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  CHAPTER ONE


  The walkie-talkie on the front desk hissed, crackled, and finally resolved into Lu’s lilting voice: “At what point,” she said, “do we worry the guy in two-oh-six is dead?”


  The couple across the counter from me glanced at one another. Bargain hunters. We only saw two kinds of people at the Mid-Night Inn—Bargains and Desperates—and these were classic Bargains, here. The two kids, covered in mustard stains from eating home-packed sandwiches, whined that the place didn’t have a pool. The mother had already scanned the lobby for any reference to a free continental breakfast. We didn’t offer continental breakfast, not even the not-free kind.


  I slid their key cards to them, smiling, and flicked the volume knob down on the radio before Lu convinced them they’d prefer to get back in their car and try their luck farther down the road.


  “Which room are we in, again?” said the woman.


  “Two-oh-four,” I said.


  “And you said we could go to Taco Bell,” cried the little girl, five or so. A glittering pink barrette that must have started the day neatly holding back her corn-silk hair now clung by a few strands. She threw herself at her mother’s feet and wailed into the carpet. “But they don’t even have a Taco Bell.”


  The boy, a few years older, had pressed himself against the glass door to the bar. “Mommy,” he hissed. “All these people are drinking alcohol.”


  It was after nine—way past someone’s bedtime. The parents and I negotiated by a series of glances between the key cards and each other. They wouldn’t get tacos, a free breakfast, or a swim, but the odds seemed better on a dead body in the room next door. “Why don’t I get you a room with a little more—privacy?” I took back the cards and pretended to click around on the computer for better options.


  Under the kids’ keening and questions, Lu’s low, complaining voice murmured on the radio, and then the door chimed, signaling another visitor.


  The Mid-Night Inn had only twelve operational rooms, seven evennumbered upstairs and five odd-numbered down, plus the lobby and bar. In the right light, it had old-school charm. The balcony’s wroughtiron railing swirled in a fancy design that snagged our uniform skirts’ hems. “Filigree,” Billy called it, when he accused us of never sweeping the cobwebs from it. It was a nice touch. We had a single-star rating from some hospitality association, left over, surely, from better days.


  Now the Mid-Night was a step above a roadside dive. Technically, it was a roadside dive, nestled between the roaring interstate and an overpassing state road out of town that led into the dusty countryside. The motel was a big two-story U of rooms, all with exterior doors on a wraparound walkway, all overlooking a slim patch of grass and a couple of struggling crabapple trees. Billy called that the “courtyard,” and the eight closed rooms on the other side of the bar that had been left to ruin, “the south wing.” At the open end of the courtyard, only a rusty chain-link fence tangled with scrub and brush separated the Mid-Night from the rushing cars below.


  In the summer, the Mid-Night’s old, blinking neon sign regularly pulled guests off the highway. We got minivan parents who’d misjudged how long they could listen to their kids howl and lone drivers who found they couldn’t keep themselves awake until they reached Indianapolis. We often got people who used their expensive, high-tech phones to search for the cheapest overnight stay they could get.


  But now in the off season, people could do better and usually did. I could say the Mid-Night was at least a clean place to lay your head. But I was the one who cleaned it, and I knew that wasn’t true.


  Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the new arrival, a woman in a long coat, hesitate at the door. Her, the Bargains, the dead guy in twooh-six—this was officially a crowd for a Monday night in the spring, especially since it was just me and Luisa holding down the fort while Billy had his night off. Lu was out pretending to clean up the courtyard while I kept the front desk, and tomorrow morning, we’d flip back to mornings for the rest of the week. I’d get to clean up vending-machine taco-chip crumbs after these cheapskates got back on the road, while she fended off anyone who came looking for a free Danish. Or comment cards. We didn’t offer comment cards, either.


  I handed over the updated key cards to the Bargains. “You have a nice night,” I said. The mother had already decided I was some kind of simpleton. She and her husband each pulled a child along behind them toward the door. I’d put them as far away from the dead guy’s room as I could—which located them right over the Mid-Night bar, open ’til two in the morning.


  The woman at the door still hadn’t decided if she was coming in. She held the door for the family, letting the parade of misery pass back out into the night and watching after them for far too long.


  I’d already known there existed a breed of women who made the rest of us notice how far off the mark we were, but they didn’t often stumble into the Mid-Night. This woman was their queen. Her clothes draped as if they’d been trained. Her golden hair hung loose and perfectly careless. She was tall and angular, with a chiseled masterpiece of a jaw.


  In the middle of the floor lay the sparkling barrette from the little girl’s hair. I slipped around the desk and plucked it up, watching the woman all the while. She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear as we both watched the family tramp toward the stairs with their mismatched luggage. The open door let in the smell of green cornfields and wet grass.


  I pressed the barrette against my palm and slid it into my pocket.


  “Can you pull the door?” I said. “You’re letting in bugs.”


  It was cheap, but all I had. Compared to her, I was shorter, chubbier, mousier. Poorer—that went without saying. I looked down at what I was wearing. Ouch. Her raincoat, as supple as butter and with the belt tied in a casual knot at the back, probably cost more than I made in a month. It wasn’t even raining anymore.


  She closed the door, a gracious smile cranking up to blind me as she swept across the lobby.


  But then she stopped. The smile cut short. “Juliet? Juliet Townsend, is that you?”


  A thousand thoughts shoved into my mind at the same time, jamming the works. I couldn’t think. I couldn’t speak. On the desk, the walkie-talkie hissed and crackled. “Juliet?” Lu’s voice, turned to nearly zero, sounded like a bomb going off in the empty lobby. “Jules, I’m serious, pick up.”


  The woman looked at the radio unit on the counter, then me. The smile came back, a few megawatts shy of its original glow. That superstar grin I’d almost received was reserved for customer service. For getting the best room available, and maybe an extra set of towels. This smile—well, this was the surprised-slash-horrified gesture reserved for ex–best friends discovered working below their potential in roadside crap-heaps.


  My brain finally jarred loose, throwing out the shard of a memory: a blond ponytail bouncing against thin shoulders, three paces ahead. Nothing holding me back but my aching lungs and burning thighs, and nothing ahead of me but that chiseled jaw, resolutely set toward the finish line.


  “Madeleine Bell,” I said. The name had always meant the same thing to me. Another loss. Another very near miss.
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  On the walkie-talkie, Lu’s voice transitioned from irate English into furious Spanish. I held up a finger to Maddy Bell and grabbed the handset.


  “Please tell me,” I said, my teeth clenched, “that Señor Two-oh-Six has requested fresh towels.”


  Lu said, “There is a smell coming out of there—”


  “That’s far above my pay grade, and yours,” I said. “Let Billy handle it tomorrow.”


  “Fine by me,” Lu said. “You’ll be behind the cart, and you’ll have to clean up the body.”


  “I have a guest.” I glanced back at Maddy. She’d turned her head, pretending to admire the lobby décor. She probably didn’t get a lot of gold-leaf wallpaper and garage-sale geegaws in the places she normally stayed. “And then I’m probably going to need to take my break,” I said. I needed a few minutes to die of embarrassment. Just ten minutes to hang myself from shame.


  “Roger,” Lu said.


  Billy insisted we use proper military com lingo when we used the radios, all those over-and-outs, rogers instead of yeses. He’d never been in the military, of course. He only knew what he’d learned from Stallone movies. But when he was out of earshot—which wasn’t often, since he lived in room one-oh-one—we took liberties. It was a crummy job. Liberties were what we had, instead of health insurance or bonuses or even a schedule that allowed us to take a second job. Instead of dignity.


  I put down the radio and found Maddy watching me. “So you, uh, need directions or something?” Which didn’t make any sense. She’d been gone ten years, but surely she remembered the way to her old house. Surely she remembered there were better places to stay forty minutes in either direction.


  “A room,” she said. “If you have one.”


  I tapped around the computer’s reservation system for time. “How many nights?”


  “It’s weird, isn’t it? Seeing you here?” she said.


  “Weird for you,” I said. “I’m here a great deal. Just one night, then?”


  “One night. Passing through. I didn’t think I’d run into anyone.”


  I looked up. “Hoping you wouldn’t, you mean?”


  “Maybe I was hoping I would. Juliet, really,” she said. “How would I have known?”


  “I heard you were a big shot in Chicago,” I said.


  She nodded, slowly, letting my statement hang in the air between us.


  “How many guests?” I said. The words almost got stuck in my throat. I’d just spotted the largest diamond I’d ever seen in real life or on television on her left ring finger. Were there any finish lines Maddy Bell wouldn’t reach before everyone else? The diamond was cartoonishly big. The palms of both my hands started to itch. I wiped them on my jeans. “How many in the room, I mean?”


  “Just me.” For a moment the sound of my typing filled the lobby, and then she gasped. “Oh, Jules, I totally forgot. Your dad. I’m so—God, that must have been awful.”


  Debilitating, actually. And I knew what had reminded her. Here I was, working a dank motel’s lobby desk in the same town where she’d left me. No one could have chosen this life. There must be some sad story of ambition thwarted, opportunity denied. And there was. My dad’s sudden death—a heart attack, far too young—during my second semester of college had drained my ambition and our family finances. If I’d gone to any other high school in the state, maybe I’d have been the star distance runner and would have been at college on full scholarship. But I’d gone to Midway High in Midway, Indiana, where Maddy Bell’s best times still clung to the halls, where Maddy Bell’s trophies still gleamed in the cases, ten years on. I knew the records were still up at Midway because all my almost one year of college had prepared me for was a spot as a third-string substitute teacher there. They called once a year or so when all they needed was a warm body, and I went in, gladly. That is, on days when I could tear myself away from the cleaner’s cart at the Mid-Night Inn.


  “And your mom?” she said.


  “She’s fine.”


  “Glad to hear it.”


  She’d always liked my family better than her own. Maddy had arrived in Midway with ready-made parental tragedy. Her mother rumored to be a suicide, and her dad remarried to a woman Maddy was determined not to like. Her dad had died more recently, quietly and without much fanfare in the local paper. There hadn’t been a funeral. “Your dad—”


  She waved away the sentiment. She’d never been as close with her dad as I’d been with mine.


  “Well, Gretchen comes in for a drink sometimes,” I said. I nodded through the glass doors that led to the inn’s bar. A look of horror crossed Maddy’s face. Her stepmother was apparently not the person she’d hoped to run into. “But not tonight. Not yet, anyway.”


  I slid a guest-info card across the counter for her and held out a pen. Up close, she nearly glowed. I couldn’t look, for fear I would stare. Her perfume wafted over the desk, equal parts spicy and sweet—and warm, somehow, like exotic cookies fresh from the oven. Under the harsh fluorescents, the diamond in her ring caught the light and twinkled.


  The door chimes rang again, this time for Lu and the rattling cart. Maddy glanced over her shoulder at the noise, and beamed her supernova smile in Lu’s direction. Maddy turned back to hand me her card and pen, and behind her, Lu pulled her long, dark hair into a smoother ponytail and mugged a la-di-da hip wiggle. She gave Maddy’s clothes a long, lurid look, then glanced down at herself, just as I had. I slipped the pen into my pocket.


  “So there are drinks? In there?” Maddy jerked her head in the direction of the dark doors of the bar. “I could sure use one.”


  “Right through there,” I said. “Tell the bartender you’re a—tell her I sent you.”


  “Why don’t you join me?”


  Lu raised her eyebrows in my direction. We’d be talking about this, whatever my answer.


  “I—” I’d meant to take my thirty-minute break to get out of Maddy’s rarified, spice-cookie air, to brace myself for the knowledge that I’d be the one to clean her fair locks out of the shower drain in room two-oh-two the next morning.


  “Please?” Maddy said. She leaned across the counter, and instead of taking the key card I’d left within her reach, she put her hand on mine. She had the skin of an infant. “We could catch up.”


  I blinked down at the diamond. Catching up with Maddy was the one thing I’d never been able to do.


  CHAPTER TWO


  The bar didn’t have a real name, but everyone called it “the Mid-Night,” too. No one who frequented the place seemed to have a problem keeping them straight. The bar was named for the motel; and the motel was named for the town; and the town, Midway, was named for the fact that it wasn’t one place or another. We were halfway to anywhere that mattered, stuck.


  The bar was badly lit, badly arranged, badly cleaned. The cleanliness issue Lu and I could take credit for, but the rest of the management decisions were Billy’s. He knew what the regulars liked: cheap beer, keep it coming. They didn’t care about new linoleum to replace the warped floors or painting over the ancient graffiti in the bathroom stalls. They didn’t want the old mirror over the back of the bar re-silvered. They didn’t want to see themselves. They lined up at the bar, watched the TV without sound, and drank. A subculture had developed over time from the group of nodding acquaintances, mostly men, who parked on stools side by side and hardly said a word to one another.


  That was the scene as I led Maddy through the lobby doors into the dark, hoping to go unnoticed. An undercover mission. We got away with it for a second. A couple of the regulars turned around—there were a few Midway High faces, some hardened regulars my mom’s age or older, a couple of people I knew but ignored—but then Maddy’s presence was noticed. Felt. By the time we’d sat ourselves at a table in the corner and waved over a couple of drinks, three of the guys had dismounted from their barstools to head home. The others stayed to stare and pretend not to.


  “I don’t even know where to start,” Maddy said. “Has it really been since graduation?”


  It had been longer. Maybe she didn’t remember, or want to remember, that the last time we’d spoken had been weeks before the ceremony meant to send us on our separate ways. Precisely, it had been since the day Maddy had beaten me for the last time. And we hadn’t even been running.


  Suddenly I remembered Maddy hunched over the edge of a hotel bed, her knuckles white against a shiny, patterned bedspread. The old disgust rose in my throat.


  I swallowed around it. “Did you get your invitation to the reunion?” The reunion was why I knew where Maddy lived. Our classmate Shelly Anderson, who was planning the event, worked at the bank, where all deposits of the informational kind had to be made at her window. You always left richer than you came in.


  Our beers arrived. The bartender, Yvonne, winked at me.


  “Let me get this round, since I’m holding you hostage.” Maddy reached inside an inner pocket of the coat and pulled out a bill. “Keep the change,” she said to Yvonne.


  This round? I took a gulp of my beer, avoiding Yvonne’s look. I was sure the bill had been a fifty.


  Yvonne stalked away with a sharp glance over her shoulder.


  “The reunion,” Maddy said with an odd smile. She pivoted her beer bottle on the table but didn’t drink. “Right.”


  “It’s a Midway High reunion in here every night of the week,” I said, scanning the bar. A few sets of eyes dropped away. “Ten years.”


  “It seems longer,” Maddy said.


  To me, it seemed shorter. But maybe that was because I hadn’t gone anywhere or done anything. Maybe we all experienced life not by the hour, but by the texture and taste. I hated to think it. If that was how time measured itself, I was still a knobby-kneed kid in an oversized track team uniform. I hadn’t moved on. But neither had most of our high-school class. We saw each other at the grocery store, at Mike’s Hardware, at the movie theater. A lot of them went to church together. Some of them had kids in the same class at the elementary school.


  We didn’t need a reunion. A Saturday in some party room, going-out clothes, and Maddy down from Chicago—


  “The reunion wasn’t last night, was it? Is that why you’re here?” I’d hoped not to be working the night of the party, so that if anyone stopped by the bar on their way home, I wouldn’t have to hear about it. But now I was strangely panicked that I’d missed it.


  “Soon. This coming weekend, I think.” She frowned at the table. “I doubt I’ll stick around for it. I don’t have much to report.”


  I let my beer bottle hit the table a little too hard. Yvonne and the guys at the bar turned in our direction. “Are you kidding me?” I said.


  “What?”


  “You’re probably the only one of us who has anything to show for the last ten years,” I said. “Except the ones who are already married or divorced or have four kids or credit-card bills up to their eyeballs. Look at yourself. Look at this place.” I knew what I meant to say, even if I hadn’t said it well. She didn’t belong here, had probably never belonged here.


  I’d always thought I didn’t belong in Midway, either, that someday I’d get out and make something new of myself. But the truth was that I belonged to my hometown in a way I hadn’t been able to shake, and now it felt too late to try.


  “You always did think more of me than I did myself,” she said.


  “It was hard not to look up to you, standing on the lower-medal podium every week.” I plucked at the wrapper on my beer. I hadn’t meant to say that.


  “Maybe I should have thrown a few races.” She pushed her bottle away.


  “That’s hardly what I wanted, Maddy.” That was not the truth. Back then, I would have accepted any top placing, however it came to me.


  “Well, then,” she said. “You should have run faster.”


  That stung. What did she think I’d been doing all those times I came in second? “I ran as fast as I could for as long as I could,” I said.


  She looked over my shoulder for a long moment, toward the door. “That’s what I was doing, too. I was probably only faster because I was being chased.”


  By me, she meant. I saw again the blond hair beating against thin shoulders. The back of Maddy’s head had been my view of high school, and not just on the track. I was the friend who didn’t have a life of her own, the parasite, the loser. The journalism staff had even made some joke about it in our senior yearbook.


  In some ways, the ten years felt like ten minutes.


  I leaned back in my chair. My break was almost over. I thought ahead to the long night at the front desk, and then the early morning behind the cleaning cart. Maddy had one night back in Midway. I had the rest of my life. And yet, I didn’t want to spare even these few minutes on her. “What are you in town for, then?”


  “Business,” she said.


  “What do you do?”


  She shrugged. “It’s not that interesting.”


  I felt color rising on my neck. “Do you travel a lot?”


  “For work?”


  “For any reason,” I said.


  She smiled a little and leaned forward, waiting for the punch line. “A little.”


  “You’ve been to New York? Paris? Tokyo, where?”


  She understood me now. The smile slid away. “All those places.”


  “You’ve got—I don’t even know how many thousands of dollars of diamond on your hand. Is he handsome?”


  She blinked at the ring, then nodded.


  “After you leave tomorrow, I’ll be changing the sheets on your bed. Your job—your life—has to be more interesting than mine.”


  “But you could . . . sorry, no. I’m not going to give you any advice.” She checked her watch and seemed surprised by how late it was. An expensive watch, I was sure. “You really shouldn’t take any direction from me. Things aren’t always as they seem, you know. They weren’t then, and they aren’t now. Envy blinds you.”


  I stood up, my chair raking against the floor. I wasn’t the one handing out insultingly high tips on cheap beer tabs and pretending things between us were even. “My break is over,” I said.


  “I didn’t mean—that’s not—I meant that I’m the one who’s envious.” She looked up at me with tears in her eyes. Very dramatic. If only she’d had time for the school play back in high school, she might be clutching an Academy Award now, too. “This isn’t how I wanted it to be.”


  “So—”


  “I didn’t hope to run into you,” she said. “I knew I would. I knew you were working here, Jules, and I wanted to see you.”


  She waited to see how I would take this. “Well, you’re seeing me,” I said.


  “I just—I wanted to make sure I hadn’t imagined it all. That I hadn’t wasted all my time. So much of it was wasted. Or lost completely.” She stood and glanced uneasily at the bar. They’d be watching openly now. A low song on the jukebox kept things civilized. She lowered her voice under the music. “We were friends, weren’t we? Really friends, not just competitors? Right? Before all that?”


  All that encompassed so much, I couldn’t tell if she remembered. All that could have meant nothing or anything. Or everything. I felt the pen in my pocket digging into my hip and was thankful for its distraction. “No,” I said. “I’ve had a lot of time to think about it. I don’t think we were.”


  She went still. “Don’t say that.”


  “We were rivals, Maddy. Practices, tournaments—state.” She flinched. She remembered. “We just spent a lot of time together, and we were kids. It’s not the same thing as being friends.”


  “It could have been.”


  “It wasn’t. How else do you explain it? As soon as track season was over, we never spoke again. Ten years, Maddy. I’ve been in the same place. I’ve been easy to find.”


  “You don’t have to stay here,” she said.


  “That’s not what I’m saying, and you know it. Besides, you—you don’t know anything about me.”


  “I used to,” she said. Her jaw was set with the same determination she’d always engaged to stay a half meter ahead of me for an entire two-mile race. “The Juliet Townsend I used to know wanted to run from this place as fast as she could.”


  “I’m not sure what happened to the Madeleine Bell I used to know,” I said. I felt raw, and mean. “You know where they’re having it, right? The reunion?”


  She started to say something, then thought better of it. She pulled her coat tighter around her. “Let’s just say there’s a lot about me you don’t know, too,” she said.


  Fair enough. I turned to leave.


  “Juliet, wait.”


  She caught up with me at the door to the lobby and laid a soft hand on my arm. I could see Lu at the desk, leaning her chin on her fist and watching the dark parking lot. For a moment, my life split in two and I was the me I could have been and also the me I’d become.


  “It could still be,” she said.


  “What are you talking about?”


  “It could still be the same as being friends. We could—it could be real this time. We could get things right. Chicago’s not that far away, and there’s the reunion. Maybe I will come back for it, even if they’re holding it at the same place—” Her face darkened. “God, what are the odds? But there are some things—I’d like to have a chance to talk to you sometime, really talk. Just think about it, OK?”


  Clearly she had no idea how little happened around Midway in a given week. I wouldn’t be able to think about anything else. I slipped out from under her hand and opened the door.
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  I led Maddy through the lobby, Lu watching, and pointed in the direction of her room. Outside, a lean silver car had parked nose to nose with the vending and ice machines. It could only be hers. As soon as Maddy had swept through the lobby, Lu turned on me.


  “What the—”


  “I don’t want to talk about it,” I said.


  “All this time I thought I was your fanciest friend.”


  Lu lived in a ranch house overstuffed with her husband, three kids, and mother-in-law. She might have the same terrible job I did, but she’d figured out a few things I hadn’t. “You’re pretty fancy,” I said.


  Lu’s smile was close-mouthed to hide her crooked teeth. “So why is she here?”


  “Business, she said.”


  “No, I mean here. At the Mid-Night. Did you see her? She could stay anywhere. She could have stayed at—hotels I don’t even know downtown, the Luxe even.”


  I glanced uneasily at Lu. Maddy knew all about the Luxe. But she’d gotten a room here to talk to me. Hadn’t she admitted it? But she could have stopped by with her olive branch and still stayed somewhere else. And what had she actually said, in the end?


  A pair of headlights grazed over the lobby. The silver car was leaving. Maybe staying somewhere else was the plan she’d had in mind all along.


  Why had she come? The car, the diamond, the soft raincoat. The forty-two-dollar tip on an eight-buck bar tab. The room paid for but not used. Maddy Bell certainly wasn’t a Bargain.


  Which could only mean she was desperate.


  CHAPTER THREE


  Lu pushed the cart into its closet. I locked the lobby doors behind us and dropped the keys into the slot for Billy.


  As we walked out to my car, I scanned the parking lot. Maddy hadn’t come back.


  “She got a room, didn’t she?” Lu said. “Weird.”


  I wondered why she’d bothered. What had she accomplished? Was putting me in my place worth the price of a room at the Mid-Night? But the Mid-Night was a cheap place to stay, and Maddy could clearly afford to throw money around. “One less room to clean tomorrow,” I said, grabbing a brochure that had been tucked under my windshield wiper and throwing it in the backseat.


  “At least she didn’t bring a guy back,” Lu said as we got in. “And then you’d have to clean up? After your friend had freaky sex all over one of the rooms?”


  “Lu,” I said.


  “You don’t think she has freaky sex with somebody? Did you see that ring?”


  “Lu, please.”


  We drove the rest of the way to Lu’s place in silence. The Mendoza house was small and plain, on a clean, pleasant street where people invested heavily in flower boxes and kept the paint on their shutters touched up. The house was dark, but Lu’s husband had left the porch light on for her.


  “Goodnight,” I said. “See you bright and early.”


  She hesitated with her hand on the door. I could already feel how Maddy’s visit had changed how Lu thought of me. Lu and I had worked together for a few years now, and we were friends. Really friends—what Maddy had wanted from me. Lu was older than I was by about ten years, and she had a husband who remembered to leave on the porch light. We didn’t have a lot in common, but we could talk for hours about what we watched on TV or how we were so glad we didn’t live at the Mid-Night the way Billy did. About her three rowdy kids and how coming to work was like a vacation from all their noise. About her parents, back in Mexico, who she missed, or her mother-in-law, who she wished would get her own place. About how she might get her real-estate license someday. About the life she was working toward.


  It’s not like I hadn’t ever told her anything about me. I’d told her plenty.


  But now we’d both had a look at Maddy Bell and at the world outside our reach. Her real-estate license must have seemed so small, so far away.


  “Yeah,” she said, finally opening the door. “See you.”
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  I stopped for gas, counting out the few bills I had on me beforehand. The numbers on the pump turned fast. Inside, I leaned against the counter and chatted with Dickie Buggit, the attendant. We’d gone to Midway High together. Sometimes I had to remind myself that I’d gone out with Dickie Buggit once—oh my God, why? But then there were a lot of guys in town like Dickie and not a lot of guys not like Dickie. Out of all the guys I’d gone out with, gone home with—hardly any—Dickie was the only one I could still be friends with. And by friends, I meant buy gas from. I counted out my change, considered a lottery ticket.


  The door chimed.


  “Aw, hell,” Dickie said under his breath. He reached for the phone, running his finger down a list of numbers taped to the wall.


  A woman bundled in two sweaters, a scarf, and house slippers stood blinking in the bright light of the station. Teeny, as everyone called her, walked the streets of Midway as the town ghost—alive, but barely there. For a short, slight wisp of a woman, tiny indeed, she had a large presence, showing up in unlikely places, uninvited and unwanted, mumbling some phrase or another to herself on repeat. She came out to the Mid-Night a lot, but there wasn’t much to steal there.


  Dickie talked in low tones into the phone. I went to an end-cap to take a look at the audio-book selection: westerns and thrillers marked down, and a few get-rich schemes at full price. I watched Teeny shopping the aisles. She liked color. A handful of gumballs went into her cardigan pocket. She considered and put back a pack of gummy bears.


  By the time she made the round trip through the store, her sweater pocket bulged with a stash of bright, round candies.


  Dickie hung up and leaned over the counter. “Come on, Teeny,” he said. “If you’re going to steal, at least be sneaky about it.”


  She didn’t seem to hear him.


  “How much are those?” I said. “The candies.”


  “Five cents apiece, for crying out loud,” Dickie said. “Cheapest thing in the store.”


  The cheapest thing could still be too much. “You called the cops on her?”


  “Nah, that place she lives,” he said. “She gets loose, they come pick her up. She’s going to get hit on the street one of these days.”


  He made her sound like someone’s loose mongrel dog. I glared at him. “Let me pay for some of those.” I turned out my pockets, letting whatever change I had fall on the counter.


  Dickie shrugged, rang me up.


  Teeny was making for the door. I followed her out into the parking lot, looking around for the car or van coming for her. “Hey, Teeny,” I said. “Let’s wait for your ride, OK?”


  She ignored me, shuffling past my car, the pumps, and toward the street.


  “Teeny, stop—stay here a second.” I came alongside her and reached for her arm. It was thin in the bulky sweater, but she was strong. She ripped her arm away from me. The overfilled pocket swung around, and the candies arced out, pinging against the asphalt around us and rolling in a million directions.


  “Sorry, sorry,” I said, running to grab a few before she darted for them and Dickie’s prediction came true. When I came back, Teeny was kneeling in the lot, gathering the candies to her. She mumbled something under her breath. “I said I was sorry.”


  I walked the lot, collecting the candies, and brought them back to her, getting mad. What was wrong with her? Why couldn’t she snap out of—whatever this was? Why wasn’t anyone caring for her, keeping her safe?


  The last handful of gumballs returned to the pile, I stood up and watched the street, fuming at myself for getting involved. “I’m going,” I said. “It’s late.”


  “The girls,” Teeny said.


  “What?”


  “The girls.”


  She looked up at me, her eyes wide and concerned. She could have been a hundred years old, or twenty-five, I couldn’t tell. She was younger, though, than I’d ever guessed, if I’d ever given any thought to her at all.


  “The girls who? Which girls?”


  “The girls, the girls.” The words were sing-song, but they made sense to her.


  “OK, great,” I said. “I hope they get rides home, too.”


  My old car didn’t want to start, but at last it did, and I was treated to the gas needle’s short trip from empty to not-quite-empty. I drove off with a last glance in the rear-view at Teeny seated in the lot, alone. Some of the candies had been transferred to her mouth. One cheek was distended, full, like a child’s.
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  Where I lived, the porch light was dark.


  Which is not to say I couldn’t find my way. The whole street was well lit. That was the kind of street it was: houses old but kept up, the grass green and neatly edged. No matter what time I came home, somebody on the block was probably noticing, flicking their curtain back to catch the details. The neighborhood was nicer than Lu’s, maybe, the yards a little bigger. But at my house, we’d long ago given up on flower boxes.


  My mom was fine, I’d told Maddy.


  The first lie I’d told her.


  I let myself in the front door, careful to be quiet. My mom slept badly, which meant she could be trying to sleep at any time of the day or night.


  She had the time. She didn’t work. She didn’t cook or clean much. She didn’t have friends or make crafts or read. I’d moved back home after my dad’s death to get my mom through the cycle of grief. But we hadn’t cycled. I was still living in the room I had in high school. The same wall color, the same furniture. I still had trophies from some of my big races on the dresser. My mom still slept in the bed my dad had left that last morning. His clothes were still in the drawers and closet. We were . . . still.


  “Juliet, is that you?” my mom called from the kitchen.


  Who else could it be? I’d gotten one shoe off, and carried it around the corner. A low-watt light over the stove barely lit the room. She sat at the table in her robe.


  What I’d learned from my dad’s death was that the Townsends were made of flimsy stuff. One weak heart, one weak mind, and, for baby bear, a weak will.


  “Hey, Mom. Thought you’d be in bed.”


  “I was getting a glass of water.”


  There was no glass in front of her. I dropped my shoe, kicked off its match, and went to the cupboard. When I set the glass of water in front of her, she reached for it idly, as though it had been there the whole time.


  “How was work?”


  “The same,” I said. That’s what I always said. Not just for work, but for everything there was to say. Our lives had been wider, deeper, once. I couldn’t help thinking that my parents had had bigger plans for me than this. You couldn’t name a little girl Juliet without thinking she would turn out to be something more than a motel housekeeper. At the very least, you might expect a girl named Juliet to turn out to be a little more passionate about life than I had become.


  So, the same. It was hard to imagine the past, or the future, being any different. Except tonight had been different.


  For some reason, another memory of Maddy came to me—not from tonight, but from that drive back from our failed state track tournament ten years ago. We had a fifteen-person van, and only the four of us—me, Maddy, and our two coaches—inside. It was full daylight, since we’d come back so early. Maddy had wrapped herself in her own embrace against the window, her face puffy from crying.


  I blinked the image away. “Actually,” I said. “You’ll never guess who came in tonight.”


  “Who?”


  “Maddy Bell.”


  Her eyes brightened. “You’re kidding.”


  I grabbed another glass of water for myself and pulled out a chair at the table.


  “That poor girl,” she said.


  In the dim light, I couldn’t see her face. Was she joking? “Why do you say that?”


  After a long moment, she finally said, “She always seemed so lost.”


  I’d seen what lost looked like pretty close-up this evening. Teeny was as lost as they came. But having a real conversation with my mother for the first time in a while gave me a rush of confidence. She wasn’t so far gone, at least. “You mean when she was beating me in every race I ever ran?” I said, smiling. “She seemed lost to you then?”


  “Well, when your dad used to—” She stood up and went to the sink to dump her glass.


  As quickly as the light had come to her eyes, it was gone. The house grew still and silent around us once again.


  My dad had come to every race. Sometimes he’d even stop by practice. He’d lean on the fence around the track with our coach, Coach Trenton, who had once been on an actual Olympic team, and the assistant, Coach Fitzgerald. Fitz, he let us call him. My dad had never been an athlete, had never run in his adult life, probably, but he took an interest. He knew all the girls on the team, every year, and congratulated them all for, if not winning, for trying hard. He included Maddy, of course, who never seemed to know what to say to grown-ups. Her dad and stepmom didn’t attend races, not even the big ones, not even when she was at her peak, when no one could beat her.


  I might have felt bad for her, but after running the second-fastest two miles in the state of Indiana, I’d been too busy checking the finish line for my own family’s proud, second-place cheers to see how first place sat on Maddy’s shoulders. Afterward, sure, from the lower podium—I’d had plenty of time to study the sharp edge of Maddy’s jaw from below. In the first moments post-race, though, with my lungs burning and my dad pulling me off my feet into a sweaty hug, I hadn’t spared her a thought.


  Coach and Fitz would have been right there, making sure Maddy had all the hugs and high fives she could handle. Still, regrets flooded in, for what I’d said about us not really being friends.


  Two things I’d lied about.


  I felt the sharp point of the pen in my pocket and remembered the loose knot in the belt of Maddy’s raincoat, the easy sway of her clothes. That diamond ring. My palms tingled. “Are you going to bed soon?”


  “Thought I’d get some dishes done.”


  She stood at the empty sink, watching the dark night out the window. Or maybe she could only see the vague reflection of her own face.


  “I’m on the cart tomorrow, so . . .” I stood up, stretched. “It’s late.”


  “That’ll be fun,” she said.


  “Um . . . sure. I’ll be home by dinner. Maybe we’ll take a drive or something afterward.”


  She didn’t say anything.


  “OK,” I said. “Good night, Mom.”


  In my room, I tore the pen out of my pocket and threw it. I sat on my bed and rubbed my palms together until they were hot, then tender. They itched. I held them flat against the comforter and waited, but it wouldn’t stop. I shoved my hands into my pockets. My fingers grazed something—the barrette. I’d forgotten it.


  I held it in my palm, then went to the mirror and clipped the bauble into my hair. I let down my ponytail and combed out my hair with my fingers.


  I changed into an old T-shirt and sweats and retrieved the pen from where it had landed. I listened for my mom for a second before entering the bathroom and closing the door. In the vanity, a hundred tiny bottles rolled to the back of the bottom drawer and then forward again. The bulk of them pleased me. The scents. The variety of what people left behind from other places they’d been. I chose a lotion, probably a Hyatt or a Radisson brand, better stuff than the Mid-Night offered, and used a dollop to calm the raw skin on my hands. Then I reached behind and under the open drawer and pulled out the old makeup bag I kept there.


  The bag was faded black with white polka dots. Something from childhood, maybe. I sat with my back against the closed door, unzipped the bag, and started pulling out the collection. I lined them up on the floor, one piece after another. Nothing valuable: an interesting spiral paperclip; a single earring I thought might be turned into a pendant; a lipstick from a designer brand, but in a color I could never wear. I pulled the glittering barrette out of my hair and added it. My lost and found.


  Except that no one ever found these things again. No one ever came looking. Not for the single pink-and-orange-striped baby sock that my hands hadn’t been able to resist. Not for the empty cut-glass atomizer that still smelled as fussy as the old woman who’d told me about her trip to visit her grandkids. No one came back for the little pretty things that I couldn’t help but want. That I couldn’t help but take.


  The benefit of the schedule Lu and I split was that I always ended up cleaning the rooms of the guests I’d signed in the day before. I checked in the cheapskates and pensioners, the glassy-eyed parents with yowling kids and sullen teens up until Billy took over the evening shift, and then the next morning I got to see what was left behind. Usually they left me greasy pizza boxes or a sticky, overturned juice bottle, but sometimes they left clues.


  Like the jittery guy with a trim beard and a mega-sized gas station coffee, gone by the time I arrived the next day. He’d left a picture postcard of Italy tucked into the bathroom mirror. I’d cleaned the room around it, expecting him to come back—because of course I’d read it and knew that he hadn’t meant to leave it. But who means to leave anything, even things they don’t care about?


  I picked it up now and turned it over. I barely needed to read the words—Pigeon: I promised you something and I mean to deliver. Love, Your Jedi. Other people led interesting lives. I mean—that was a promise I wanted the guy to keep. That was a promise that I wished I could keep for him.


  But most of the things were just things. They had no other life, no other purpose. They were orphans. That lipstick never got used. That private postcard was forgotten. I gave them a home.


  I held the card to my cheek until I felt foolish, reminded of Teeny and her gumballs. I packed it all up, adding the pen from the Mid-Night. Maddy had used it.


  These things didn’t make me happy. They didn’t make me sad. Often, when I took them out from their hiding place, they seemed like litter. Why had anyone ever owned them in the first place? Who bothered with fancy paper clips? Why would anyone allow someone to call her a pigeon? I should throw it out. I should take it all to the motel and put it into the box under the counter, the real lost and found. Or dump it all in the bin in the recessed alcove next to Billy’s room. That’s what it was. Trash.


  But I didn’t want to . . . No, I wanted to. I couldn’t.


  The gleam of the perfume bottle or the gold bit on the lipstick tube refused to be thrown away, and once in a while, something small and shiny caught my attention—called out to me, really—until I knew it had to be mine.


  Mine. That wasn’t the right word. I was the one who was owned. I was the one who was captured—by this little girl’s barrette, by this lipstick I couldn’t even wear. And someday I was sure, I would be. I’d be caught.


  CHAPTER FOUR


  The alarm had me up again the next morning, too early. Always too early. I dragged myself to the kitchen and forced the first cup of coffee out of the ancient coffeemaker. At my seat at the table, my eyes began to open and focus, until I could finally spot the sugar bowl. Beside it, a nest of old mail gathered. Bills, a couple of them second notices. Fliers, a catalogue, a brochure from a senior-care facility. I picked this up. Had one of the nosy neighbors dropped this by? Not that they ever asked how my mother was, but I could feel their judgments.


  A red envelope had come loose from the pile. Red for alarm, for dread, for Midway High.


  When the envelope first arrived, I’d opened it, noted the expense, and thrown it to the side. But I’d saved it. As much as I didn’t want to go, I’d saved it. The invitation was a nice cream card, the time of the event written out in script as though I’d been invited to tea with the queen.


  I took the card out and looked again. The Luxe. If Shelly had been a vindictive person, I might have suspected aggression. In any case, the event was too expensive. I got up and threw the invitation and the brochure in the trash.


  Maybe I’d have gone, if I’d done something with the last ten years, if I could show up like Maddy, resplendent in her sleek raincoat and diamonds.


  Back at the table, I dropped my head onto my arm, remembering the terrible things I’d said. She’d come all that way, and maybe she hadn’t tracked me to my stupid job only to make me feel terrible. She’d said it could be real, our friendship. That we could try again. I’d turned her away.


  And yet, I wanted . . . something. Not something, but everything. A new job. My own place. My own life. A boyfriend. And more friendships, like the one I’d had in Maddy. I wanted that, even though it had been years since I’d let myself admit it even to myself.


  I wanted more.


  If only Maddy had actually been staying at the Mid-Night, she might still be there, and I could go make things right.


  I could ask Gretchen for a phone number, or maybe that’s where Maddy had stayed after leaving the motel.


  But Maddy had recoiled at her stepmother’s name. “Retching,” she used to call her. She wouldn’t have gone there.


  Then it hit me. The pen. She’d used the pen I’d pocketed to fill out the information card. The info card was standard issue, a formality. It asked for the make, model, and plate number of a guest’s car—in case one guest’s car nicked another’s in the parking lot—as well as a home address and phone number, in case they left anything behind. Anything of value.


  The clock on our oven said six-thirty. I had to work the rooms today, not the desk, but maybe if I picked up Lu on time for a change, she wouldn’t ask me too many questions when she saw me copying something from one of the guest cards.


  I got cleaned up and dressed quickly and, for my mother’s sake, quietly. Thinking about fixing things with Maddy made me feel better than I had in a long time. Expectant. Could it be that easy to perk up my prospects? Tracking down a phone number wasn’t hiking to the top of Everest or anything. But even as I slipped into my ridiculous maid’s uniform, I wondered how much longer I’d have to wear it. As though I’d made some decision about my future.


  In the bathroom mirror, I studied myself. The snug black dress bunched a bit over the few pounds I’d gained since giving up running. The white collar could have been whiter. The black-and-white sneakers I wore with my uniform looked silly, childish, but I didn’t have anything else. My brown hair hung lank and ignored. I spent a few minutes with the eyeliner, a little mascara. Stuff I didn’t usually bother with when I had a date with the toilet brush. I felt Maddy’s influence hurrying me. I hoped she’d used a cell-phone number on her card, so I could reach her before she left town.


  I pulled out the makeup bag from the hollow place below the bottom drawer and tried the fancy lipstick again. Still a bad color. I wiped it off and went back to my own supplies. A little lip gloss, a few extra strokes of the brush before I put my hair in the standard ponytail. I stood back and gazed at myself.


  I had made a decision. Maddy had helped get me into this spot. She could very well help get me out.
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  “Well, well,” Lu said when she got into the car. “Well, my.”


  There was no use arguing that I hadn’t put in some effort, but I thought I could detect extra time spent on her part, too. Her hair was shiny and loose, and she’d worn khakis and slip-ons instead of her usual behind-the-desk jeans and tennis shoes. “You going to church after your shift?”


  She grinned. “That woman last night—”


  “Yeah,” I said.


  “Where do you even buy clothes like that?”


  “Not around here,” I said.


  “I want that for my kids, you know,” she said. “You dress nice, you walk into a room, and people want to know you, be like you. They want to like you, before you even say a word. She has a good job?”


  “She must.”


  “You don’t know?” Lu shot me a side glance.


  “We only had a little while to catch up last night. But—well, maybe I could do a better job of staying in touch this time.”


  “So I’m not going to be your fanciest friend.”


  “In fanciness, you come in a close second,” I said. Second place wasn’t so bad.


  “Well, can you steal that raincoat for me?” Lu said.


  “Forget it,” I said. “I have dibs.”


  We pulled into the Mid-Night’s parking lot and took my customary spot in the last row. “Hey,” Lu said. “Looks like you’ve got an extra room to clean.”


  But I’d already seen it. In the shadow of the Mid-Night sat the sleek silver car. It was parked at the end nearest Billy’s room, forcing Billy’s beater Dodge a spot or two down. Maddy had come back to stay, after all.


  Inside, Billy stood at the front desk. He waved us in impatiently.


  “You,” he said, pointing at me. Billy was the manager, our boss, but he didn’t scare either of us. He was scrawny and greasy, with a mustache that looked like he’d been waiting for it to come in since middle school. He also had a series of nervous tics I could barely keep track of and a high, shrill voice with an exaggerated drawl not native to Midway. I did a mean imitation on our walkie-talkies. Billy lived in Mid-Night’s room one-oh-one, the end room near the overpass, an honor he never stopped talking about. An honor that included living next door to the niche for the motel’s trash bins. We’d never been inside this room, never had to clean it, but Lu and I suspected it smelled a little like dirty hair and cheap cologne, and a lot like garbage. “You,” he said again.
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