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1. enemies


The enemies invaded the trailers. Many crept in alone; others arrived in organized platoons. They concealed themselves and built secret tiny nests and lairs. Some of them bit, stung, and pinched; others clogged, soiled, smudged, and polluted.


Lucky’s mom, Brigitte, faced these foes like a general in World War III. She mopped, swept, vacuumed, scoured, scrubbed, washed, polished, and sterilized. She was okay with the work. It was just part of living in the little desert town of Hard Pan, Pop. 43, which Brigitte had adopted as her home when she adopted Lucky as her daughter.


Lucky herself had a live-and-let-live attitude toward Brigitte’s enemies, those mice, ants, flying ants, tarantula hawk wasps, scorpions, beetles, crickets, spiders, flies, and moths, plus sand, dust, dirt, grit, and dog hair. The creatures were all just doing their jobs, trying to eat and not get eaten, make a home, have children, live their urgent tiny lives. Lucky tried to help Brigitte see things from their point of view, but it was no use. Brigitte did not care one bit about the point of view of a bug.


So Lucky was pretty conscientious about keeping the screen door closed and not tracking in dirt. She wiped down the tables on weekends, when Brigitte’s Hard Pan Café was open for lunch, and she bused and washed dirty dishes. But the problem with bugs is that they don’t care if a certain area “belongs” to you, like a shelf in your bedroom or a corner under the sink; all they know is, it seems like a good place to settle down. So Lucky had to be vigilant and keep up her guard, hunting and capturing the larger insects and releasing them outside.


She did her best. But sometimes all that cleaning and enemy-fighting wore Lucky out. It made her wish she were back at her old job at the Found Object Wind Chime Museum and Visitor Center, which she’d given up because of having too much else to do. For that job, she just kept the patio clean and raked; she didn’t have to worry about dust or insects.


And then a certain realization bonked Lucky over the head: Nothing stays clean. Sooner or later the thing will have to be cleaned again. The floor, the stove, tables, pots, forks, napkins, feet, paws—the never-endingness of cleaning made a quick little what-if thought spring into her mind. The what-if was like an online pop-up, which you’re forced to look at even if you don’t want to. It wasn’t a wish that she hoped would come true, but still, there it was, blinking at her from the corner of the screen in her mind.


It was this: What if, for some reason, Brigitte’s Hard Pan Café just—poof—disappeared? Well, life would be way different. There would be so much less work! Brigitte could get a regular job. And they would have weekends just for themselves, to do fun things instead of working.


But then Lucky reminded herself of the good parts. Like that Brigitte wasn’t homesick for France, because here in California she had a strict boss—but it was herself. And every day when Lucky got back from school, she was greeted twice: first with a dog-kiss from HMS Beagle, who was waiting at the bus drop-off, and then with a hug and a mom-kiss from Brigitte. Plus, Lucky was proud that Brigitte’s cooking was famous for miles around, and all on their own, they were making the Café a success. Tourists who found them told their friends, and local people from Sierra City and other towns started coming every single weekend. It was a kind of miracle, and Brigitte said it could never have happened without Lucky. So Lucky felt ashamed about what-iffing the Café’s disappearance, even for a second. She put on her yellow rubber gloves and got to work.


But then a new enemy appeared, and started a different kind of battle.





2. a clipboard


At first Lucky thought it was just another hungry person, the man who pulled up in a truck with INYO CO. HEALTH DEPT. STATE OF CA stenciled on its door.


“Early customer,” Lucky joked, it being Friday afternoon and the Café not open until tomorrow noon. She watched from inside the kitchen trailer as the man stood by his truck, looking at the tables and at the A-frame sign:


Brigitte’s Hard Pan Café
Open for
Lunch/Dejeuner
Sat—Sun & Holidays


“Non,” said Brigitte, also peering out the high window. “This man has a clipboard, and that is never good.”


Bending down to use the toaster as a mirror, Brigitte applied lipstick and checked her hair before stepping into the open doorway.


“Afternoon, ma’am,” the man said, reaching down flat-fingered to let HMS Beagle scent his hand. He eyed Brigitte from under the bill of his cap, looking suddenly less official and more like a big clumsy friendly bear, but not sure as to the correct etiquette and wanting to make a good impression. Lucky, unnoticed, smiled to herself. Brigitte often made that impression on people, even in her thrift store hospital scrubs, her hair in a hasty ponytail: They wanted her to like them. The man held his clipboard partially behind his leg, like when Lucky’s friend Miles tried to hide a stolen cookie.


Brigitte smiled brilliantly at him and then looked apologetic. “We are not open today,” she said, glancing meaningfully at the sign, “but maybe you return tomorrow for lunch?”


The man removed his cap, then didn’t seem to know what to do with it. He put it back on his head, the bill a little lower, as if to look more serious. When he raised the clipboard, Lucky knew he was only pretending to read it. She crossed her arms and brought one bare foot up to rest on the opposite calf of her jeans. She wanted to show the man that he couldn’t just drive up any time of the day or night and expect the Café to be open. And he couldn’t come around and try to scare them by acting so official. Maybe Brigitte was afraid of burros and snakes, but she was totally fearless about people. This made Lucky herself feel brave. She frowned at Mr. Inyo County Health Department mightily.


He cleared his throat. “Brigitte Trimble?” he asked, his voice deep. He planted his feet apart like a cop about to make an arrest, the clipboard now in both hands like a shield.


“Lucky, please look in the drawer to the left of the stove and bring to me the red folder,” Brigitte said, not taking her clear, defiant gaze off the man. “I show you my business and fictitious name permit,” she said to him, “if that is what you have come to check.”


“Well, okay,” he agreed, as Lucky darted up the steps to the kitchen trailer. “But this is about Regulation Number 1849. I’m Stu Burping from County Health. Mind if I have a look at the kitchen?”


Brigitte did not react, but as Lucky dashed back out with the folder, she thought, Stu Burping, who works for the county health department? Stu Burping? She imagined telling this tidbit of information to her best friend Paloma, and the two of them actually dying from laughter overdose.


“The clerk in Independence has assured me that my papers are in order,” Brigitte said, lifting her chin, “but of course you may see the kitchen. We have no vermin or bug if that is what you wonder.” Lucky hoped strongly that this man hadn’t found out about the time she’d accidentally left a jar of tomato worms under a café table.


Brigitte went on, “The freezer and fridge are kept always at the correct temperature.” Lucky glared at the man. He would never find a cleaner kitchen, that’s for sure, and Brigitte was extremely strict about following the guidelines of the online Certified Course in Restaurant Management and Administration with Diploma from the Culinary Institute of France in Paris.
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Stu Burping was a little hunched, Lucky noticed, and she realized he was older than she first thought, maybe as old as fifty-five or sixty-five—anyway, in that extreme age zone where the backs of their hands and their necks are wrinkled and they get ear-hair. Grandfather age. Lucky loved the idea of grandfathers and sometimes imagined how she would have enjoyed one or two of her own. But Stu Burping wasn’t here as a grandfather. She could tell from the way Brigitte had shifted to a mood where she was one-third angry, one-third insulted, and one-third just too busy. Stu Burping would not realize this about Brigitte, who seemed polite and cooperative on the surface, but Lucky read it easily in Brigitte’s posture, voice, and attitude. She was not pleased.


“Pardon?” Stu Burping asked. “Kept always at what?” It was because “temperature” is written the same in French and in English, one of those words that Brigitte pronounced the French way, so with her accent it sounded like tahmp-air-a-TURE instead of TEM-pra-chure.


“The correct temperature,” Lucky supplied.


“Oh!” Stu Burping said. “Right. TEM-pra-chure.” He smiled at Lucky, then at Brigitte, who waited with a neutral expression on her face. She had been about to make a baba au rhum dessert for tomorrow, and this man was wasting her time.


“Um,” he said, and used the edge of the clipboard to rub the back of his neck, papers fluttering. “Hmmm. It’s more about Regulation Number 1849. No commercial cooking from a residence.” He extracted two sheets of paper from the clipboard and offered them to Brigitte, who did not reach for them.


“Is your, ah, Café, operated out of your residence?” Stu Burping asked in an apologetic, only-doing-my-job voice. He smelled like V8 juice, and his brown leather shoes looked tired, as if they would rather be resting in a closet.


Lucky began to worry that this was a very bad situation, especially because of Brigitte’s silence. It was obvious that Lucky needed to intervene. “No!” she said, trying to look as grown-up and serious and knowledgeable as possible. “Of course not! That would be a violation of Regulation Number 1849! This”—she gestured toward the kitchen trailer behind her—“is our kitchen trailer. Naturally we don’t live there!” Lucky rolled her eyes exaggeratedly at Stu Burping to show him such an idea was ridiculous. “We prep and cook in the kitchen trailer, and we live in the other trailers that are connected to the kitchen trailer. So all the specimens—my dead insects and spiders and owl pellets—they’re all safe in their Altoids tin boxes in my bed-room.” Lucky gestured to her canned-ham trailer on one end and Brigitte’s Westcraft at the other end. The three trailers had been soldered together in a shape like the curve of an arm, with the outdoor tables of the Café nestled in its crook.


“Lucky,” Brigitte said. The way she said it meant: Stop talking to this man immediately and let me handle it. Lucky pretended she hadn’t understood Brigitte’s warning. “Come on in and look,” she said, “so you can write down on your clipboard how this kitchen trailer is not our residence.”


Brigitte took a deep breath, something between a snort and a giving-in. HMS Beagle ambled over to her side. Lucky watched Brigitte raise her eyebrows to the man, shrug, and tip her head to show he may enter. And Lucky glimpsed something else on Brigitte’s face, something rare: a kind of beseeching look, a vulnerability.


This was so weird and unusual and wrong, Brigitte looking vulnerable, that Lucky felt worry churn and churn in her stomach.


Stu Burping nodded slightly, tucked his clipboard under his arm, and said, “Thank you,” following her inside. Everything seemed friendly and fine on the surface, but Lucky agreed with HMS Beagle, who sniffed the ground where the man had stood and then looked, her tail low, at his truck. “I know,” she told her dog softly. “What if he says we’re breaking the law? What if you can get in trouble for something you didn’t know was wrong? What if he ruins everything?”


But the Beag had no answer to what-ifs. So the two of them went crowding inside to find out what would happen next.





3. a cross


The official Inyo County truck had been spotted, and word of it got around town fast. On that April Saturday at noon the Café tables were loaded with customers who had heard rumors that the county health department was going to shut down the place. Brigitte went from table to table, explaining with a laugh and a shrug that she was pretty sure Regulation Number 1849 was just a technicality, not such a terrible thing.


Lucky’s friend Miles, a certified genius even though he was only six and a half (genius being one of the few things in life, Lucky had discovered, that was not age-related; you could be one even when you were a baby, apparently), had also heard the rumors. So Miles wanted to be there in case the sheriff came to arrest Brigitte and take her to jail. He said he would dash over to the sheriff’s car and climb up onto the hood to stop them from taking Brigitte away. Lucky decided he was overreacting because his own mother had been in prison on a drug charge ever since he was very little, and she explained that whatever happened, they wouldn’t actually arrest Brigitte. But Miles insisted on coming over to the Café to hang around, just to be sure; plus, he didn’t want to miss any excitement, because excitement was pretty rare in Hard Pan.


Lucky watched and listened as she did table setups, noticing that the worried look on Brigitte’s face from last night had been replaced by her confident smile. But Lucky also knew that Brigitte had stayed up late, reading over and over the official papers Stu Burping had left, finally slapping them down on the table and flinging her pencil against the trailer wall. From her bed, Lucky heard Brigitte go outside in the night, moving among the tables and neatly aligned chairs, her footsteps crunching on the gravelly sand in a way that had sounded sad and hopeless to Lucky.


Inside Lucky’s canned-ham trailer, Miles sat on the bed, out of the way of the kitchen bustle but with the connecting door open so he could talk to Lucky as she flew in and out. He thrummed his heels soundlessly against the bed, reading Amazing Dinosaurs and licking celery sticks stuffed with peanut butter. Occasionally he’d peer out her porthole window, checking to see if the sheriff had arrived.


Lucky carried glasses and a half pitcher of water to table four, where two customers sat with their backs to the other tables, their helmets and leather jackets and gloves piled in a heap next to a giant Harley-Davidson. The woman, small and compact compared to her lanky, tank-topped companion, had a short, boylike haircut, with a tattoo on the back of her neck. Lucky wanted a closer look at that tattoo. They both turned as she approached, but she was able to see the design: a cross.


“Hi,” Lucky said. “I’ll bring the blackboard menu over in a sec.”


They looked back at her and the woman squinted a little, like someone who has lost her glasses. “That’s okay,” she said in a high-pitched voice. “He’ll have a burger with everything and I’ll have a salad.”


Lucky sighed and considered calling Brigitte over; let her explain that the Hard Pan Café didn’t serve burgers like any old fast-food place; here you got something a little bit French. But she knew Brigitte was busy with a big order from table two.


Lucky poured water and decided, since she herself liked fast food, not to go into Brigitte’s whole anti-burger-philosophy thing. She said, “Well, no burgers today, but we have two kinds of salads, mixed lettuce or vegetable, and some great spaghetti if you like garlic, and—wait, I’ll get the board.”


But the man was already unfolding himself, standing, putting a hand on the woman’s shoulder. “Listen,” he said to her. “I gotta go anyway. You still want to do this?”


“Yeah, I’m staying,” the woman said in her high voice. “You keep in touch, okay?” She began to tap the heel of one boot rapidly against the ground, her knee jouncing up and down. “Thanks for the ride—for coming all the way out here.” Turning to Lucky, she said, “A large salad—I don’t care which one—and iced tea.”


“Hang on,” said the man, leaning over the woman. “Listen, you sure?”


The woman nodded. “Yes,” she said, “positive.”


He began to gather up his stuff, setting aside a plastic grocery sack bulging with something that rattled. Lucky said, “Um, by the way, there’s no bus or anything here. Only the school bus to Sierra City on Monday, and they won’t let you on.” Lucky worried that it would turn out to be pretty inconvenient if the woman were stuck in Hard Pan, though at the same time she could hear Brigitte’s voice in her head, warning her not to interfere with the customers or get into conversations where it was none of her business. Lucky loved to chat with the customers and always had trouble with this rule, but this time she thought it was okay.


The man was already adjusting his helmet, straddling the saddle of his motorcycle, gunning the engine loudly (which, Lucky noticed, caused Brigitte to frown). He’d fastened the second helmet to the back of his bike but left the woman’s other things in a little pile in the sand.


“It’s okay,” the woman said to Lucky, reaching down for the grocery sack. “I’m staying here.” She picked at the bag’s tight knot, using her fingernails to try to tease open the plastic ties.


“Here? In Hard Pan? You know there’s no hotel or motel or anything, right?” Lucky passed slowly beside her, hoping for a peek at whatever rattled inside that sack. She needed to find out a lot more about this woman, starting with why in the world she was staying here, and where, and who with. And what was in the bag. Looking down at the face frowning with concentration, Lucky was reminded of something, but she wasn’t sure what—it was like getting a whiff of a smell that made you almost but not quite remember a time or a place or a person. And the harder you tried, the more the memory wouldn’t let you grab it.


As the lanky guy roared off on his Harley-Davidson, the woman got the knot untied and plunged her hand into the bag. Lucky managed a quick peek inside. It was filled with walnut shells.





4. a boy named miles


In the kitchen trailer, Brigitte rapidly lined up the trays of precooked vegetables and hard-boiled eggs. “We make the same salad for table four and table one,” she told Lucky. “Salade composée, the vegetables they are all ready. Can you plate them while I make the dressing?” Lucky had watched many times as Brigitte arranged the ingredients on plates in an artistic way, quick and perfect, like food photographs in a glossy magazine, and Brigitte had explained many secret professional tips about color and texture and placement. But Lucky was not at all sure she could make the salad look so delicious and inviting.


“Pete just got here,” Miles called from Lucky’s bedroom trailer, where he was evidently still keeping watch at the window.


Lucky and Brigitte both smiled. Pete was a geologist who so greatly loved what he called “the crust of the Earth” around Hard Pan that he drove two hundred miles, nearly every weekend, all the way from the San Fernando Valley to their little town in the Mojave Desert.


“I bet he likes your cooking as much as he likes the crust of our Earth, Brigitte,” Miles remarked.


Brigitte laughed, then rolled her eyes, then shrugged and said, “But of course he does!” And she winked at Lucky, as if they shared a little secret. Lucky smiled back, but in fact she didn’t know completely what the secret was. It could have been about Miles being too young to understand complex, mature, sophisticated things, like maybe there was more involved between Pete and Brigitte than just good cooking and geology. Or about how Pete had a cool way of gazing at something most people wouldn’t really notice, like a boulder, and saying, “Now that is dramatic.” (Lucky herself considered his general constant enthusiasm quite rare and excellent, especially for a fully grown adult.)


There was a question about the wink that Lucky thought she wanted to ask, but before she could figure out what it was, Brigitte had tossed her whisk in the sink, set the dressing on the counter, and grabbed the water pitcher.


“I am taking Pete’s order, Lucky. Maybe he will want the same salad, and you can just prepare one more.”


“I don’t think I can plate them as good as you,” Lucky said.


Brigitte clicked her tongue. “Certainly you can! Not yet the dressing, but you have a sense for the color and the placement.” She gave Lucky a quick one-arm hug. “Hands first, remember,” she said, nodding at the sink, and then she was out the door.


Lucky washed her hands and went to work, starting with a fan of sliced mushrooms in the center of the plates, wondering what the walnut-shell woman was doing way out here in Hard Pan.


Miles came into the kitchen waving a drawing of a fierce-looking T. rex beside a chart with lots of dinosaur names neatly printed on it. “Look at this—it’s a tree of life for Tyrannosauridae,” he said. “They’re all extinct now, but I really wish we could clone one. Or a couple of them so they could have a baby.” Miles found the idea of this so funny that he snorted with laughter. “A baby tyrannosaurus! It would be as big as this trailer!”


“Very cool, Miles,” she said. “Cloning’s a good project for you when you grow up. Listen, I have to do these salads right now. I’ll meet you in the canned ham when I get time.”


“I’m a T. rex,” Miles answered, and clumped heavy-footed toward Lucky’s bedroom, his hands chest-high and clawed, his head swaying back and forth in search of prey, full of tyrannosaurus teeth.


“This is good, Lucky,” Brigitte said after she checked each plate carefully and drizzled dressing over the salads. “It will put the customers in appetite even if they are not yet hungry. Can you do one more for Pete?” And Lucky did, full of confidence, practically an expert on the art of plating.


The woman smiled at the salad, and then looked at Brigitte with large dark brown eyes. “Have you heard the good news?” she asked.


Lucky wondered if this news had something to do with the motorcycle guy’s departure. She collected his unused napkin and silverware as Brigitte said, “Non, we are busy right now”—she indicated the other customers with a sweep of her chin—“do you need anything else?”


“Only a minute of your time. Do you go to a church somewhere?”


Brigitte made her not-sure-I-understand-your-meaning face. “There is not a church in Hard Pan, but many in Sierra City—about fifty miles back to the main highway.” A customer waved to catch Brigitte’s eye and called, “When you have a minute!” Brigitte nodded at him, smiled at table four, and was gone.


Lucky couldn’t stop staring at the woman, who seemed jittery. She still tapped the heel of one boot, and now she stuck a hand back in the bag of walnut shells on her lap, feeling around with a great deal of rattling until she brought out a small red pocket notebook. “I’ll go get your iced tea,” Lucky said, but she hesitated, watching as the woman fanned the notebook pages with her thumb. Despite the big rugged boots and short, chopped-off haircut, she looked delicate and feminine, and there was something familiar about her face, especially her eyes. She asked Lucky, “So, do you know all the kids in Hard Pan?”
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