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One

THE BLIND OVER THE WINDOW HUNG by just a corner, allowing the midmorning light to stream into the room and across the bed where Billie lay, her right arm flung over her eyes to ward off the combination of the sun’s rays and the fierce hangover she entertained. She was awake but fervently wished she wasn’t. She needed to pee and she needed aspirin or something for her head, yet she couldn’t bring herself to get up. She knew that both relieving her bladder and relieving the pain in her skull were good ideas, just as drinking tequila shooters for three hours the night before had been a bad one. Her entire head hurt, but after a moment she came to realize that her left eye was particularly sore. She gingerly touched her face, felt the contusion around the socket.

Beside her, Rory rolled onto his back and immediately began to snore, which was finally reason enough for Billie to get out of bed. She was wearing only jeans and a bra. She walked into the bathroom across the hall, her head pounding with every step. She washed down three ibuprofens with water directly from the faucet, holding her hair back with one hand as she drank.

She ran more cold water and splashed it across her face. She took a breath and looked into the mirror, staring at her swollen eye for a moment, turning her head one way and then the other as she tried to remember.

The tequila she recalled. The shots had been part of a juvenile drinking contest, something called the Name Game. Billie had played softball after work and in the bottom of the fifth inning she’d heard the rumble of the glasspacks and looked over to see Rory pull up onto the grass behind the bleachers in his Corvette. He wouldn’t park in the lot with the rest of the cars and trucks; he was under the impression that the car was worthy of special attention and the rise behind the screen was just the place for showcasing. Typically, before cutting the ignition, he revved the engine loudly for ten or fifteen seconds, just in case there was somebody within a quarter mile who hadn’t noticed his arrival. He shut it down and got out to lean against the hood (something no other living soul would be allowed to do), where he spent the next half hour smoking cigarettes as he watched the game.

Billie’s team, the Broken Bombers, lost by a score of eleven to eight. They usually went to the Broken Rail—the bar that sponsored them—for wings and beer afterward. On the bench, Billie put her glove and cleats in her sports bag, keeping her head down, hoping to hear the rumble of the Vette’s engine as it chugged away, but knowing that she wouldn’t. Rory would want to come to the bar. He himself didn’t play sports and in fact had no interest in baseball or anything other than cars and drywall, but he was jealous of Billie’s time with the team and he also knew that the men’s teams in the league hung out at the Rail. He was jealous of them too. He’d also been jealous of Billie’s cat until it ran away. At least she told herself that it ran away.

She heard him calling to her as she made to leave and she walked over, trudging up the grassy slope. He was still leaning against the car.

“What’s up?”

“Going to the Rail for beers,” she told him. As if he didn’t know. She went to the Broken Rail every Thursday night after softball.

“I was thinking we could get a pizza.”

“I’m going to the Rail.”

He shrugged. “That’s cool by me.”

She didn’t bother to try to dissuade him. Such attempts in the past had only made him more possessive and suspicious. He didn’t like her being on the team and had taken to asking her to do things on Thursday nights, hoping she’d choose him over softball. He rarely asked her to do anything the rest of the week, other than drink beer at his place and fuck. They’d been seeing each other for six months; she’d agreed to go out with him during the winter, when she’d been particularly bored with her lot in life. He was good-looking and physical and had come off at first as supremely confident, all things she liked in a guy. His insecurities had revealed themselves over time. Of course, that was the way it was in most relationships, but Billie had to wonder why it was always bad things that eventually came to the fore. Just once she’d like to date a guy and find out he’d been hiding the fact that he was really Francis of Assisi.

Rory, clearly not of Assisi, wanted to be around her whenever he could, even though he didn’t want to do anything. He didn’t have many friends of his own. Even the piston heads in Chillicothe avoided him once they realized he wanted only to talk about his own car. Theirs were of zero interest to him.

In the bar the team sat at a long table in the rear. They ordered beer by the pitcher and wings by the dozen. Rory sat beside Billie with his arm around her. She could actually feel herself cringe when he first did it and wondered how he didn’t notice. His sole contribution to the conversation was to mention every ten minutes that Billie had struck out to end the game. The mentions got progressively less funny as the night moved forward.

Billie decided early on to have a couple of beers and a few wings and then leave. Then someone suggested the drinking game, and soon the shots arrived. After that, things grew real fuzzy real fast. For the game, teams of four were made up; each team wrote down ten names on slips of paper and threw them in a hat. As each slip was drawn, an opposing team had to guess the name from clues given. The losers chugged tequila.

The competition—what Billie could remember of it—required a certain level of intelligence as well as general knowledge, and as such Rory hadn’t done well, especially considering that none of the names in the hat happened to be Corvette or Stingray. Fueled by the Cuervo, Billie had begun to mock him, paying him back for his comments about her striking out, and he’d gotten pissed off, cracking back at her. The spat carried on when they got back to the house. The only reason she’d gone home with him was that she’d been too drunk to drive herself. When they got there, he started in on how she’d shown him up in front of her friends and how she had no respect for him. Finally Billie had told him to fuck off and said she would walk home. He’d caught up with her as she was going down the front steps.

Now she went back into the bedroom and picked up her team shirt from the floor. It smelled of beer. Rory was snoring, mouth wide open, a thin line of saliva running down his neck. She looked at him in disgust. Had she been that bored back in January?

She went out to the kitchen and put water on for instant coffee, then sat down, running her fingers over her cheekbone as she waited for the kettle to boil. After a bit she got up and looked in the fridge, but there was nothing there but leftover pizza and salami and cheese slices and beer. She wasn’t hungry anyway. She made coffee and hoped that the painkillers would begin to work.

Carrying a mug, she walked out onto the back porch and sat down on the steps, the events of the night before weighing heavily on her. Rory’s work truck, with A-1 DRYWALL printed on the door, was parked in the drive there, the box loaded with twenty or thirty pieces of sheetrock. The driveway sloped down toward the road out front. The yellow Corvette was parked at the bottom of the hill. As a rule, Rory put it in the garage every night, but she assumed he’d hadn’t bothered when they got home from the Broken Rail. He’d been drinking as much as her and wouldn’t have wanted to move the truck out of the way. Plus, they were still bickering and that would take preference over any shuffling of vehicles. Still, it was a rare occurrence, him leaving his precious baby out in the elements.

Billie sat there, looking at the car. She knew more about it than she did all the other vehicles she’d ever ridden in combined. It was a 1973 Anniversary model in canary yellow. The engine was 354 cubic inches and it put out 275 horsepower. Rory had spent nearly two thousand dollars on an after-market stereo system. For Billie’s birthday in April, he’d bought her a thirty-dollar panties and bra set from Walmart. The underwear was also yellow. Just like the car.

Her head began to clear. Finishing her coffee, she shifted her gaze to the truck, reaching up to touch her cheekbone once again. After a while she got up and went into the house for her purse. It was on the floor by the couch. She looked around to see if there was anything else of hers in the house, anything she would ever need again.

The truck was a standard, floor shift. Billie put the transmission in neutral and released the parking brake and then got out. She stepped back as the truck began to roll forward, slowly picking up speed as it did. It was a heavy vehicle, a GMC three-quarter ton, made even heavier by the couple thousand pounds of sheetrock in the back. The Corvette was constructed mainly of fiberglass and plastic and was no match for the rumbling two-ton mass that smashed into it, crumpling the front fenders like tissue paper, crushing the hood and smashing the windshield like it was cellophane.

Billie assumed that the noise would be more than enough to wake Rory, so she cut across the lawn to the road and started walking quickly north, heading for home. She looked back a few times, expecting to see him in pursuit, but he never appeared. Apparently he slept through what, in his mind, when he finally awoke, would be nothing short of a holocaust.

Will got up to pee at around one o’clock and again at three. The only bathroom in the house was on the ground floor and he made his way down the stairs in the pitch dark, the loose treads complaining beneath his bare feet, the air inside the house still heavy with the humidity of the day. Both times after going, he drank from the bathroom faucet, the well water cold and chalky in his mouth, before going back to bed and uneasy sleep.

At twenty past four he was awake for good. He lay there in the big four-poster, the bed Marian had picked up at an auction outside of Junction City a couple of years earlier, wanting another hour or so of sleep he knew he wouldn’t get. Lay there atop the sheets in the July heat, facing the wall rather than the window, not wanting to witness the coming dawn, knowing damn well that the morning sky would be yellow and cloudless, the air as dry as the Mojave. Just as it had been the day before and the day before that and all the days of the past seven weeks.

He got out of bed with the dawn, dressing in the half light, pulling on brown Carhartt pants and a faded blue shirt. In the kitchen he put coffee on and washed down his morning pills with a glass of orange juice while looking out the window to the outbuildings and paddocks down the hill. The farm occupied a corner between two roads and had two driveways, the main one off the county road that led to the house and a second two-track lane, running from the side road to the west, leading to the barns.

The two mares were standing in the shade of the big barn, head to flank, tails swishing the flies away. The gray colt was off on its own, in the corner of the front pasture nearest the road; it was looking west, as if in anticipation of something. Maybe the animal knew something that Will didn’t. The grass in the pasture was nonexistent, nothing more than brown and brittle stubble poking through the red dirt.

When he finished the juice, he walked down the hill and ran water until the trough in the lee of the barn was half full, then tossed half a bale of hay over the fence, the sheaves kicking up dust as they landed. The colt, seeing the feed, came through the open gate to investigate while the two mares looked like they were deciding whether to leave the shade to come eat. The temperature, with the sun just now showing half on the horizon, was already in the upper eighties. Will watched the colt as it pushed the hay with its nose, not really eating so much as exploring. At two years and a few months, the animal was already sixteen hands, his barrel and chest heavily muscled. He was a dark steely gray and moved with a confidence borne of something Will had rarely come across in his seventy-three years, a quality innate to certain athletes and even in nonathletic types—salesmen and politicians, carpenters and mechanics, doers and watchers—whether they were good or bad or halfway in between. Whatever the quality, it was inherent. The colt had slid out of the birthing canal with the attitude.

The donkey began to bray from inside the barn then, no doubt sensing Will’s presence. Will went and opened the door to the rear paddock, then let the jack and the nanny goat and the brown-and-white pony outside. The girl could tend to them when she got there. The donkey continued to complain as Will made his way back to the house for his own breakfast.

Marian had in the past few months pretty well cleared everything out of the fridge and cupboards that Will considered to be real breakfast food and replaced it with oatmeal and wheat germ and something called quinoa. After gazing unhappily into the pantry for a minute or so, he grabbed the keys to his truck and headed west to the Crossroads Café, five miles away at the intersection of the county road and Burton’s Pike.

The place opened at six and was already half full when Will settled in at the counter. There were no surprises at the Crossroads, neither the food nor the conversation. Will could pick up the odor of frying bacon before he walked in, and as he sat on his stool sipping his coffee he could hear the popping of the grill, smell the grits and scrambled eggs even as he listened to varying opinions of the federal government, the goddamn Chinese, the lack of rain, and the possibility that Buck Barwell’s wife did not leave him because she was screwing Larry Cantor, but rather because she was sleeping with Larry’s daughter, the artist, newly returned from living a few years in London. Apparently the people seeing her coming and going from the Cantor place had jumped to the wrong conclusion. None of these news items would have been available to Will at home, hunched over a bowl of oatmeal sprinkled with quinoa and not enough brown sugar to satisfy a kangaroo mouse.

Bonnie, the owner, was working the fry pans and the grill, while Shannon, a university student and some distant kin to Bonnie, did the waitressing. By the time Will’s breakfast arrived, the talk had moved past the sexual proclivities of Sally Barwell and landed on the topic of Mac McCoy’s prostate. Mac, while studying the same menu he had read a couple of hundred times in the past year alone, decided to inform Shannon, impatiently awaiting his order, that his PSA number was an alarming seventy-three. Shannon, with a full diner to serve, had little time for discussing Mac’s condition, even if she had any idea what the number might represent, which she did not.

“That number don’t mean shit,” Sudsy Jones announced from a corner table.

Mac ordered the country special, which he always ordered, before turning to Sudsy. “How’s that?”

Will dipped the corner of his toast—whole wheat, one concession he’d make to Marian this morning—into the creamy yolk of an egg and ate while he listened.

“Forget about them numbers,” Sudsy told him. “My daddy had a PSA of near two hundred and he told his doctor to stick his treatments up his ass. They was going to give him radiation and chemotherapy both. He didn’t do nothing and he’s still going strong. Eighty-eight years old.”

Mac glanced at Shannon, who had moved off and was no longer even pretending to be interested. “But does everything . . . work?”

“What do you mean?” Sudsy asked.

At that, Mac clenched his fist and raised his forearm dramatically, the universal sign indicating an erection.

“He’s eighty-eight!” Sudsy said. “What’s he gonna do with a hard-on?”

Bonnie, scrambling more eggs, gave Will a look as he took a mouthful of grits, a look that said, You see what I put up with every day? But Will was pretty sure that Bonnie arrived every morning before the sun was up to pop biscuits in the oven and perc coffee and mix pancake batter because she wanted to do those things. She’d had plenty of offers on the place over the years and apparently never had the urge to bite. Her husband, Tim, was a scrap dealer with limited ambition. He was as likely to be found at home drinking beer in a lawn chair as he was out on the road, collecting junked farm equipment. Will suspected that Bonnie had little desire to join him in the yard. If the trade-off was listening to the occasional speculation about the virility of an octogenarian, then so be it.

Will felt a presence and looked to his right to see Stuart Martin slide onto the stool there. He removed his immaculate white straw Stetson and placed it on the counter. He gave Will a look, then nodded toward the corner table, where Mac and Sudsy were carrying on their medical discourse.

“Not exactly the deep end of the gene pool over there,” Martin said.

No matter how accurate the statement might be, Will wasn’t inclined to agree with Martin, who was a developer and a number of other things, most of which saw him kissing the asses of the so-called influential citizens of Marshall County. It was not surprising that he wouldn’t have anything good to say about certain denizens of the Crossroads. He was a man who tailored his opinions to fit his surroundings and Will was damn certain that Martin would have little positive to say about him, if the circumstances and crowd were different. Will also knew that Martin was tight with Reese Ryker and that Will’s name—if not his character—had been a popular subject with Ryker, ever since the gray colt had arrived on the scene.

Will finished his coffee and stood up. “I wouldn’t be any kind of an expert on that.”

“I would,” Martin said. “How’s your pasture holding up, Will?”

“What pasture?” Will put eight dollars on the counter and gave Bonnie a wink.

“I hear you,” Martin said. “Damnedest drought I ever saw. I’m spending two hundred dollars a week on water just so my lawn doesn’t die.”

“I’m going to go before my heart breaks,” Will said.

And go he did.

When he got back to the farm, a flatbed was parked by the barn and the driver was leaning against the fender of the truck, smoking a cigar that was down to its last inch and a half. The man was near Will’s age, wearing a denim jacket and a greasy John Deere cap, pushed high on his forehead. Will glanced at his watch as he got out of the truck; it was seven forty. The seller had said the hay would be there around nine.

“You’re early.”

The driver shrugged. “I was on the road at three. Beat the heat.”

“How’s that working out?” Will asked.

“Not worth a shit but least this way I’m back home by noon or so.”

Will walked over to look at the hay. It was a trefoil timothy mix and appeared to be pretty good quality. He yanked a handful from a bale and held it to his nose a moment. The driver pulled the lading bill from his jacket pocket.

“Hundred bales, right?”

Will nodded. “You can back around to the pole barn there.”

The driver looked where Will pointed, to where the roof of the pole barn extended into the paddock. “Keep it out of the rain, is that the idea?”

“That’s not even funny anymore,” Will told him.

It took the two of them less than twenty minutes to unload and stack the hundred bales. The flatbed had at least ten times that on board; apparently Will’s place had been the first stop. While the driver was restrapping the load, Will walked up to the house for the check he’d written earlier. When he returned, the driver was looking at the broodmares and the colt, standing in the shade.

“Never bought hay in July before.”

“Need rain to grow pasture,” the driver said. “That’s a law.”

Will handed him the check. After giving it the once-over, the man gave Will a receipt. “Masterson Thoroughbreds,” he said. “You still in the game?”

“I am.”

The driver took a moment to blatantly look over the farm—the unpainted barns, the house on the hill with its sagging porches— before turning again to the horses in the paddock. “What are you running?”

“That bay mare still races. Finished fifth last month at Chestnut. Laid up just now, though.”

The driver looked at the bay, unimpressed. “Tough way to make a living, you ask me. Rich man’s game, more than ever these days.”

“I don’t feel the urge to ask you,” Will told him.

“I don’t mean to offend, mind you.”

“You couldn’t offend me. I don’t know you from Adam.”

The driver smiled at that. He took a match from his pocket and tried to light the cigar stub. There wasn’t enough left to smoke and he gave up, tossing the butt to the ground. He indicated the colt. “What do you got there—two-year-old?”

“That’s right.”

“Good-looking horse.” The man’s tone suggested that he was surprised to see such a horse at this particular location, as if he’d looked up to the house and seen Ava Gardner sitting on the porch. “You working him yet?”

“I am.” Will took a moment, trying to decide if he even wanted to have this conversation with the man. “That chestnut by the trough is the dam. The sire is Saguaro.”

The driver actually chuckled when he heard the name. “Did you say Saguaro?”

Will nodded. He wasn’t sure why he felt compelled to tell this superior little prick who the sire was. Maybe he didn’t like being looked down on by the guy who delivered his hay.

“That would be the same Saguaro who was sold to the Double R for twenty-some million dollars a few years ago?”

“How many thoroughbred stallions named Saguaro you know of?” Will asked.

The driver smiled again, clearly not believing a word. “Well— good for you, buddy. You might have yourself a real world-beater there. I’ll keep an eye out for him, once you get him on a track somewhere. What do you call a horse like anyway—Man o’ War?”

“I call him Cactus Jack,” Will said. “You can pick up that cigar butt and take it with you.”

Will turned on his heel and walked to the house, hearing the truck as the diesel engine fired to life and then accelerated up the drive toward the highway. Will didn’t look back until he reached the porch, where he turned to see the flatbed moving north. The dust the truck had raised in the driveway hung over the farm like a brown cloud.

In the kitchen he got a glass of water from the sink and sat down at the scarred harvest table. Yesterday’s mail was there, where he had tossed it after bringing it in from the box, not wanting to open certain letters. Like the one from the bank.

But now he did. The information inside was pretty much what he expected. Tossing the papers aside, he picked up the Rancher’s Journal. Most of the news there was about the drought. Why did people feel obligated to report on the weather so much when it was all around? If it rained all day, the six o’clock news would have a five-minute segment telling people how it had rained all day, with some unfortunate reporter standing out in the deluge as if to prove it, while anybody with a window and the brains of a chigger already knew that it had rained all day.

He left the paper on the table and went to the sink for another glass of water. His doctor wanted him to drink at least eight glasses a day, to “keep things moving.” He also wanted Will to walk an hour a day, or go to a gym for that length of time. He walked plenty around the farm, although he couldn’t say how far in particular. As for going to a gym, even the doctor knew that wasn’t about to happen.

Glancing out the window, he saw the little girl riding down the driveway on her bicycle. Her hair was tucked beneath a baseball cap and she wore pink jeans and a T-shirt with a picture of something—Will couldn’t tell what—on the front. He watched as she leaned the bike against the barn wall and walked directly to the paddock. The colt came to her right away. She had a connection to the colt that Will did not. The horse dropped his head to push his nose through the fence rail, getting low enough for the girl to run her hand over it. Will could see her speaking to the animal and he wondered what she might be saying. After a few moments, she went into the barn. He drained the glass—two down and six to go—and went out the door.

The girl—Jodie was her name—was dispersing hay to the animals when he walked around to the back paddock. The goat, keeping its distance from the others, was standing in the shade of the building, chewing contentedly on a sheaf. The piston pump was thump-thumping in the corner, filling the claw-foot bathtub along the rail fence.

Will stood quietly by the corner of the barn. The girl, her tongue clenched between her teeth, didn’t see him as she lifted a half bale of the new hay over the top rail to drop it into the corral. She watched as the donkey and pony came over and dug in. After a moment she went inside to shut off the pump. Returning with a brush in her hand, she saw him standing there.

“Good morning, Will.”

“Hello, Sprout.”

“I see we finally got our hay.”

“We did.” Will walked along the outside of the fence to look at the donkey. The animal, pulling at the hay, lifted its head and its ears went back. It had been leery of Will since arriving at the farm. Will could tell that the animal had been mistreated in its past, and probably by a man. The donkey was fine with the girl and even let her ride it without much fuss, although it preferred to move at a walk.

“Putting on weight finally,” Will said.

“He sure likes his hay,” Jodie said.

“You need to be careful with an animal,” Will said. “A horse gets into the grain, for instance, and he’ll eat himself sick. You ever see those chuckleheads at that all-you-can-eat buffet over to Junction City, stuffing their faces? Same thing with a horse, if you let him.”

The little girl nodded slowly at the information, taking it in word for word, as she did everything she heard from Will.

“Figure out my share for the hay and I’ll pay you,” she said. “I got five dollars for helping my Aunt Micky clean a house in town on Monday and I have five more coming this weekend.”

“I’ll have my accountant look into the particulars,” Will said.

“Are you having fun with me?”

“Nope,” Will said. “We got no time for fun. We’re running a farm here.”

Jodie opened the gate and went into the paddock. “Go ahead and tease, but I have work to do. I need to brush that pony out. He looks like he took a dirt bath.”

“All right,” Will said. “I’m taking Jack over to Chestnut Field. I want to work him in the morning. I’d ask you to tag along but you need to brush out that pony.”

Jodie stopped, trapped by her own good intentions. “Won’t take me but ten minutes to take care of this pony.”

“Oh—then you want to tag along?”

“Stop it.”

“I guess I’ll wait, then,” Will said.

“You can sit in the shade and tease me while I work, mister.”

“That’s the best plan I’ve heard so far today,” Will said.

He went over and sat, as she suggested. After a while, the goat left off the hay on the ground and walked over to the end of the paddock, where a narrow enclosure angled off to the barn. The spot, maybe fifteen feet by eight, was filled with junk—old fence posts, rolls of wire, paint cans and scrap iron, things Will had stowed there over the years when the paddock hadn’t been in use. As he watched now, the goat, as goats will do, made an effort to climb atop the pile of posts.

“Get off there!” Will barked at the animal.

Jodie looked over as the goat turned and trotted away. She went back to work, brushing the pony’s hide furiously, afraid that Will would change his mind about taking her with him.

“One of these days we need to clean that corner out,” Will said. “Before one of these gets hurt. What is it about a goat that it’s just got to climb?”

“Well,” Jodie said slowly, “I guess we could do it today.”

“No, we can’t,” Will said. “Today we’re going to the track.”


Two

FREDDIE’S FISH SHACK CATERED TO AN early dining clientele, most of whom were retirees. Billie’s shift started at five and the place was already three-quarters full. She’d been on the move most of the day, fearful that Rory would show up at her place. By the time she walked home that morning, she deeply regretted destroying his car. Actually, she didn’t regret the act itself; she’d come to hate the vehicle. But she was extremely nervous about what would happen next. She tried to calm down by telling herself that Rory would have the Corvette insured to the hilt. However, she also knew that a settlement would do nothing to temper his rage. He had an emotional connection to the vehicle that was odd, if not downright disturbing. Even if the insurance company managed to find the same forty-year-old model to replace it, he wouldn’t be happy. And Billie doubted that the mess she’d left in the driveway could be repaired, not to Rory’s satisfaction anyway.

At her house, she’d had a quick shower and put her work uniform in a bag and hoofed it the two miles to the Broken Rail, where she’d left her car the night before. The car was a fifteen-year-old Taurus that seemed to require constant repair—tires, alternator, brakes. If someone drove a truck into it, Billie would not shed a tear.

When she got to the parking lot at the Rail, she’d looked around as she approached her car, half expecting to see Rory lurking nearby. Surely he was awake by now and fully aware of what had happened. A sudden thought occurred to her: what if he didn’t know how it had happened? Billie could say she’d left after he fell asleep and that sometime that morning—the neighbors or somebody who heard the crash would tell him when—the truck started to roll on its own. Of course, that would mean that Rory, when parking the truck, had neither set the brake nor put the transmission in gear. That was a stretch. The whole story was a stretch. Rory would know what happened. Rory knew Billie.

Leaving the parking lot, she’d stopped at the cosmetic counter at Target on the south side of town before driving down to the river, where she spent the rest of the day looking at the water and napping in her car.

Athena came on shift at six. Billie was waiting five tables and anticipating a grand total of maybe twenty dollars in tips. People who ate early were notoriously bad when it came to gratuities. She was picking up orders of the shrimp and chicken combo when Athena walked in the back door, buttoning her white shirt with the restaurant’s name etched beneath the image of a smiling large-mouth bass. Her dreads were tied off at the back of her neck and she wore large gold hoops in her ears. She looked up as she met Billie, on her way with the plates balanced on her forearms.

“Got a full boat tonight—” Athena began and she stopped. “What the fuck is with your face?”

Billie kept walking. She delivered the entrees and then busied herself clearing dishes from other tables, taking her time, avoiding the conversation she was about to have with Athena for as long as she could.

When Billie returned to the kitchen, Athena was there waiting for her, arms crossed.

“I swear, I’m going to sue Maybelline,” Billie said. “Go with the glow, my ass. Twenty-two dollars I won’t see again.”

“That sonofabitch,” Athena said.

“How do you know I didn’t take a line drive to the face last night?”

“You wouldn’t have run off just now.”

“I had shrimp combos getting cold.”

“Something cold about this whole situation and it’s not the shrimp,” Athena said. “You call the cops?”

“No.”

“Then I will.”

“No.”

“What do you mean no?” Athena said. “What is wrong with you?”

“I’m done with him,” Billie said. “Isn’t that good enough?”

“How the fuck is that good enough? Tell me how that is good enough.”

Now Billie looked over to see Freddie, in the back by the fryers, watching them. Freddie was seventy-two years old and half-deaf but all his other senses were as sharp as the knives he honed daily. There was no little thing that escaped him, inside or outside of his restaurant. Billie was certain he was psychic on some level.

“Can we talk about this later?” she asked.

Athena saw where Billie was looking. “All right,” she said unhappily. “You better come up with something good or I am calling the cops. You got that?”

Freddie’s closed at ten. Rory showed up at nine thirty, coming in through the front door and into the foyer by the PLEASE WAIT TO BE SEATED sign. He stood there, arms crossed, projecting menace. Billie saw him first, mainly because she’d been watching for him. Then Athena noticed, because she’d been watching Billie. Her dark eyes flashed like a cat on the kill. Before she could move, though, Freddie had walked across the room to strike up a conversation with Rory. Freddie, who didn’t know what was going on but knew something rank was afoot. He’d probably seen the bruise but chose not to say anything. That wasn’t Freddie’s style.

Rory, his nostrils flared and eyes glazed by what Billie assumed would have been a solid day of mournful boozing, outweighed the restaurant owner by probably sixty pounds. However, whatever reality Freddie was describing to him at this moment seemed to have an effect. Rory’s eyes remained on Billie at the waitress station, but his ears belonged solely to Freddie. When he left moments later he gave Billie one last look, a look that told her that it wasn’t over. She knew that, but at least she also knew now that whatever was going to happen, it wouldn’t happen at Freddie’s Fish Shack.

When the shift was done and the place closed, Freddie having gone home without talking to Billie about Rory or anything else, she and Athena lingered in the parking lot. Billie had some wine in the trunk of the Taurus for emergencies and Athena had a joint in her purse for the same reason.

“There was too much tequila,” Billie said. She was sitting on the hood of her car. “That’s what started it. And we were at the Rail and he’s out of his element there. You know.”

“He’s out of his element most everywhere,” Athena said.

“Yeah, whatever. So he was being mouthy, trying to impress people, and then I got mouthy back.”

“So what? You’re mouthy in general.”

“Thanks.” Billie poured more wine. They were using plastic glasses from the restaurant, the glasses they served juice in for kids. “So we ended up back at his place. That was my mistake; I should have just gone home. And—things got heated and, you know.”

“No, I don’t know,” Athena said. “I don’t know how this shit works.”

“I woke up with a sore face,” Billie said. “That’s how it works.”

“Except it’s not supposed to work like that,” Athena said. “And you know it. That fucking prick.”

Billie released a long sigh and took a drink. The traffic on the thruway a hundred yards away was noisy, tractor-trailers running into the night, bound west to Chicago or east to Boston or New York.

“I’m trying to look at it as a good thing,” she said. “I’ve spent all damn day thinking about it.”

“Better think some more, if you decided it’s a good thing.”

“I’m looking at it as my way out. Now I’m done with the asshole forever,” Billie said. “I know I should have been that first time but then he cried and swore it had never happened before and wouldn’t again. Blah, blah . . . is there anything worse than a guy crying? It’s fucking pitiful.”

“Getting hit a second time by that guy is what’s pitiful. You should have been out the door after the first.”

“All right, all right,” Billie said.

Athena took the joint from her purse and lit it, taking a deep pull before handing it over. Billie had a toke and began coughing.

“Watch it now,” Athena said. “That’s harsh shit.” She took the joint back. “I never could figure what you saw in that prick anyway,” she said, exhaling. “What—he make your socks roll up and down, that it?”

“Not likely.” Billie had another toke, smoother this time. Old trickster.

“Then what? The man couldn’t carry on a conversation unless it was about himself. Him and that fucking car. That it—you in love with the car, Billie?”

Billie told her what had happened that morning.

“Holy shit,” Athena said. “No wonder he was giving you the stink eye earlier. You might just as well killed his mama as kill that car.”

“See, that’s what I’ve been thinking about,” Billie said. “Why did I do that? What would possess me to destroy his car? All I can come up with is that somewhere in my hungover, pissed-off brain, I knew that if I did that, it was over. No more apologies, no more crying, no more nothing. Like this was some kind of instinctual defense mechanism that got triggered. This is my out.”

“Except now you have to worry about the motherfucker wanting revenge.”

“Oh yeah,” Billie said, laughing. The weed was working. “Forgot about that.”

“You cannot forget about that.”

Billie glanced over. “What do you think Freddie said to him?”

“Oh, probably that if Rory started any shit in Freddie’s, his fat white ass would end up in tomorrow’s chowder. That’s what I figure.”

Billie had refilled her plastic cup.

“He’s not going to forget about you, Billie,” Athena said. “You saw how he was looking at you. You better lay low. Matter of fact, you better stay at my place tonight. I need to talk to you anyway.”

“I don’t need you yelling at me anymore,” Billie said. “I told you I was done with him and that’s not going to change tomorrow or next week or next year.”

“I believe you,” Athena said.

She took another toke and held the joint out, but Billie shook her head. Instead she reached into her purse for a cigarette. The pot nowadays was killer stuff and she couldn’t handle more than a hit or two. She lit the smoke as Athena pinched the roach off and put it in her pocket.

“Turn down my kickass marijuana and smoke that shit,” Athena said.

“Don’t start.”

“You said you were going to quit.”

“And I am,” Billie said. “I’m like Mark Twain. He said it was easy to quit smoking. He’d done it lots of times.”

“Yeah, you and Mark Twain are two peas in a pod,” Athena said, laughing. “I’m going to miss you.”

“Maybe I will sleep on your couch, though,” Billie said. “Give asshole a couple days to cool off.” She paused. “What do you mean, ‘miss me’?”

Athena reached for the bottle and filled the little cup before pouring more for Billie. “I’m getting out of here.”

“Out of where—Freddie’s?”

“No, out of Chillicothe. Out of Ohio.”

“Where you going?”

“San Francisco.”

Billie sipped her wine.

“So I wanted to tell you,” Athena said. “Because I kind of feel guilty about leaving you alone here. I mean, who’s going to look out for your skinny white ass?”

Billie shook her head. “At what point did you become my mother? I’m, like, a decade older than you.”

“Yeah, but I’m way older than you . . . here.” Athena tapped her temple with a fingertip. “That’s what you need to realize.”

Billie rolled her eyes. “So what’s in San Francisco?”

“My aunt got me an internship with this designer there,” Athena said.

“You want to be a designer?”

“You know that,” Athena replied. “I told you that.”

“You told me you wanted to be a singer, too. And a photographer and I don’t know what else. So I’m taking all of this with a grain of salt.”

“I figure to establish myself as a designer first. I got some serious talent in that department. About all you ever see me in is this fish shirt, but I got some moves when it comes to design. I’ll show you some drawings.”

Billie looked away toward the traffic on the thruway again. Athena watched her for a time, studying the bruise on her face. “I’ve always wondered who started that ‘grain of salt’ thing.”

“What?”

“When you think about it, it makes no sense. Why not grain of sand, or grain of rice? Even then, it makes no sense.”

“My grandmother used to say it all the time,” Billie said.

“You never asked her what it means?”

“I know what it means.”

“But where’d it come from? I doubt your granny invented it.”

“Maybe she did.”

“Nah, it’s been around forever,” Athena said. “People been saying it and nobody ever questioned it . . . until this very moment.”

“You’re right,” Billie said. “That pot is badass.”

Athena laughed. “Didn’t I tell you?”

“So you’re leaving,” Billie said and took a drink. “What about Lesley?”

“Lesley and I are finished,” Athena said.

“Good. I never thought she was right for you,” Billie said. “Woman has no sense of humor, for one thing.”

“She never knocked me around,” Athena pointed out. “You know—like some people I could name.”

“For fucksakes.”

“But yeah, I’m leaving,” Athena said after a long pause. “So what are you going to do?”

“About what?”

“Your life,” Athena said. “You even listening to me?”

Billie shrugged. “I figure I’m doing it.”

“Really?” Athena asked. “This is it? Getting high in a parking lot? Getting smacked around by Rory white trash? That’s it?”

“That shit with Rory is done, as I’ve told you fourteen times in the past couple hours. And I never noticed you having any problems with getting high in a parking lot.”

“You know what I mean,” Athena said. “Didn’t you tell me you went to college?”

“I did.”

“For what?”

“Journalism and communications.”

“And you graduated?”

“I did.”

“And that led you to your current position at Freddie’s Fish Shack?”

“That’s right.”

Athena finished her wine. The bottle was now empty. “What’s so great about this place, that makes it better than home?”

“You just answered your own question.” Billie hopped off the hood and walked over to toss the empty bottle in the recycle bin. Kentucky was where she was from. It was also where her mother had killed herself. “Anyplace is better than home.”

Athena lived in a small apartment over a gallery downtown. The gallery sold mostly prints of cats and dogs and re-pops of movie posters. Billie went into the bathroom to brush her teeth, and when she came out Athena was sitting in a recliner with her laptop. There was a blanket and pillow on the couch. Billie stripped to her underwear and T-shirt and stretched out, adjusting the pillow beneath her head.

“You’re a good friend, Athena.”

“I know it.”

Billie began to drift off. It had been a long day, following a brutal night. She was thinking about what Athena had asked. Actually, she was trying not to think about it. What was she going to do? She was thirty-two years old, working as a waitress, making eleven bucks an hour with minimal tips. She had a bruised cheekbone courtesy of someone who had been, up until twelve hours earlier, the man in her life. The highlight of her week was Thursday night softball.

She decided that not thinking about it was the better option, for tonight anyway. Such procrastination worked for Scarlett O’Hara. At least it had been working for her when the movie ended; hard to say what went down after that. Content in her solidarity with Miss Scarlett, Billie allowed herself to drift off.

“Pliny the Elder,” she heard Athena say.

Billie opened her eyes. “What?”

Athena indicated the screen. “That grain of salt shit. Old Pliny started it.”


Three

IT WAS LATE AFTERNOON WHEN THEY got back from Chestnut Field. They had spent the better part of the day there, depositing the colt in the stall Will had rented for the season and then arranging for Skeeter Musgrave to work the animal in the morning. Skeeter was a former jockey; Will had known him for thirty years or more and had used him as a rider for a number of those years until Skeeter couldn’t make the weight anymore. He’d retired then, but within a year he was back at the track at dawn every day, working horses for any owner willing to pay him twenty bucks a toss. The money had nothing to do with it.

“What am I supposed to do?” he’d asked Will shortly after coming back. “Sit and watch TV every morning? Have you seen TV lately?”

There was a card running that afternoon, so Will and Jodie climbed into the bleachers and watched the first few races. As for wagering, they came up with a plan. Each race one of them would pick a horse and bet two dollars to win. They would alternate the picks from race to race. Will won the coin toss and chose the favorite in the first race and the horse finished second to last. Before the next race they went down to the walking ring to look at the entries there, and Jodie settled on a tall chestnut gelding. The horse went off at eight to one and won going away. They collected nearly nineteen dollars.

Before the third race, Chuck Caldwell joined them in the stands. He was the track manager and he liked to cozy up to Will, mainly because Will had been around longer than just about any of the other owners and Caldwell liked to pretend he was part of the old boys’ network, even though he wasn’t. He was from back east—Connecticut or Vermont or one of those places—and he’d married a Lexington girl he met on vacation somewhere in Mexico. Her father knew the manager at Chestnut Field back then and had gotten Caldwell a job as an assistant. He was made manager when it was decided by the owners that he could handle the job without screwing it up. It had required some apple shining on Caldwell’s part for that to happen, but he was fairly good at that. His wife made decent money in advertising, more than Caldwell, something she reminded him of quite frequently.

“I saw the colt in the row, figured you were kicking around here somewhere,” he said as he sat down. He indicated the horses on the track, just now approaching the gate. “You making any money?”

“You’re looking at your worst nightmare,” Will said. “The kid and I are fixing to break this place today.”

At that Caldwell laughed harder than was required. He had splotchy skin and thinning red hair and wore the same clothes every day—tan khaki pants and a black shirt with the Chestnut Field logo on the breast.

“You working the horse tomorrow, then?”

Will nodded.

“I might show up early to watch,” Caldwell said.

Will knew that he wouldn’t. He was constantly saying that he wanted to watch the colt run but Will got to the track at dawn and Caldwell three hours later. For their schedules to mesh Caldwell would have to be out of bed by five o’clock and Will didn’t see that happening. But Caldwell seemed excited about the colt, if for no other reason than the fact that the animal’s sire was Saguaro. Chestnut Field rarely was home to such lofty bloodlines.

“Any idea when you might run him yet?” Caldwell asked.

“Sooner than later,” Will told him.

Caldwell hesitated. Will knew what was coming. “Any idea where?”

Will figured to run the colt right there at Chestnut. After all, that’s where he’d been working the animal. The track usually ran a few juvenile races every year by midsummer. Will was waiting for things to feel right. He wasn’t going to rush this horse. But he also wasn’t going to tell Caldwell his strategy. He had a feeling that to tell Caldwell was to tell the whole world, and the colt was Will’s business, not the world’s.

“Still thinking on that,” he replied.

Caldwell sat with them and watched the next race and then left, after receiving or pretending to receive a text on his phone.

“Do you like that man?” Jodie asked when he was gone.

“I guess I don’t like him or dislike him,” Will said after thinking about it.

“Me too, I guess,” Jodie said.

For the next three races, they never got a sniff and decided to call it a day.

Will let Jodie cash the winning ticket and hold the money. When they got back to the truck, she handed it over to him.

“It’s half yours,” he reminded her.

“I owe you for feed,” she said.

“We’re going to keep that separate,” Will told her. “Today’s money is fun money. We split it straight down the middle. We’ll worry about the feed another time.”

They stopped for French fries and ice cream at a burger shack outside of the town of Chestnut. The bill came to within fifty cents of what they’d won.

“So we broke even,” Will said. They were sitting outside, under an awning. The heat of the day melted the ice cream as quickly as they could eat it. “That’s a good day in the thoroughbred game.”

After eating they sat there for a while, watching the traffic pass. Will removed his sweat-stained Stetson and wiped his forehead with the sleeve of his shirt before putting the hat on again.

“You need a new hat,” Jodie told him.

“Why do I need a new hat?”

“That one is dirty.”

“Still does the job,” Will said. “That pony was dirty and you didn’t throw her away, did you?”

“No, but I cleaned her.”

“I have a clean hat,” Will said. “I save it for special occasions.”

“What kind of occasion?”

“I can’t think of one just now,” Will admitted.

Jodie looked off toward the horizon, her eyes narrow. “What about when Cactus Jack wins his first race? Will you wear your clean hat that day?”

“I most certainly will.”

When they got back to the farm, Will offered to give the girl a ride home.

“Throw your bike in the back.”
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