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WHISKEY ROAD





 



I found you,” he says.

“I wasn’t lost,” she tells him.

“Where is it?”

In the motel hallway ice tumbles into a bucket. A voice curses as some lands on the floor.

“Listen,” she starts.

He takes something from his pocket. A flash of metal. She hates guns. Really despises them. He holds it like he doesn’t want her to see it. Then he hits her in the face.

“I didn’t steal anything,” she reminds him.

“Shut up,” he says.

She rolls off the bed and lands on the floor with a thud. She can hear him heading for her. Before she can stand up he’s on her, grabbing her by the back of her jeans and pulling her up. He pushes her against a wall, holds her there. A rough hand slips over her mouth, pulling her head back. She can feel her neck come this close to a crack.

“Come on,” he rasps. “Don’t make me hurt you.”

She whimpers when he holds the gun to her temple. She rests her forehead against the wall and slackens.

“Okay,” she surrenders. “Let me go and I’ll get it.”







Darby






One



Caleb’s thinking about what he’s going to do tonight. He’s been keeping a low profile for the past four days. To avoid trouble. But it’s Thursday, the beginning of his weekend, and he doesn’t want to spend the evening alone.

Since his wife left six months ago, he’s been suffering through a lot of lonely evenings. Weekends are the worst. He hates the way people look at him when he enters places alone. Lately, he’s noticed an eerie silence blankets the rooms he walks into. This silence hounds him in Frenchman’s Bend, where he lives, and it’s the reason he comes one town over to Wheeler’s Coffee Shop in Darby. At Wheeler’s people understand a twenty-nine-year-old man makes mistakes and is bound to face heartache because of them.

For the past three weeks Caleb’s been meeting a married woman at her house a little over a mile from the coffee shop. Emma is sixteen years older than he is. She’s small and beautiful, paints pretty pictures and sells antiques for a living. When her husband’s at work she helps Caleb get through a lot of lonely afternoons. Most evenings are spent listlessly in Frenchman’s Bend. Channel surfing and chain-smoking. Drinking with his friends. Coasting. His life is about coasting these days. Just until another distraction comes along.

Outside, a black girl clad completely in black motorcycle leather gets out of a car and watches it drive away. She adjusts the knapsack on her shoulder, picks up a duffel bag and helmet from the ground and looks at the coffee shop. After a minute, she limps over. Caleb wonders idly where her motorcycle is.

She pulls the coffee shop’s door open confidently, not at all deterred by the six white men sitting at the counter drinking their late-afternoon coffee. Including him. Everyone looks up to greet her. No one says a word when they see her. They just stare.

She has ebony hair that grazes her shoulders. Except a lock that hangs in front. Pink, defiant and alone. Caleb kind of smirks at that. A lone pink lock of hair probably has a story. Her right eye is bruised a dark purple and her bottom lip is busted. There’s a gash across her forehead. She’s a pretty girl, and watching her, Caleb wonders if she took a nasty spill on her missing motorcycle, or if someone did that to her.

Caleb’s the type of man who can’t help feeling vaguely protective of women he thinks are in trouble. Some people have a soft spot for stray cats or missing children. He’s always felt the tug on his heart for women with bruises. They remind him of his mother. She had a history of being involved with men who hurt her.

The number of women he sees with bruises never surprises him. He just wonders why it’s such a common occurrence. Something every man at this counter comes across, but never mentions. Occasionally Caleb notices the same woman with a new bruise and he wonders how her man knew she’d be the one who’d let him get away with it. He never asks. He doesn’t think they’d be honest with him. A woman who’d let a man hit her more than once wouldn’t be able to tell him why it happens.

“Can someone recommend a decent motel?” the girl asks in a voice soft enough to give everyone an excuse to ignore her. Caleb looks at the paper he’s been pretending to read for the past twenty minutes, aware of the deafening silence. Seconds later, he looks at her again. He can’t help it.

She’s wearing the same leather uniform he’s seen in print catalogues and on the Internet. It’s tight, Italian and very expensive. But the duffel bag she’s carrying is worn and scuffed. She has a death grip on it, like it’s packed with her life—everything that’s good and worth holding on to. Caleb has an unfamiliar desire to empty it and wash it for her, but he knows he’d never get his hands on it.

She sets the bag and her helmet on the stool at the end of the counter, rests a heavily booted foot on the stool’s base. Jennifer, the owner of Wheeler’s Coffee Shop, refills the coffees and all the men stare solemnly into their full cups.

“Can someone recommend a decent motel?” the girl repeats slower, a little louder. “Or directions to an actual town that would have a decent motel.”

Everyone looks at her. She’s rolling a lighter gently between her fingers, waiting patiently for someone to answer her question. Her nails are short, unpolished and clean. The skin around her knuckles is swollen and scabbed. When she sets the lighter on the counter, Caleb notices her hands are shaking. He thinks: She fought back.

“Are you gonna order something?” Jennifer asks the girl.

“Sure,” the girl says, unfazed by Jennifer’s rudeness. “Coffee. Black. No sugar. And a pack of Marlboros.”

Jennifer turns her back to the counter and Caleb watches her fill a take-out cup with steaming coffee. She sets it in front of the girl and places a lid on top of it. The girl stares at the cup, not unaware of what this gesture means. Caleb thinks she’s going to leave. He would. Instead, she looks at Jennifer with an arched eyebrow. She unzips her leather jacket, takes it off to expose a sleeveless undershirt and bruised arms and sits on the stool next to her stuff. Caleb smirks at that also.

“Thanks,” the girl says with a smile.

Jennifer nods stiffly, glancing up for a second to wave good-bye to a man who has left exact change for his coffee. Then she pulls a pack of Marlboro cigarettes from the dispenser and tosses it carelessly on the counter. Caleb stares. Jennifer has never been anything but kind and smiling in his presence.

“No motels, then?” the girl says, tapping the pack of cigarettes on the counter’s edge.

Jennifer sighs quietly, kind of rolls her eyes. “Nothing around here,” she says.

Percy from the hardware store looks at Caleb, curious if Caleb will offer the girl a place to stay. There are cottages behind his house in Frenchman’s Bend. One of them is still in decent condition. Years ago, his uncle opened them to tourists, but Caleb nipped that in the bud when he inherited the property. Caleb can see a joke formulating in Percy’s eyes. Caleb doesn’t like strangers. Percy knows this. So it’d give Percy a laugh to put Caleb in an awkward spot. But Caleb flashes him a look and Percy swallows hard, nods his apology, turns back to his coffee.

And Caleb looks at the girl. Her eyes are on him. Large, dark eyes. Wide and inquisitive. As if she knows what’s just passed between him and the old man. He looks away.

He hasn’t ever considered reopening the cottages. And definitely not for a girl as cute as this one. He glances at her again. She’s no longer looking at him. He checks out her body and decides it’s probably nice underneath all the leather. No one notices the once-over. He’s quick.

Jennifer starts to refill everyone’s cup again. Except the girl’s. The girl doesn’t seem to notice the slight, even though Caleb thinks her coffee’s finished. Her head is lowered; her hair falls forward to cover her face. Caleb tries hard like everyone else to pretend she isn’t there, but just like everyone else, he can’t stop glancing at her every two seconds. She’s different. Strange for this part of the world. She’s brought with her an energy that has set this diner on edge. When he senses her eyes on him he looks up, feeling the jittery tinge he feels when he thinks someone’s going to accuse him of something. But she still isn’t looking at him.

He stands, a little disturbed by his discomfort. In the back of Wheeler’s, Jennifer keeps a refrigerator stocked with six-packs. He grabs his usual pack of Budweiser.

“Try Main Street,” he suggests when he returns to the counter. “It’s about fifteen minutes away. In Frenchman’s Bend.”

He can feel every eye in the room on him, but his eyes remain only on the girl. Her expression is unreadable. He thinks she’s going to ask him some impossible question he can’t answer; he doesn’t know why. Instead, she smiles.

“Thanks,” she says.

She slides off the stool gingerly and sticks her hand inside her jacket. He can’t help but watch as she pulls some cash from her pocket and drops it on the counter. She grabs her things and limps out of the coffee shop. She doesn’t look back when Jennifer calls out for her to wait for her change.








Two



Jimi Anne Hamilton has been on the road for sixteen days. She’s twenty-nine years old, but she’s starting to feel older. She wakes up in the morning and her back and shoulders ache. It’s the weight of her backpack and the duffel bag, and the way she hunches over when she rides her motorcycle. Her ankle hurts, too. Sharp needles when she stands a certain way, otherwise a dull throbbing.

Payback, she thinks grumpily.

The pain is the sole reason she stopped inside Wheeler’s Coffee Shop a few minutes ago, the only sign of life for miles. She thought a brief respite would alleviate the hurting and rejuvenate her. It’s only made her weary.

The town, Darby, is dusty and ugly and neglected. She’d half expected the people inside the coffee shop to look the same way. She hadn’t expected friendly and she didn’t get it. She’s stopped in enough small towns on her way here to know better. On the road, people regard her with suspicion. She’s keenly aware of discomfort and defiance from small-town folks, but she’s uncertain how much of it is reality, and how much is her own paranoia.

Riding her bike cross-country, West to East, heading “home” after a year away, she’s learned to feel unsafe in certain places. It’s in the looks of many of the provincial white men she encounters. She thinks they may want to hurt her and maybe they think she wants to hurt them. She’s unsure if their prolonged stares are licentious or hateful and she finds herself hoping every look is sexual. She can deal with men wanting to violate her body for pleasure more than she can deal with men wanting to violate her body to cause pain.

This morning, the man who’d attacked her in a cheap motel on the border between Pennsylvania and New York hadn’t been looking for sex. He wanted Jimi’s duffel bag and didn’t care what he had to do to get it. In it she carries over ten thousand dollars.

Technically, the money belongs to him. She has no proof it’s the cash he earned from selling the motorcycle he stole from her—a BMW K 1200, a gift to herself after taking her first $300,000 photo. Still, as payback for stealing her bike, she took what she knew he’d miss most. His money. Everyone regrets losing money.

How the hell did she know he’d track her down and find her?

She shakes her head. Only sixteen days on the road and not only has her bike been stolen and sold, she’s already made a decision that nearly got her killed. She doesn’t regret taking the money. She just wishes she’d pulled it off like a true rook.

Now she walks a half mile away from Wheeler’s Coffee Shop before she sits on the ground to give her ankle another rest. She’s decided not to dwell on the incident, on the way people look at her. She’s decided not to care. But inside the coffee shop, she felt the eyes on her body and she heard the silence and she smelled the fear. And she cared. She knew asking the locals for the quickest route out of Darby was out of the question. And the waitress was a true bitch.

She pulls out a cigarette. She shouldn’t smoke. It’s a nasty addiction and it’s hotter than hell out here. The air’s dry. Too dry and hot for moving, let alone expending the energy to smoke. And she should have passed on the coffee. Her stomach’s rumbling and she feels dehydrated. Her throat’s clouded with road-dirt, too. Every time a car passes, the wheels kick up a new tornado of dust that shatters around her like rainfall. She’s coated. Her scalp itches. And she’s sweating. All she wants to do is take a shower and rest.

She sticks the cigarette in her mouth and slides her knapsack around to her lap to look for her lighter. A pickup truck drives by at a crawl. A burgundy Ford. Oldish. It pulls off the road ahead and Jimi recognizes a man from the coffee shop when he hops out of the truck. She stands, drops her unlit cigarette on the ground and watches him intently. She’s cautious, scrutinizing every move men make when they come near her. She prefers her violence on her own terms. She’s not wild about ugly surprises.

He walks slow, looking off to the side, then back at her. His cap is pushed down low on his head. He’s wearing paint-stained clothing: jeans and a white T-shirt. She notes the way he smokes his cigarette, holding it between his thumb and pointer finger like he’s holding a joint. He tosses it into the road just before he reaches her.

“Hello,” he says, eyes squinting at her as though the sun’s shining into them.

“Hi,” she says, guarded, trying not to stare at the scar on his arm or his tattoo.

“You were at Wheeler’s,” he says.

She nods.

“Are you okay? Do you need help?”

Jimi thinks she can tell the ones who are trouble in a couple of seconds. She has a strong feeling this one is harmless. But the stained clothes, the tattoo and the scar make her skeptical and force her to decline his help. She wants him to go away.

“No,” she says.

He nods and heads back to the truck. When he stops and turns around again, Jimi’s stance becomes defensive. He raises his hand slightly, letting her know he isn’t about to do something aggressive.

“No, you’re not okay, or no, you don’t need help?” he asks.

A car passes; the driver honks. The man ignores it, staring at her as he waits for her to clarify her original answer. He doesn’t seem threatening. His face is solemn, serious. His eyes show concern. She decides he has the face of a man who wouldn’t desert her even if it meant he might be hurt. She suspects every town in the universe has a man with a face like this one. It’s probably why so many women go missing.

“I don’t need help.”

He nods. “Did you take a spill on your bike?”

“What bike?” she asks.

His smile is lopsided and mischievous. “I was just going to ask you that.”

She doesn’t say anything and his smile widens.

“You look hurt,” he continues. “I can take you to a hospital. I know a nurse.”

Jimi curbs the instinct to touch her lip, the other wound besides her ankle that’s bothering her. She’s a chronic lip-biter; the wounded lip isn’t healing.

“You can go in alone,” he adds off her silence. “If you tell her Caleb sent you, she won’t ask you to fill out paperwork.”

“You’re Caleb?”

“Yeah,” he says. “She’ll help you. Just make sure she knows I didn’t do that to your face.”

“Why would she think you did?”

He holds up his hands. “I’m the last guy in the world who’d do that to a woman.”

“Says you,” she quips though she believes him.

He shrugs. “Got no reason to lie to you.”

“I guess not.”

“A guy did that?”

She turns her back to him, looks up the road and wishes an eighteen-wheeler would drive by to distract them.

“Why?” he asks without waiting for an answer.

Jimi stiffens, and after a pause turns around again, her expression bordering on irritation and disbelief. “It’s a long fucking story and I don’t know you that well.”

Disarmed, he grins. He’s amused by her. “Did I mention there’s a motel in my hometown? Frenchman’s Bend.”

Her annoyance takes a new, curious direction. “On Main Street. Street. I remember. Thanks.”

He doesn’t go away.

“Is it clean?” she asks.

“Clean? Yeah. Pretty much.”

“Pretty much?”

“There isn’t another place for at least fifty miles,” he says. “Have you ever stayed in an immaculate motel?”

She hasn’t.

“Thanks,” she repeats abruptly. This is not a true thank-you. The tone of her voice indicates this is really a good-bye.

“If you don’t mind me saying it, you’re in no condition to walk.”

“I don’t mind you saying it,” she says.

He’s confounded, maybe even insulted. He returns to his pickup truck without another word, but he doesn’t drive away. He waits, watching her in the rearview mirror. His persistence ignites even more curiosity in her. She appreciates his interest. She remembers he looked directly into her eyes while they were talking. No one looks into your eyes before they hurt you. She knows this from experience. She’s been mugged a few times, roughed up by a couple of bodyguards. She knows when her life’s in serious danger.

She starts to walk toward the pickup. She knows she’s taking Another Big Risk by doing this. A Budweiser-drinking hillbilly in a pickup truck would not be her usual first choice to accept a ride from. But she isn’t afraid. Even getting her ass kicked in rural Pennsylvania hasn’t ruined her idea of the world being her oyster and people being basically kind. She can defend herself. Growing up in Brooklyn has spoiled her rotten on that account.

“Okay,” she says when she reaches his window.

He leans over to open the passenger door and holds out his hand to help her up. She can barely stand on her ankle now, but she declines his aid.

Once she’s inside he says, “Don’t try to be brave.”

She ignores him, noticing the large, silver cross dangling from the rearview mirror. It distracts her. She drops her knapsack on the floor by her feet, keeps the duffel bag and helmet by her side, wonders if he’s some kind of religious fanatic. Then she rubs her ankle, turning her head to the window so he doesn’t witness her grimace.

He continues, “I don’t want to hurt you.”

Finally, she looks at him. “Good. Because I don’t want to hurt you, either.”

He smirks, nods and then he pulls away.







Frenchman’s Bend






Three



It isn’t the fact that he’s a stranger that makes Jimi uneasy—she didn’t know the woman who picked her up at a gas station in Pennsylvania and dropped her off in front of Wheeler’s Coffee Shop, either. It’s the pickup truck, and the type of man she associates with owning one. Redneck, hillbilly, racist.

She glances out the passenger window at the countryside whizzing by, struck by how odd it is to be in a part of New York that looks like Kansas. She reminds herself not to judge a man by the vehicle he drives. Or by the town he chooses to eat breakfast in. She’d rather judge him by his actions.

His right hand maneuvers the steering wheel while his left arm rests lazily in the open driver’s side window. He keeps glancing at her. The silence is the only hint that he shares her wariness. But she’s sure she can trust him not to do anything violent.

And just as she thinks this stupid thought, he makes a sharp turn onto a narrow path. He must hear her sudden intake of breath because he looks at her. He doesn’t say anything and she thinks about jumping out. Your guard drops for a second and the next thing you know people are out looking for you. Before she can take action he stops the truck in front of an old Victorian house shrouded by trees. A sign on the porch reads “Earl’s” and another one propped on the ground advertises “Guns. Buy. Sell. Trade.”

“Why are we stopping?” she asks, disgusted by how alarmed she sounds. Before the incident in Pennsylvania, this guy wouldn’t have even sent a chill through her.

“You in a rush?” His tone is soft and he looks as if he wants to laugh. “It’s on the way.”

He gets out, leaving the keys in the ignition. She stares at them, dangling, enticing. But she doesn’t reach for them. She respects that he trusts her not to use them. So she waits, maybe foolishly, tossing around the idea of getting out and walking. And then it’s too late. He’s exiting the house with a paper bag. Their eyes meet and he holds her gaze. When he reaches her, he drops the paper bag through her window, into her lap. She flinches.

“Nothing in there is going to hurt you,” he tells her. He turns his back to her, pulling a cellular phone from the front pocket of his jeans, and makes a call.

Jimi opens the bag, pulls out a tube of Bacitracin and an ACE bandage and stares at them. This is one of the reasons why she loves what she does. There are no gray areas in her line of work. No room for ambiguity. A celebrity is a celebrity and a bodyguard is a bodyguard. And she’s the enemy. They treat her exactly how she expects them to. Caleb’s actions disrupt the order of things. The confusion she feels about him, what he’s supposed to be and what he’s turning out not to be, is what she likes to avoid. People have proven her wrong on this trip, but it’s been the exception more than the rule. She flushes, embarrassed that she didn’t believe her initial instinct about him. She knew he was harmless. But it’s hard to tell the good ones from the bad when you’re on the road alone.

She uses the rearview mirror to apply the ointment to her forehead. The cut looks worse than it is and probably won’t leave a scar, but it stings when she touches it. She sits back in the passenger seat and looks out the window at Caleb. He’s smoking now, watching her. He drops his cigarette and gets back into the truck, bringing a heavy scent of tobacco and something else, possibly clove, with him.

“Thank you,” she says once he’s settled.

“No problem.” He starts the truck, glancing at her head, then back out the windshield. “It’s for your knuckles, too.”

Instinctively, she turns her palms up. She stares at the old Victorian as they pull away.

“How much do I owe you?” she asks after a minute.

“It didn’t break me,” he says, propping his left arm in the window, focusing his attention on the road.

They don’t say anything else to each other, but the silence is no longer uncomfortable. Jimi feels better about accepting the ride from him. She fingers the bandage and the tube of medication, glancing at him, toying with things to say and not saying them. She knows they’ve reached Frenchman’s Bend when the highway morphs into smooth paved road and trees open up to small buildings and shops. It’s brighter and cleaner than Darby.

Caleb stops in front of a No Parking sign. She pushes some hair behind her ear and feels self-conscious. She wonders what he thinks of her, but when she looks at him he’s messing around with something under his steering wheel. He isn’t thinking about her at all; he’s just waiting for her to get out.

“This is your stop,” he says. He leans past her and opens her door.

She stares. In Los Angeles no one did a favor for her unless they wanted something. Everyone had an ulterior motive. Why did he give her a ride if he doesn’t want money?

“Thank you.”

He nods without looking at her. The cap is pushed lower on his head so she can’t even look into his face. She leans forward to look out of the windshield at the motel he’s brought her to. It’s a narrow, three-story white building; flower boxes adorn every window. The elegant lettering across the top of the entryway reads THE INN AT FRENCHMAN’S BEND.

It’s an inn, not a motel. Leave it to a man not to know the difference. Inns make Jimi uneasy. There exists a feeling that the people who operate them are always watching, listening, waiting for a guest to misbehave so they have a reason to invite her to leave. She looks at Caleb again.

“Are we near Willow Run?” she asks.

He glances at the inn. “This not good enough for you?”

“I’m curious.”

He waits for her to elaborate, but she doesn’t. He says, “I can get you to Willow Run in five minutes, but there’s nothing there. Just houses and shops.”

“It’s that close?”

He smiles a little. “No.”

Jimi smiles, too. She appreciates speed and arriving places sooner than she’s expected to.

Caleb shifts, wipes his nose. “I have to get back to work. Do you want to stay or do you need me to take you someplace else?”

Again, she’s struck by his willingness to help her.

“I’ll stay,” she says.

“Are you gonna be okay?” He indicates her face.

“It’s not as bad as it looks,” she says.

“It looks pretty bad.”

She touches her lip involuntarily. “I’m okay.”

Unsure how to end it—she thinks offering him ten dollars will insult him—she says “Well” as she opens the truck’s door wider and steps down. She lands on her bad ankle and nearly loses her balance. He pushes his cap up, but watches passively, bored.

“Thanks again,” she says, “for the bandages and ointment. And the ride, of course.”

Amusement flashes across his face, then fades. “You can stop thanking me.”

“Okay,” she says.

When she closes the door, he starts the engine and takes off.



The inn’s lobby is designed to look like a cozy living room with plush sofas and armchairs, a stone fireplace, plants and a wide curving staircase leading up to the guest floors. The atmosphere could compete with some of the boutique hotels Jimi’s stayed in on the West Coast. That’s impressive for a small town in rural New York. Jimi never heard of Frenchman’s Bend before today and she can’t imagine the town as a huge tourist attraction.

A woman is sitting on one of the sofas, reading a book. She turns around to look at Jimi. “Hi,” she says.

Jimi smiles. “Hi.”

“What can I do for you?”

“I’d like a room.”

The woman drops her book on a coffee table and makes her way to the front. She’s young. Not a woman, but a girl. A teenager. Sprinklings of red and brown acne scar her forehead and chin. “Was that Caleb Atwood’s truck you got out of?” she asks, eyes riveted on the computer sitting atop the front desk.

“Yes,” says Jimi, though Caleb hadn’t told her his last name.

“Yeah?” The girl grins, still staring at the screen. Her grin holds a hundred juicy secrets Jimi would love to know if she weren’t so tired. “How do you know him?”

“Old friend.”

“Yeah?” She chuckles, mostly to herself, as if she’s remembering something not exactly funny, but affectionate. “Why aren’t you staying out at the cottages, then?”

Caleb hadn’t mentioned any cottages. “Decided to change it up a bit.”

The girl looks at Jimi, smiling, and seems to notice her face for the first time. She stares at the cut on Jimi’s head, and then the busted lip. The girl’s eyes are round and very blue. Her expression is curious.

“How long do you want to stay?” she asks.

How long. Jimi doesn’t know. How long does it take a sprained ankle to heal? A black eye to fade? Her brother, Troy, is expecting her, but she hasn’t given him a definite arrival date. She’d like to unwind. She’d like a shower and a bed. A place to convalesce.

“Three nights,” she says. “I’ll pay cash.”

“We require you to pay now if you don’t use a credit card.” The girl’s tone is apologetic.

“Okay.” Jimi pulls out some money.

“Do you have a preference?”

“Preference?”

“Like smoking or nonsmoking…well, all the rooms are nonsmoking rooms but I can give you the one with the big window facing the back so Mom won’t know. Do you smoke?”

“I do.”

“Me, too.” The girl’s smile is genuine and Jimi decides to like her. “I’m Lucy, by the way.”

“Nice to meet you, Lucy. I’m Jimi.”

Jimi refuses Lucy’s help with her bags and follows her to the second floor to a room in the back of the building. Lucy unlocks the door and tells Jimi to check out the window and make sure everything is acceptable.

The room smells faintly of smoke and the flowery disinfectant housekeeping uses to mask it, but it’s clean and pretty and the window, as Lucy promised, is huge. It makes her think about the last motel she stayed in. She’d trusted its cleanliness, brightly lit hallways and key cards. The window had been large enough for her to escape through.

“It’s really great.” Jimi tries to sound more sincere than exhausted.

“Good!” Lucy clasps her hands together, delighted, and Jimi thinks the teen’s presence is nice. Jimi’s wariness, for the first time in two weeks, dissipates. Lucy makes her want to thank Caleb again.

“Is Caleb coming back for you?” Lucy asks.

The question takes Jimi by surprise, but she can tell there’s no other intent behind it except polite curiosity. Jimi told her Caleb was an old friend and Lucy took her word for it. Why wouldn’t an old friend be coming back for her? “I don’t think so.”

“Okay. Well. That’s cool. Mom doesn’t like him. We serve a light dinner in the dining room between six and eight and it’s complimentary. There’s good Chinese up the block on Main Street. Well, it’s the only Chinese restaurant in the Bend, but it’s very good. And there’s a vending machine on this floor at the other end of the hall. I noticed you’re limping. There’s an ice machine in the same place as the vending machine if you need some for your foot.”

“Thank you.”

“Caleb’s always at Fifth Amendment after eight. Not always, but most of the time…if you get bored later and want to see him. We keep the front door unlocked until midnight during the summer months. Where are you from? You don’t look familiar. How do you know Caleb?”

Lucy’s speech is slow and deliberate, but Jimi isn’t sure if she really wants answers to all of her questions. She decides to answer the easiest one. “I’m from New York…City. Brooklyn.”

“I love the city.”

“You do?”

“Yes.” Lucy takes a tentative step inside the room. “I won’t tell Mom you know Caleb.”

Jimi doesn’t know what to say. She’s tempted to ask why Lucy’s mother doesn’t like Caleb. But asking could open a can of worms Jimi doesn’t want opened right now—it might keep Lucy talking for another twenty minutes.

“I appreciate that” is all she says.

“Press zero if you need me. I’m off at nine, but I live here with Mom, so the calls come directly to our rooms downstairs.” Lucy steps outside the room again and bows, comes up grinning. Jimi grins back. “We’re very happy to have you with us.”

After a shower, Jimi tries to nap. She lies on top of the bed’s quilt and stares at the ceiling, thinks about all she’s been through just to end up here—five minutes from her brother. She remembers the relief in Troy’s voice when she called him two weeks ago to say she was heading back to New York for a vacation. He’d expressed a hope that her vacation would become permanent. He hated her job. “A job you will never be proud of,” he called it. “A job that makes it hard to wake up with yourself every morning.” She couldn’t bring herself to admit she was quitting then.

When people ask her whether or not she does it for the money, Jimi always says yes. There’s something less repugnant about admitting she’s paparazzi because the cash is good than admitting she does it because it allows her to be brash and reckless. Drugs have nothing on the enormous adrenaline rush she gets from chasing celebrities through the streets of Las Vegas and Los Angeles. She can’t explain in a way that would make sense to most people why it’s exciting to her, why she lies under a Dumpster for two hours to be the first person to get a shot of an actor making out with a rock star. It’s hard not to get caught up in the sheer excitement one feels when a tip about a certain hot actor being in a certain place turns out to be true. She admits, instead, that it’s hard to feel guilty about taking a picture of the latest Double A–list celebrity when that picture sells for $500,000.

People understand doing things for money.

But not her brother. Troy hasn’t been able to say the word paparazzi since Jimi moved to the West Coast. It’s one of those shameful jobs no one talks about, like stripping and prostitution. Freelancing, however, isn’t much better. There’s no 401(k) plan, no healthcare benefits, no stability or protection.

And Troy would remind her how miserable she was as a freelance photojournalist—taking pictures of dreary apartments in bad neighborhoods for New York newspapers, listening to people share harrowing stories with writers because they hoped the attention would make a difference. Jimi often wondered what purpose any of it served. The stories were never featured. Nothing ever changed. And she hated being reminded that life has always been shit for some people and it never got better. That some people—her—were lucky to have dodged suffering. That luck was random. In L.A. she felt far removed from reality. In L.A. she was no longer invading the private lives of poor people for her own benefit. She didn’t give her subjects false hope. She just pissed them off a little.

She massages her good ankle and admits to herself that she’s too tired and too hot to actually sleep. She puts her leather pants back on and a clean T-shirt, and stores her duffel bag in the closet. She leaves her room to take a stroll down Main Street. The lobby is empty. She missed the complimentary dinner. The muted sounds of a television drift through the cracks of a closed door.



Frenchman’s Bend has a bit of charm to it compared to Darby. Main Street isn’t a dusty road, but a strip of small, bright shops that make this part of the town feel quaint and Mayberryesque. Jimi isn’t surprised to see so many people on the street, strolling. Some of them stare at her. She tries to walk without the limp.

The bar on the next block is open. The laughter inside feels contagious and Jimi stops to listen. After a minute, she notices the name on the window. Fifth Amendment. The bar Lucy said Caleb frequents.

A few men are playing pool, but the laughter is coming from a back room. Jimi decides to avoid it. The bartender, a woman in her fifties with blond hair, does a double take when Jimi takes a seat. She stands up from her stool and slaps a napkin and a glass of ice in front of her.

“You show me some ID and I’ll make that whatever you want it to be. Otherwise it’s seltzer or ginger ale.”

“Ginger ale would be terrific,” Jimi says. Something strong, like a shot of tequila, wouldn’t hurt. But Jimi doesn’t drink in towns she has no friends in and she doesn’t show ID to people who aren’t wearing uniforms.

The bartender stares at her face a little too long. Like Lucy, she’s curious. It makes Jimi smile a little. Most people she encountered in the small white towns she passed through these past two weeks weren’t curious about her. She’d walk into a diner and they pretended she wasn’t there, or they glared at her until she was too uncomfortable to stick around. Jimi thought curiosity is inherent in all people. She’s disappointed she’s wrong about that.

The bartender pulls up the spray gun and shoots ginger ale into the glass. “One dollar,” she says.

A white man walks in as Jimi pays for her drink and sits three seats away from her. The bartender doesn’t look at him.

“Rose,” he says after a minute, “give me a tequila.”

Rose points a manicured nail at the man. “Just one.”

The man grins, and when Rose doesn’t move from her place he concedes with a nod. “Just one.”

Rose takes out a shot glass and fills it to the brim. The man puts a five on the bar and picks up his shot without spilling any of the liquor. Before he drinks, he fixes Rose with an intense gaze.

“Is she here?” His voice is low and menacing and Jimi doesn’t like the sound of it. She gives him a sidelong glance that says back off, but he isn’t looking at her. His eyes are steady on Rose’s face.

Rose nods slowly. “She’s in back.”

“I thought I heard her laughing.” He drinks his shot. He twists around, sits with his back to them, waits. After a minute passes, he says, “Bitch.”

Jimi stands up and walks over to the pay phone in the corner of the bar. She opens the Yellow Pages and searches for Willow Run on the map. Everything is a sign of something else. She isn’t sure what kind of sign this man is, but she knows she doesn’t want to stick around to find out.

Willow Run doesn’t make an appearance in the Frenchman’s Bend Yellow Pages. She’ll have to ask how to get there. And she doesn’t feel like asking. For the best, probably. She doesn’t need to be in Willow Run right now, fielding questions from her brother and his wife, who bought a summerhouse in the small town while Jimi was in California. As much as she wants to see them, be comforted by them, she doesn’t want them to see her. Not like this. She wants her bruises to heal first. She wants to walk without a limp.

If Jimi calls Troy and Sienna now, Troy will get into his car and pick her up tonight and they’ll start off the visit with her already being Troublesome. Jimi doesn’t want that. She closes the telephone book.

When she turns around, the man at the bar is gone, but a familiar face has replaced him. Caleb. He isn’t wearing his cap. His dark hair is cut short and growing back unevenly, so she thinks he once had a mohawk. He slouches against the bar with the kind of attitude reserved for hot actors, only unaffected, because he isn’t assuming people are watching. He looks arrogant and dangerous. Too bad he isn’t famous. He’d be excellent to shoot.

He doesn’t notice her; he’s messing with his cellular phone: pushing buttons, checking for a dial tone. Behind him, a blonde is wrapping a sheer light blue scarf around her neck. She looks older than he does, pretty. Nothing to call the tabloids about. She notices Jimi watching them. Caught, Jimi smiles. The blonde’s smile is slight and tentative.

Caleb stops playing with his phone and hands some money over to the bartender. As Rose counts the bills, Caleb puts his arm around his companion’s waist and they walk past Jimi, out the door, without looking up.

Jimi returns to the bar to finish the soda.

“Want another ginger ale?” Rose asks.

“I think I’ll finish this one.”

“Want something stronger?”

“No.”

“You look like you could use something stronger.”

“I probably can,” Jimi says, almost laughing, “but I’ll stick with this.”

Rose starts to wipe the counter, dismissing Jimi with a wink and nod.

Outside, Jimi’s surprised to see Caleb on the ground, blood-coated fists covering his nose. For a second she’s back in Los Angeles where so many of her nights were like this. Usually it was a photographer friend knocked on his ass after being attacked by a celebrity bodyguard. Lately, she’s been thinking about the violent scenes the world misses and never pieces together. Individual encounters with violence playing out every minute that never merit a spot on the evening news at six. She’s witnessed some of that anonymous violence outside clubs and bars in L.A., but it’s only now, now that she’s physically experienced it, that it matters to her. Here, Caleb’s alone. The same way she was alone on that dark road in Pennsylvania and in her motel room last night.

“Are you all right?” she calls out, but he doesn’t seem to hear her. She walks over and reaches down. He pulls back sharply.

“I’m sorry,” she says.

His voice is muffled through his hands when he responds.

“What?” she asks.

He stands up with some difficulty. “Why the fuck are you sorry?”

She’s unfazed by his fury. It isn’t personal. But now that he’s asked, she doesn’t really know why she’s sorry. Probably because she’d realized when she saw Caleb with the blonde who that man at the bar was looking for. “For sneaking up on you, I guess.”

“You didn’t.” His face softens. “And you don’t have to be sorry for that.”

She steps closer and pulls his hands away from his face like she owns him. She presses her fingers against his flesh to check if his nose is broken. He jerks away in pain, but he doesn’t hit her. Good sign. Once she’d tried the same thing with a colleague seconds after a rock star clocked him. Her colleague howled in pain and punched her in the mouth.

“It isn’t broken,” she declares. “You’ll have a nasty bruise in the morning though.”

He shrugs. Mr. Cool. Not even a thank-you. She takes a handkerchief from her pocket and wipes his blood from her hands. She hadn’t been thinking about protecting herself when she’d touched him; she’d been thinking about last night and the front desk clerk who’d recoiled when she asked for his help. She hands Caleb the handkerchief. He takes it and pushes it against his nose. His eyes hold hers.

“I thought I would never see you again.” Jimi keeps her voice soft, nonthreatening.

He doesn’t respond.

“I thought I would never see you again,” she repeats, a little louder.

He continues to stare, handkerchief held tight against his nose. “I heard you,” he says quietly.

Her eyes move to his tattoo: a thorny vine that stretches down his neck and is lost underneath his T-shirt. It reappears again and snakes down his right arm, intersecting the scar. She can really stare at it now that she knows he isn’t out to harm her. Richard, her best friend in Brooklyn, would call it a prison tattoo, but Jimi’s impressed by Caleb’s decision to draw more attention to his scar with it. In fact, the audacity of that decision makes her catch her breath. She wishes she still had her camera. And then she flushes, embarrassed by her reaction. She’s fascinated by flamboyant tattoos. She only has a small one of her motorcycle. It’s hidden right above the crack of her ass. Her little tattoo hurt like hell. She can’t imagine the pain Caleb endured when he had his done. She’s impressed.

When she looks at his face again he’s still watching her. He pulls the handkerchief away and says, “There isn’t anyone in the Bend who’d have done what you just did.”

Jimi thinks of Lucy’s offer not to tell her mother they’re “friends.” And instead of feeling repelled, Jimi feels drawn to him. Why is he an outsider in his hometown?

“Do you need a ride somewhere?” she asks. “I don’t have a car, but we could use yours and figure something out.”

He chuckles, shakes his head, then holds up her handkerchief. “I’ll get this back to you.”

Jimi waves her hand so he knows the handkerchief doesn’t matter. “Now we’re even.”

“Is that so?”

“Yes.”

“Okay.” He steps back, looks past her, but doesn’t walk away.

Jimi wonders if he’s waiting for her to say something else, possibly invite him for a drink. She had considered inviting him to sit with her a little while longer. She could use the company. The idea of being alone again is unappealing. She isn’t ready for bed. And his presence is overwhelming in such a way that makes her want to feel overwhelmed. She thinks they may have a few things in common. Not just this needing someone to help them out of things, this resisting. He’s an outsider. An outsider in the place he was born. He still smells of clove and tobacco and she’s noticing he has a very handsome face. She bites her lip. He could get her into trouble.

“I should get going,” she says and starts to walk away. She turns back once and he’s still watching her. She smiles a little and he waves, but doesn’t move, letting her know he’s enjoying the view.

Trouble, she thinks.
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