’m spying on my own house.”

Said Clio, “That’s kind of perverted.”

“It’s a really ugly house.”

“I know.”

“I can see my brother’s little marinated pigs’ feet.”

“OK.”

“But I have to see how drunk Mom is.”

“How drunk is she?”

“That’s the problem, I can’t tell. I can’t see her hands. I have to see how she’s holding her glass. If she’s swirling her glass with her pinky out, then I’m already in deep shit.”

“Are you going in there?”

“I have to.”

“But isn’t this your Mom’s freak-out night?”

“Uh-huh.”

“So what are you doing there? Come over to Headquarters. You know who’s coming? That Kings of Unsnap guy. Jonah. The one who wants to do you.”

“You told me that, Clio.”

“So come let him do you.”

“I got a botany quiz in the morning.”

“Oh God. You’re such a boring geek.”

“Why don’t you do him?”

“OK,” said Clio. “You talked me into it.”

“You’re such a whoring slut.”

“I know. Hey I gotta go. If your Mom does something interesting, like touching your little brother’s weewee or something, let me know.”

“I’ll send you the pics,” said Tara. “You can post them.” She hung up, and sighed, and pulled into the carport.

As soon as she stepped into the living room, Mom was at her: “Where were you?” Tara consulted the lowball glass and saw that the swirling was quick and syncopated, with the pinky fully extended, which presaged a grim night.

“I was in class.”

“You should call me when you’re gonna be this late.”


Not late, Tara thought, but drop it.

Mom kept pressing. “Which class was it?”

“Um. Organic chemistry.”

“Why you taking that?”

Leave it alone. The only goal is freedom. “I don’t know, I guess it’s some kind of a requirement.”

“But if you’re only gonna be a goddamn whatever—why do they make you take organic chemistry?”

Tara shrugged.

Said Mom, “They want all our money and what they teach you is worthless.”

Hard to let that pass. Inasmuch as Mom contributed not a cent to her tuition—inasmuch as every penny came from Tara’s job at the bank plus help from her grandmother Nell plus a small scholarship, and all she got from her parents was room and board for which she paid $450 a month so that wasn’t a gift either—it was a struggle not to snap back at her. But what good would that do? Remember, all you want is to get to your room. Remember, this woman is the same birdnecked alien you were just watching through the living room window a moment ago. Pretend there’s  no family connection, that you’re invisible and you can slip away unnoticed at any time—

“Wait. Sit for a minute. The drawing’s coming up.”

“Got a quiz tomorrow, Mom. So I should probably—”

“You know what it’s worth this time?”

Tara shook her head.

“You’re kidding me,” said Mom. “You really don’t know?”

“I really don’t.”

“Three hundred and eighteen million dollars.”

“Wow.”

The sum touched Tara’s life in no meaningful way, but she thought if she showed sufficient awe maybe Mom would release her.

“Though if you take the lump sum,” said Mom, “then after you pay your taxes, you’d only have a hundred some million.”

“Oh.”

“Like a hundred twenty-odd. Hardly worth bothering, right? You mind freshening this for me? So I won’t disturb the Little Prince here?”

Mom swirled her glass.

On the TV was Nip/Tuck, which wasn’t appropriate for ten-year-old Jase but then he wasn’t watching it anyway. He was playing Revenant on his Micro. Oblivious as ever—and Tara was happy to ignore him back. She carried Mom’s glass to the kitchen, filled it with ice and Bombay and tonic, cut a thin half-wheel of lime and placed it festively. Be solicitous, servile. Try to soften her. Don’t resist in any way.

But when she returned, Mom was holding up a thin windowed envelope, a bill from some credit card company, and demanding: “Know how I got this? Came right to the office.  Angela gave it to me. I didn’t even know this bill existed. It’s for seven hundred dollars. Your father never mentioned it.”

What would be the least resistant reply possible? Tara tried, “That’s awful, Mom.”

“Awful? It’s the most humiliating thing that can ever happen to anyone. Anyone. Ever. Of course your father isn’t worried. Your father thinks we’ll be fine.”

“Well, won’t we?”

Oh, that was dumb. That was way too cheerful. Mom pounced. “You don’t get it at all, do you? They’re gonna foreclose. They’re gonna take our house. They’re gonna take it out from under our feet and take the damn Liberty with it. You’re gonna have to leave school. I’m sorry, cupcake. You’re gonna have to start producing some income.”

“Mom, I’m a little tired. Would you mind if I—”

“Do you think I’m not tired? I am so damn tired of being this poor and your father in total denial and you kids thinking this is some kind of bad dream we’re gonna wake up from! We’re gonna lose everything, do you not get it? This boat is sinking. Nobody’s gonna bail us out. The boat is going down! I mean, baby, sugar-cake, you’re gonna have to start swimming. You’re gonna—”

But then came a fanfare on the TV, and instantly Mom left off. She gave Jase a little swat and he hustled out of her way, and she leaned forward to check her flotilla of tickets.

“And now,” said a somber announcer, “here’s tonight’s drawing for the Max-a-Million jackpot. Tonight’s jackpot is worth . . . three hundred and eighteen milly-on dollars.”

No one onscreen. Just the voice of that undertaker. And a hopper in the shape of a funeral urn, full of lightly waltzing plastic balls. One of them flew up suddenly on a puff of air  and rolled down a serpentine ramp and posed itself before the camera.

“The first number is . . . tuh-wenty-seven.”

Mom murmured, “Uh-huh. Got that here.” Trying for indifference. But her eyes were full of eagerness.

Tara quietly cheated a few steps toward the hall.

“The next number is forty-two.”

“Well I do have that,” said Mom.

And Tara made her move. Melted silkily away while Mom was too dazzled by the numbers to notice.

In her room, Tara shut the door and sat at the laptop on her desk. Clio had just posted:u still “studying” bitch? do u think jonah wrights sperm has beneficial properties of healing? wil it help u lose pounds from hips waist and thighs? he wasn’t at headquarters tho just creepy seth from jax. I h8 the wick. die if I dont getout of the wick.




Tara wrote back:Havent started yet. Caught by Mom. She’s watching the drawing. In 20 seconds she’l lose and go skitzo.




And right on time: Mom’s hell-on-the-loose shriek from the living room. Worse even than usual. Then: “TARA! TA-RA!”

Tara typed brb and opened the door. “Yes?”

“TARA!”

Particularly anguished tonight. Tara returned to the living room to find her on her knees before the TV, with Jase cowering in the corner. Mom had utterly lost it. Her mouth was open  and she was holding up one of her tickets and tears were pouring down her cheeks, and this wasn’t just another drunken display of self-pity: there was true fear. “GRACE OF GOD!” she cried. As though she were beholding His face at that very moment. She clutched the ticket in her fist and rocked back and forth. “GRACE OF GOD! GRACE OF GOD! GRACE OF GOD!”




THURSDAY


Shaw was roasting to death. So feeble the a.c. in this ’91 Tercel that he had to leave the windows open or die. Though the air that came in was as hot as jet exhaust, so he was dying anyway. For a while he crowded up to a big rig in the next lane, for the shade. But the truck turned off at a weigh station and left him in the oven again, and he hadn’t slept for more than twenty-four hours and he’d been behind the wheel all night with only the one nap at that rest stop near Charlotte, and he was jacked to the gills on Red Bull, coffee, and Dextrostat. And the Georgia landscape was nothing but slash pine and ribbon-of-highway, forever. Also Romeo’s sleeping was getting on his nerves. Romeo had been sleeping ferociously since the mountains: sweating, shivering, sometimes grinding his teeth, which annoyed the hell out of Shaw. It was high time to wake him up.

But not yet. Less than an hour to Florida. He could deal with the heat. It had been another cold miserable Ohio spring and now Florida by his calculations was fifty-six minutes away. If he endured the heat and the boredom, and stayed at eighty-one miles an hour, they could be in Florida in fifty-five minutes and . . . forty seconds—more or less, and stop for breakfast in  Florida.

Then he noticed the pull. There was a slight shimmy in the wheel, coaxing him to the left. He thought he knew what it was. The left front tire had a slow leak, which Romeo was supposed to have checked before the trip, but he must have forgotten. Shaw took the next exit. There were four gas stations, but all he  wanted was air, so it didn’t matter: he chose one at random. He drove up to the air hose at the side of the lot.

After he cut the engine, it still seemed that the world was hurtling along.

He got out and picked up the air hose, and found that the pressure gauge was busted. He knew Romeo wouldn’t have one. He went into the store. It called itself ‘Chummy’s Gourmet Shoppe’, but it was just standard convenience-store junk. Chips and salsa, banks of candy, a great wall of electrified soda. The air was sweetly cool though. And the counter girl had nice upstanding breasts under her T-shirt.

“Hi,” she said, and it had a Southern flip at the end. His first Southern girl. He’d met girls from the South before but this was the first girl he’d met in the South. Her nametag said Cheryl. He ran his tongue over his teeth to clean them, and wished he had something clever to say back. But he couldn’t think of anything.

“You got like a tire gauge?” he asked. “I have to check my tires.”

She placed a much-worn gauge on the counter. “Don’t drive off with it.”

“I won’t.”

She gave him a warm smile.

He went out to the Tercel and squatted beside the left front tire and tried not to touch the hubcap. He read the pressure at 28 psi, which seemed not too low considering. He gave it a few jolts of air, then went and read the rear tires, which were right at 30 so they were fine.

Romeo’s door swung open, and his voice came out: “Sup?”

“Car’s sort of pulling.”

“Where we at?”

“Georgia.”

“They weren’t shitting about the heat, were they?”

If it wasn’t the tires, Shaw thought, it was probably the alignment. Or even the bearing. It had better not be the bearing. He’d agreed to split costs on this trip, but he wasn’t paying half on a new fucking bearing when it was Romeo’s car. Maybe they could ignore it. Just nurse it as far as Key West and then sell it (the plan was to hire out on fishing boats and work their way to Trinidad and never return to their zombie jobs at Dayton Techworld).

He went up to check the right front. He thought about the clerk again. At least this would give him an opening with her. He could go back in and say, “The tires were OK. I guess my car was just pulling me—it wanted me to come in here.” Should he leave it like that? Subtle, mysterious? Or should he explain how there were lines of power running under the Earth, called ley lines, and vortices where they crossed, and how these vortices could act as huge magnets? Well. That might strike her as too weird.

Maybe he should just say, “My car likes blondes.”

God. Yes. He was a thousand miles from Piqua, Ohio, and nobody was here to judge him except Romeo, and his judgment didn’t count. Why not say whatever comes to mind?

As he was going back into the store, a truck pulled up: one of those TV satellite trucks. WSAV from Savannah. It wasn’t coming for gas. It pulled off quietly to the side, and Shaw watched for a moment as the driver got out, and then this smartly dressed dude who was probably the reporter, then some other guy. They conferred amongst themselves. Shaw felt stupid just standing there watching, so he went in.

Cheryl wasn’t at the counter anymore. Some Asian guy now. On his cell phone, talking animatedly in Chinese or Korean or  whatever. Shaw handed over the tire gauge and the guy took it without a glance and went back to chirping into the phone.

Then Shaw noticed Cheryl standing by the front window, looking out at the TV truck. She had her back to him. He approached her, thinking he could still say the thing about blondes. But she was also on the phone, and she seemed excited about something. Saying, “He’s like friends with my brother? They’re both in third grade? And he’s bragging how it’s his family that won.”

A little pause. Then she said, “Yeah, but Ashley, nobody even knew this was the store! It hasn’t been announced yet! And they buy tickets here all the time.”

Another pause. Then she said, “No, he owns that copier place. They’re like, I know them, they go to Renewal. Oh shit. Well, you’ll hear about it tomorrow!” She laughed.

She became aware of Shaw. “Hold on,” she told her friend. She asked Shaw, “Help you?”

“I brought your gauge back.”

“What?”

“I mean, it wasn’t the tires. It was the, just, it was, you know, pulling.”

“Pulling?”

“Like my car was pulling me here.”

“Oh.”

She had no idea what he was talking about, and didn’t care. She was checking out another TV truck pulling into the lot. She told the phone, “Oh my god, there’s another one! From Jax! Ashley, I gotta go.” Calling out, “Mr. Hu! Here’s another TV station!”

The Asian guy said, “Call Courtney, tell her come in! And find Wes!”

When she turned away from the window, she was surprised to find Shaw still standing there. “You all set?” she said.

He asked her, “How come those trucks are out there?”

“Um. ’Cause we sold the ticket outta this store.”

“What ticket?”

“For the jackpot.”

“Out of this store?”

“Uh-huh.”

“How much?”

She gestured to a sign, by the lottery display. THIS WEEK’S MAX-A-MILLION JACKPOT IS WORTH . . . Under which someone had written, in magic marker: “ $318,000,000.00.”

The reach of it, the vastness, caught him in the gut.

“That’s. Millions?”

She nodded. Already dialing another friend.

He tried to steady his breath. “And you know the winners?”

She shook her head. “No. Nobody does. They have to come forward. Could be weeks.” Her call went through and she left him, telling the phone, “Hey, Rosemary. Guess what?”

Why had she lied to him? Telling him nobody knew who won, when he’d just heard her gossiping about the winners. She’d probably seen him checking the tires on the Tercel, which looked like an old beat-up filing cabinet on wheels—and had zero respect for him, and thought he wasn’t worth sharing this secret with.

And did he give a shit? The girl was a clerk in a palace of crap in the middle of nowhere, she was empty-headed and kind of unpretty, and did he give a damn what she thought about his car?

But he did, he realized. He was all worked up. A shaft of anger had opened inside him.

He walked down the aisle that led to the ATM. Planning to withdraw some cash, but then he couldn’t bear to. He couldn’t face his paltry balance. He stopped beside the Party Time ice chest, which looked like a pirate’s chest, with loose pieces of ice glittering and smoldering, and he considered that while he had all of nine hundred fifty dollars to spend on this whole vacation, someone else had just won three hundred eighteen million. Out of the blue! Thrown away on a family of South Georgia nothings! And would they even have a clue how to use it? No. In fact it was bound to destroy whatever meager happiness they had. Leave them feeling unloved, untrusting, miserable. Prey to any scavenger who got a whiff of their feast. He heard Cheryl laugh into her phone, and the sound came to him like fingernails scraping down a blackboard, and he walked out into the sunlight just as the TV crews were coming in, and he thought, goddamn this shitshack to hell.

 



 



 



 



Romeo was awake by now but still sleep-paralyzed. It seemed like a good idea to get out of this frypan and go take a leak. But that would have required unfolding his legs, raising up the seat, brushing the crumbs off his shirt. So he stayed where he was. He lay there and looked out idly at the TV trucks and wondered what all the commotion was about. He was still turning this over when Shaw opened the door.

“What’s with the TV trucks?”

“It’s ’cause you’re such a star, Romeo. They’re stalking you.” Shaw snapped off the music and started the engine. To deal with the scorching steering wheel, he grabbed a T-shirt  from the backseat and made it into an oven pad. He drove out of the lot.

He was in one of his moods. The kind of mood he got into only when some girl had snubbed him.

Said Romeo, “I gotta take a leak.”

“Should have thought of that sooner.” Shaw pulled out into the four-lane—but away from the interstate. A sign said DOWNTOWN BRUNSWICK.

Said Romeo, “I was asleep. Could we go back there for a second?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Place is full of shit.”

“She was that fuckable?”

“Who, the clerk? Who cares about the clerk?”

So he had been dissed. The clerk must have flirted with him on account of his charming skewed smile—but then he’d come on a little too odd, or too needy, and she’d shut him down. Happened all the time. And these rejections always got him going. But this time his pique seemed to be mixed with a kind of ebullience. His lips were moving; he glistened with sweat. He said, “You know what I do care about? Here’s this universe filled with power, right? These energies, all around us, in every molecule. And you and me, we’re smart, we’re capable, we’re clever. You know? But we might as well be ghosts. We can’t seem to get hold of a fucking thing. You notice that? Everything just passes right through us and gets pissed away. Everything goes to someone else. It’s amazing.”

“Yeah,” said Romeo. “I hear that.” But really he only half-heard it. Mostly he just wanted to piss and for Shaw to let go of whatever was burning him up.

[image: 001]

Tara was at her desk at the bank, closing out her accounts, when she looked up and saw Mrs. Potro approaching. Oh this is great, she thought. Last day here, last hour—and what do I get for my parting gift but the meanest and lyingest of all the mean lying bitches who’ve made working here such hell.

“Hello, Mrs. Potro. What can I do for you?”

The woman had a long blue vein in her neck that throbbed when she got upset. Which was every frikkin time she came in. She slapped a letter on Tara’s desk: Notice of Insufficient Funds.  She really did slap it down, and said, “Twenty-five dollars? You’re charging me twenty-five dollars? For what, for the privilege of having you steal from me? No no no. This time you will not get my money.”

Tara tried to remember what life had been like when anything Mrs. Potro said had mattered. But she couldn’t. Already the world before the jackpot was beginning to seem remote. Just don’t laugh in her face, she thought, just let’s get through this one final demon and I’ll be done with this moronic job forever. Then I’ll let it fall away and never think of it again.

She checked her computer and said softly, “Well, ma’am, um, it shows here that the funds in your account on June 11 were not—”

“I made a deposit on the eleventh! You don’t see that?”

“I see one for June 13—”

“Right! Because, on the eleventh, my sister had a diabetic attack. Do you have any idea of how debilitating that can be?  Any idea?”

“Sounds horrible.”

“I wasn’t making deposits on the eleventh because I was at  the hos-pital. You think I like going to the hospital? So I made a deposit first thing on the twelfth—”

“Or the thirteenth.”

“Young lady! I’ve been a customer of this bank since before you were born. I used to think I was a valued customer. I used to  imagine . . .”

But Tara was thinking of the flowing blue skies of the jackpot. The jackpot which overruled and eclipsed everything, including Mrs. Potro, and which held the silver keys to the future. And in less than an hour she’d be telling Nell about it! Should I just lay it on the table, or should I tease her first? Make it a guessing game? So every time Nell guesses wrong I can say, “No, bigger. Think bigger,” and then should I—

“Are you ignoring me?” said Mrs. Potro.

“What.”

“You’re? Ignoring? Me?”

“Well yeah. I was sort of in my own thoughts there.”

The neck-cobra pulsed. “Let me speak to Mr. Allen this instant.”

“Why? You gonna get me fired?”

“I want to speak to Mr. Allen!”

“Mr. Allen’s gone home. You can come see him tomorrow. But you can’t get me fired, ’cause I don’t work here anymore. This is my last day. Actually, this is my last minute in this dump. So. What is it you were whining about again?”

Right before her eyes the woman was turning into an open-mouthed gargoyle. A pleasure to witness.

“So what was it again?” Tara asked her. “Twenty-five?” She reached into her own purse and counted out a twenty and five ones, and set these down before the wounded duchess. “Here.

Little farewell gift,” she said. Then added two quarters and a nickel. “With interest.”

She turned away, went back to her monitor, her accounts. After a while she heard Mrs. Potro sniff significantly and totter away.

But only after scooping up the money. This is the crowning touch, thought Tara. This makes this day perfect.

She finished her paperwork and said goodnight to the tellers like it was any other day, and took off. On the way back to Brunswick she played Santogold as loud as she could. “Break it break it you can’t stop me in this race!” The sky over the marshes had no end, the whole world was in her grasp, and it seemed as though she was lifting off above herself; tooling along in her Geo and at the same time lifting into the sky, and so filled with excitement and freedom that she had to open her mouth and  scream.

Then her phone beeped. Message from Clio.

 



Headquarters. Code Blu.

 



Code Blu meant a full-on panic attack—usually brought on by some bass guitarist messing with Clio’s head.

Tara wrote back:

 



Cant.

 



A moment later she got:

 



Code INSANELY frikkin Blu!

 



Tara gave up then. What else could she do? She went to Headquarters, which was the name they’d given to Skeet and Bobbie’s  condo. It was out on Altama Avenue, in the gloomy whitetrash hive called Spanish Gardens (nothing Spanish about it except a crude Moorish archway on the sign, and no gardens either). Bobbie let her in. Everyone was smoking weed and watching Sarah Silverman on TV. Tara went looking for Clio. She found her in the kitchen heating a frozen pizza. The guy Jonah from Kings of Unsnap was with her. He was trying to look languorous and slouchy and world-weary, but his big quivering Adam’s apple spoiled the effect. He wasn’t uncute though, and his band was not unbearable, and yesterday Tara had even been considering him a little. But now the jackpot had swept him off the planet. Now, when he drawled “Heyyy, Taraaa,” she found she had no  interest. She scarcely nodded. She looked to Clio, who gestured toward the sliding back door.

Jonah said, “Where you going? You doing lesbo stuff? Hey, I’m a dyke too.” They ignored him. They went out to the yard (weeds, beer kegs in the weeds, a rusted weedwhacker) and slid the door shut.

Tara said, “Sup?”

Clio said, “Sup with you? Sup with all this I’m too busy, I’m too busy shit? ’Cause what you’re doing is like, I’m not your bitch anymore?”

“Well no, I really have been busy—”

“Rat, don’t lie to me. Just tell me. You guys win the lottery?”

Meteor crashing. Try to keep your wits. Try to look bewildered. “What?”

“Do not lie to me. You’re a terrible liar.”

“I just don’t understand what you’re asking.”

“Laurie Massey told me you guys won the Max-a-Million jackpot.”

“The what?”

Enough variations on what. Fight back or you’re finished. “Is she, like, joking? Is she nuts?”

Said Clio, “Apparently your brother told some kid y’all had won it.”

Clio was a big girl, striking, with tattoos up and down her arms and a silver serpent that looped through her cheek. Her stare was demanding. Tara loved her, and hated to lie to her. But she’d made a solemn pact with her family: we won’t tell anyone. If Jase had broken this vow, that was Jase’s business, but Tara wasn’t going to let her family down. She met Clio’s gaze and said, “My little brother is delusional. As well you know.”

“Well, somebody won the thing.”

“Yeah? Not us.”

“But here you’ve gone into hiding and all—”

“Hiding? For shit’s sake, dude, I’m just busy. I just got out of the bank. You think I’d go work at that bank if I’d just won like all the money in the world?”

Clio took a long thoughtful pull on her cigarette. She said, “It’s just, if you had won, I’d be so happy for you I’d be peeing my pants. But if you’re like, hiding this from me? And if it’s like I’m losing you or something—then I don’t know what I’d do. I’d kill myself. I mean it. I would.”

“Oh shut up. You’re not gonna lose me. Who’s my bitch?”

She put her hand on Clio’s neck.

Said Clio, “Let go of me now, degenerate.”

Tara said, “You’d love it.”

Said Clio, “Hey, guess who got his snake milked last night?”

“Oh God. Not that FLETCY guy? Oh god. That’s too gross.”

“You have no frikkin idea.”

I just have to keep this safe for another day or two. Then we’ll  let the truth out and I’ll take her to New York first and then Paris, and it’ll be the sweetest trip of a lifetime and she’ll forgive me, she has to; she loves me. And anyway winning the jackpot means you get everything; love, riches, dreams, forgiveness, sky, ocean, shoes, power over the Mrs. Potros, everything, nothing denied: this is how I intend to proceed.

 



 



 



 



 



Shaw surfed. The motel room had a back door which he left wide open, and the outside came pouring in—the heat, pollen, salt air, and some heartbreaking vineflower that was blooming just outside the door. All this was mixing with the cinderblock-mold smell of the motel itself; also there were the shouts and sudden splays of music from unsavory folk trawling past on Rt.

17. It was paradise. He took deep guzzles from his Wendy’s ice tea, and searched the web.

Cheryl at that convenience store had said that he, whoever he  was, had a copier store. Shaw went to Yellowbook and found there were only two independent copier businesses in Brunswick, Georgia: Murray Copiers and Boatwright Office Supply and Copiers.

He clicked on Murray’s, which was painfully slow to load, and when it did there was a notice from ’06:

 



Dear Customer. Due to rising costs and foreign competition . . .

 



Belly-up. Gone.

He went back and clicked the link for Boatwright Office Supply and Copiers, and got a pic of Mitch Boatwright, CEO. Studio halo. But with slightly bulging eyes that made him too bulldoggish, too eager looking. And that shadow in your ear, Mitch—is that earhair? In your business photo? Are you a simpleton?

More important: are you my quarry?

mitch boatwright brunswick ga brought him oceans of useless stuff. For example he discovered, in the 1870 City Directory for Scranton, Pennsylvania, that Henry Boatwright had been an ironworker, and that Greta Schuleit, laundress, hailed from Brunswick, Germany. He wondered if they had ever met. Were they lovers? Did she come to his room above the ironworks?

I better focus here.

Look at this: “Joseph Boatwright deceased 1892 survived by his wife Kathleen, two sons, Abner and Edgar, also by his daughter Louise who is married to Dr. Mitchell Vermillion of Brunswick, Georgia.”

Vermillion: now there’s a name. Should I change my name to Shaw Vermillion?

He kept floating. Boatwright after Boatwright, but most of them were in the ground: in the graveyards of Brunswick, Georgia, Brunswick, Maine, and New Brunswick, New Jersey. And the few that were living were uselessly faraway. He placed half a dexie on his tongue and let it dissolve. It tasted like a Sweet Tart but drier, more businesslike. He drank from his Wendy’s giant cup of tea.

Behind him, Romeo, sound asleep again, started grinding his teeth.

That bitch Cheryl had said, “They go to Renewal.” What would Renewal be? Some kind of church? Or gym, or club or something? He typed in renewal brunswick ga and found he was right the first time: the first two hundred entries were  for the Faith Renewal Church on Altama Avenue. He typed faith renewal mitch boatwright brunswick—and was granted a vision:

A girl, on stage. Tara, age 12. Daughter of Mitch and Patsy Boatwright. She was wearing donkey ears. It was Christmas 1999, at the Faith Renewal Church of Brunswick, Georgia. The girl was kind of skinny but what intense eyes!

Tara. He loved the Deep-South cheesiness of the name.

She’d be twenty-one or twenty-two now.

tara boatwright facebook

But Facebook’s Tara Boatwright was an old crone from Perth, Australia.

Maybe, because this was a small town in Georgia, his Tara hadn’t gotten around to Facebook yet?

tara brunswick ga myspace

And that was it.

She was now twenty-one. Her handle was johnny’s girl—the page was backdropped with a sprawling Johnny Depp. He went right away to her pics. Those eyes again. Oh my god. Curious, large, innocent. Though not too innocent. In one beach pic she was turning to look back at the camera and you saw that not only did she have a devastating ass; she also knew what you were looking at. Another shot had her wearing smudged mascara and a black choker and black bangs. Severity in her jawline. She was representing danger. God. Will you fight me, Tara? He grinned. I imagine you will.

Shot of a rock concert with some goth girlfriend: Drive Fast & Shut Your Eyes. in Savannah. With Clio! Favorite band evvvuh!

Another shot, also with Clio and some other girls: CRUNK POSSE!

Shot of her little brother Jase.

Various boys. James, a dull boy, and Wynn, equally dull. No, maybe Wynn was one degree cooler, shaggier. James was posing woodenly in front of a church bus.

Various shots of other relatives and friends.

Two somewhat strained poses with her father, Mitch. Only one with her mom.

But more than a dozen pics of her with her grandmother Nell.

The two of them laughing, waltzing arm in arm: Me and Nell in New Orleans. Then they were in Tunica, Miss, before a row of one-arm bandits. Looked like Tara was only fourteen or so—had Nell sneaked her into a gambling joint?

 



I LOVE:

John Christopher Depp, Jr.

Nell

Biking to the beach

Our Lord!

Mom and Dad and Jase

Clio

BarbeQue shrimp at Southern Soul

Golden retrievers

Frida Kahlo

Cousin Alfred

Being scared

MOVIES: Anything with JCD, Jr!

Also Donnie Darko, Kill Bill 1 & 2, The Passion of the Christ, Ghost World.

Hot hot summer days

Had she really written Being scared?

Everything I need, thought Shaw, is right here. All that the girl cares about, all she prizes. Into the basilica of Tara comes the beast. The pillager, the barbarian.

He looked down and saw that his hand was shaking. He pressed his palm into the corner of his desk, to steady it. But it kept shaking.

Why? Because I’m terrified? Probably. Yes. But so what? I can’t live the way I’ve been living, not another hour. Not as a gonking field mouse for Dayton Techworld. Not another second.

 



BOOKS: The Bell Jar. The Wind in the Willows. The Monkey’s Paw, by W. W. Jacobs.

 



Being scared.

 



GOAL IN LIFE: Get out of the Wick.

 



The Wick? What could the Wick be? And why be so intent on escaping it?

Could “the Wick” represent time going up in smoke? The grindingness, the ephemerality, of day-to-day life?

Oh. Wait. Of course. Bruns-wick.

The tea was sweet and dilute; it slapped against his gullet and was about the best thing he’d ever tasted. The feeling in his limbs was cool, stony. He brushed his fingers against his thigh and his own touch was distant to him. I believe if she crosses me I’ll be happy to let her feel some of what I’m capable of.

In her JOURNAL, in an entry from a week ago, she’d written: Worrying last night and once I start worrying I can’t stop and cant sleep. is everything in the world about money? But Nell never had money &she’s so happy. I want to marry edward scissorhands. I want to BE edward scissorhands.




 



She also wrote, and this came as a shock to him:Do not mess with the people I love because I will CUT you and no one will ever fix you again, I’m serious.




He consulted 411.com. There was a Nell Boatwright on Egmont Street, and a Mitchell Boatwright at 38 Oriole Road.

On Birdseye, there were aerial views of Brunswick that seemed to have been made on a day as sepulchral as this one. Scattering of cars on Rt. 341, and on Gloucester Street, but most of the streets were completely empty, lifeless, not a soul in sight.

38 oriole road.

Birdseye took him in a great arc over Brunswick, the chemical plant, the railroad tracks, the hospital, and then softly downward. Descending as though on spidersilk into a neighborhood of middling prosperity. Till he was dangling just above the Boatwrights’ home. A brick ranch house, no more or less soulless than the houses to either side. The oval blob in back might be a kiddie pool. One spindly tree out front. Looked like a hedge on one side; on the other a wooden fence.

He was so juiced he had to get up and walk around.

He came back to the laptop. Look at that, he thought. That house—his workshop. Jesus. Could he really do this? He had to. He had to live. He couldn’t not-live any longer. He knew that if there were any resistance, it would have to be crushed mercilessly. If they challenged him, he’d have to kill their loved ones  while they watched. And how would he withstand their looks of horror? By tapping into a vein of steadfastness and wisdom. By knowing what he needed. What he needed was beauty. A life of pure beauty, nothing less. He’d pay any price for it.

OK.

I’m ready then.

But Romeo? What about Romeo?

He turned and looked at Romeo asleep on the bed. Whimpering in his dreams like a wounded dog.

 



 



 



 



 



Tara, the moment she shut her car door, heard a whoop from inside the bungalow and cats meowing in concert, and then Nell came out to the front porch to greet her. “Well hello, ba-by!” Her voice was hoarse, crackerish, high. She had a powerful embrace. She held Tara and they rocked back and forth. Tara always thought her grandmother’s hair smelled like popcorn.

Nell dragged her into the kitchen to show off her new toy: a singing buck’s head. It had a six-point rack and it sang “Killing Me Softly with His Song.” It kept rolling its eyes toward a trophy fish on the opposite wall—which sang back, “Hook, Line and Sinker.” Nell cackled wildly.

Then she and Tara sat at the kitchen table and ate crabcakes and drank Yellowtail shiraz. The cats writhed at their feet. Tara thought of the jackpot, and waves of bliss washed over her.

She asked Nell how school had gone today. Nell was sixty-two and semi-retired, but she still taught a summer school program called Great Expectations, for kids who had no expectations at all. Nell said, “Well, Jeremiah tells me he’s been suspended. I say,  ‘Why, Jeremiah?’ He says, ‘ ’Cause I rose up against Mr. Briggs.’ I mean, he’s but thirteen years old, but he’s about as big as Mr. Briggs already. Twice my size. I taught his father. I taught his  grandfather. Both of ’em hooligans, and Jeremiah’s a hooligan too. I say, ‘Jeremiah, you better not rise up against me.’ He says, ‘I ain’t never gonna rise up against you, Miz Boatwright. I’m scared  a you.’ ”

She howled with pleasure.

They finished their crabcakes and cleaned the table; and then played pot-limit seven stud—their custom on Thursday afternoons.

They each had private sacks filled with coins and currency of various countries. The Romanian ten-bani coin was worth a quarter. That old Chinese coin with the hole in the middle was valued at fifty cents. An ersatz Confederate dollar was worth a dime. But the game wasn’t all whimsy: if Nell wanted to bully you, she’d throw down legal tender—a five or a ten or even a twenty—and you’d better stand up to her. You were permitted to fold from prudence but never timorousness. If she caught you shrinking from a fight, she’d turn surly, withering; she’d send you home early.

But so long as you fought back you couldn’t lose. Even if Tara dropped sixty or a hundred dollars in a single evening, it would all be returned to her. When she opened her next tuition bill, she’d find it magically marked PAID; and next time she came to Nell’s she’d find her sack was brimful again, with new and ever odder coins.

This afternoon, Grandmother had a rampage of good fortune. Tara was dealt a straight, but Nell topped it with a full house. Tara picked up a set, but Nell beat it with another boat.  Just one of those days. Nell was giddy. She tsked, “Poor poor unlucky child.”

When she dealt, the cards flew from her fingers.

The cat called Horace Jackal jumped up on the table, and she swept him off with an outstretched arm, without looking. She shouted at Tara. “Bet! It’s your turn! Bet or get out!”

In one hand, all four of Nell’s up-cards were hearts. After she took the pot, she showed her hole cards: all hearts. Seven of them. “Blood everywhere!” She was already tipsy. “Reminds me of my prom night.”

“What happened on your prom night, Grandmother dear?”

Nell shuffled and said, “Oh, well, my date and I, we went to his car to make out? And I was so drunk, and it was so dark in his backseat, I didn’t realize my period had started.”

“Oh my God.”

“Oh my God is right. We open the door and the light comes on, and it was like the Manson family had been in there. It was like helter-skelter in there. It was the single most mortifying moment of my life.”

She shuffled again and again. She held her tongue between her teeth, like a child.

Tara asked, “Who was your date? Was that Grandpa Bill?”

“Nah, I hadn’t even met Bill then. Just some local yokel.” She dealt. But she was still lost in that memory. “Actually, you know the guy. You know who it was?—it was Burris Jones.”
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