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Praise for Heather Sharfeddin's Novels

BLACKBELLY


“Sharfeddin has captured the family-like entanglements in a small community—by showing us what happens when those relationships begin to come apart.”

—Philadelphia Inquirer




“A good old-fashioned cowboy tale that's as gritty as they come … a nice piece of emotional storytelling.”

—Chicago Tribune




“An accomplished western … Authentic descriptions of the stark, isolated landscape, rustic conditions, and the bitter winter form a backdrop to the characters' turmoil, suggesting a timelessness that is only occasionally broken with touches of modernity. … Impressive.”

—Publishers Weekly




“Superbly crafted … Characters are wonderfully drawn. … Explores a wide range of themes related to sin and guilt, personal integrity, and the destructive power of prejudice. Essentially, however, this is a story about the miracle of love blossoming in unlikely places. Highly recommended.”

—Library Journal (starred review)




“Comparisons will be made to Kent Haruf. … Sharfeddin's … eye for detail… and her unsentimental compassion for her characters … will entrance readers. The stark terrain is beautifully rendered.”

—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)




“Striking… A deceptively simple contemporary western about two loners who have learned from their mistakes and flaws, but not overcome them.”

—Portsmouth (NH) Herald, in selecting Blackbelly as one of the five top novels of 2005




“Juicy reading [with] some powerful themes: faith versus religion, sin and forgiveness.”

—San Diego Union-Tribune



MINERAL SPIRITS


“A thoughtful blend of crime (high-country style) and social commentary.”

—Seattle Times




“Sharfeddin's writing is sharp, the characters real and the setting grittily recognizable to anyone who has driven a stretch of I-90 between Spokane and Missoula. There is no mistaking this place for any other, from the particular sound of the semis on the highway to the lonely geography and the decided chill in the air.”

—Oregonian




“Sharfeddin has a masterly way of telling a hushed story. … Mineral Spirits is enjoyable not because we want to know who did it, but because we want to linger just a little more in the depth and complexity of the people who live in the steely blue cold winter of Montana. It's hard to let them go.”

—South Florida Sun-Sentinel




“Sharfeddin's empathy for her characters and sense of place keep the reader engrossed. … A spellbinding, high-ountry thriller.”

—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)




“A first-rate page-turner from start to finish.”

—Denver Post




“A sharp, perceptive blend of crime and contemporary life issues… Tight and emotionally satisfying, this impressive novel should gain the author new readers.”

—Publishers Weekly




“Exquisite use of language and detail… Neither a typical mystery nor a standard western, [Mineral Spirits] examines themes of love, hope, and aloneness-versus-loneliness. … With its strong characters… as well as its good story line, the book will appeal to a wide variety of readers.”

—Fore Word




“Masterly… Transcend[s] the conventions of a simple whodunit and plunge[s] the reader into a fully realized world populated by believable, complex and fascinating characters… Mineral Spirits explores important issues: poverty, longing, loss, sorrow and the consolations and discontents of life in a small town. … [The novel is distinguished by the author's] sensitive and knowledgeable portrayal of Montana, her skillful storytelling and well-woven plot.”

—South Florida Sun-Sentinel




“[Sharfeddin's] intimate understanding of the land and characters of the West comes across smoothly in her writing. … Sharfeddin's writing is clear, precise and full of true-to-life details that bring the story to life. Her dialogue captures the wary tone heard throughout the remote West, imparting a sense of tension that keeps the reader hooked.”

—Lewiston (ID) Tribune




“A hybrid modern-western-murder-mystery: taut, gritty and layered with enough subplots to keep the arc steady… One hopes for more explorations from Sharfeddin of the psyche of a modern West which still retains some vibrancy while struggling to maintain identity.”

—Booklist




“A book fill[ed] with strong characters… Sharfeddin is a master at writing conflict in almost every chapter. … Her memories of the beauty of rural Montana and Idaho are reflected in the authentic settings and in her ability to draw such realistic characters, all believable.”

—Roseburg (OR) News-Review




“[Mineral Spirits is a] suspenseful story about hard-won humanity in a hardscrabble land. … An engrossing and inspiring book.”

—Independent




“[Mineral Spirits] blends western and mystery genres into a fine, heady concoction. Recommended.”

—Library Journal
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For Bobby. Thank you for believing.
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BY THE TIME THE BEDS had been made, the toilets scrubbed, the carpets vacuumed but still stinking of cigarette smoke and french fries, dusk had painted his motel in dingy purple. Tom Jemmett stood at the edge of the swimming pool, inside the chain-link fence. The giant neon arrow was popping and buzzing to life above him. A hot breeze brought his hair up on its short ends and gave him a whiff of his own sweaty armpits. He stared down into the murky pool water at a fuzzy, disintegrating turd left there by those kids in room eight. He hadn't even found time to skim the bugs off the water in the last five days. The pool had always given Tom trouble. He'd have to drain the damn thing now.

He left it as it was, turning the Pool Closed sign to face the nearly empty parking lot and padlocking the gate. It was July, 104 degrees that afternoon on the bluffs overlooking the Columbia River in eastern Washington State. His guests, the few he could expect, would demand refunds.

In the office Tom's twelve-year-old daughter, Sienna, was wedged into a tight corner between the wall and the battered metal file cabinet. An electric fan blew the heat around the tiny room in slow, side-to-side repetition. He glanced at her and snapped the fan off.

“You can come out now,” he said, dropping onto the stool and looking across the counter at the lobby. The plastic tree in the corner needed dusting, and he could smell this morning's now stale doughnuts, which were drawing flies to the half-round table along the wall.

Sienna emerged from the corner, pointing at the television. “Six,” she said.

Tom looked at the photo on the news. A woman, bandaged, her face scratched and battered.

“Six,” Sienna repeated.

He looked more closely and finally recalled the woman on TV. She'd splattered him with her complimentary morning coffee a few days back because it wasn't hot enough. He leaned over and turned the volume up to hear that she'd been mugged while visiting her sister in Portland.

“Yup, that's the woman,” Tom said. Sienna's memory was extraordinary. She could point out a guest from a year ago and remember the exact room assignment. He wondered, though, if all people were nothing more than numbers to her. Did she remember their hair? The color of their eyes? Whether they smiled? “Serves her right. She was a vile woman,” he said.

Sienna didn't seem to hear him. She picked up the glass paperweight on the counter and began running the tip of her finger around its circumference, tracing the vibrant colors beneath its surface. Tom imagined she'd wear a groove in the smooth glass for the time she spent enamored with it. He opened the daily ledger and checked off the rooms he'd rented the previous night as having been cleaned and made ready once again. As he jotted notes about broken lamps and leaky faucets, a tall, neatly dressed man lumbered in trailed by a squeaky-wheeled suitcase.

“Evening,” Tom said, pushing the ledger aside.

“Got a room?”

“Twenty-six, actually.”

“Twenty-six,” Sienna echoed without looking up from the paperweight.

The man grinned with coffee-stained teeth. “I only need one.”

“Pool is closed.” Tom didn't want to be cleaning a room that he'd given a refund on.

“No problem. I haven't got time for swimming, anyway.” He scrawled his name on the registration card that Tom slid toward him. Cologne wafted from the man, musky and thick. When he finished, he paid cash for the room, all the time smiling at Sienna, who acted as though he didn't exist. “Pretty girl you got there.”

Tom grabbed the first key that caught his finger, glanced at it, and thought, What a coincidence. He handed it to his guest. “Room six. Just down the end of the parking lot in the corner.” The man was still trying to catch his daughter's eye. Tom had recently become more aware of how people, men mostly, looked at Sienna. She was tall for her age and slender. She had her late mother's Latina complexion with eyes so dark they appeared black.

“She's quiet. Won't say hello,” Tom said.

With a polite nod, the man was out the door and on his way, his wheeled suitcase skipping behind him on the cracked sidewalk.

Tom read the man's name on the registration card: Carl Warren of McCall, Idaho. From the looks of him, his tie and pressed trousers, Tom concluded he was a salesman. He turned to Sienna. Wanted to suggest that she say hello when people address her, but why would she start now?

Tom had checked in two more guests when Lauren Kent showed up shortly after eight o'clock and dropped a bucket of fried chicken on the counter.

“That smells good,” he said, accepting a rushed peck on the lips. Lauren, a compact woman with the strength of a man, smelled like antiseptic soap. “I wasn't sure if we'd see you again. It's been … what… a week? Ten days?”

“I didn't think you'd be in the mood to cook.” She brushed wisps of red hair off her sweaty face and her flat green eyes met his. “Not in this heat.”

“I'm never in the mood to cook. Heat or otherwise. It's nice to see you again, though.”

Lauren studied Tom, giving him her full attention and a warm, engaging grin. “If you weren't so damn good-looking I might be able to stay away for good.”

“Is that your goal? To stay away?” He didn't know why he was making an issue of her long absence. He rather liked their loose relationship. So far Lauren hadn't demanded he consider marriage, an idea too remote and raw to imagine. But still, he needed a little more from a girlfriend than dropping by unannounced every seven to ten days. A little more regularity, consistency. He needed the female company to help him remember the important things in life.

“Hardly. But you do need an air conditioner. At least turn on the fan.” Lauren didn't wait for Tom to do it, but rounded the counter and clicked it on with a jab of her finger.

Sienna froze as the air rushed over her bare shoulders.

Tom turned it off again. “You know she doesn't like the fan.” He began placing napkins on the counter.

Lauren watched Tom without commenting, then her eyes drifted to Sienna. “Do we have to eat out here?” She gestured at the lobby and the large windows facing the parking lot and the highway beyond. The dimly lit units opposite the pool stood silent like ever-present spectators. “Can we take this back to the apartment where there's a little privacy?”

“It's a mess back there,” he warned. “Spend all day cleaning other people's shit and I can't get to my own place.”

“Shit,” Sienna said, pulling the lid off the bucket of chicken.

Lauren scooped it away from her before the child could grab a piece.

Tom halted in the middle of restacking the napkins and looked at his daughter. He turned to Lauren. “She always tricks me into thinking she's not paying attention.” He looked at Sienna again. “That's not polite and I shouldn't have said it. Don't use that word.”

Sienna's gaze passed right through him.

“How are the dogs?” he asked Lauren as he set the night bell on the counter. She was right; eating in the lobby afforded them no privacy. He started for his apartment through the door at the back of the lobby.

“Cats today; it's Wednesday. Dogs on Mondays, Tuesdays, and Fridays.”

“How are the cats, then?”

“Missing all their little testicles. That's how.”

“You ever get tired of taking care of people's animals?” Tom found a sour sponge in the sink full of dishes and wiped the stickiness off the dinette table in his cramped kitchen.

“Sure,” Lauren said. “Although, today we had a cat with a perforated diaphragm. That was interesting. Was shaken by a dog; lucky to survive.”

Tom didn't say what was on his mind straight off. She scared him a little, Lauren. Ever since she kicked his ass at pool the night they met. He was a master with a cue stick and used to being the victor, but she'd surprised him. They'd bet a beer and when he paid up, she swallowed it down within two minutes and ordered another one on his tab. It was a miracle he'd even met Lauren; he got away from his motel so infrequently. They'd been through the topic of living arrangements before. But the last time was months back. He opened the fridge and handed her a Henry's beer.

“Could move in together,” he said. He wasn't sure he really wanted that, but he knew she wouldn't agree to it, anyway.

“How do you figure?” Lauren splayed her fingers, sweeping her hand widely at the single-bedroom apartment crammed with odd piles of paper and scraps of plastic. Buttons littered every surface, tiny shirt buttons, large coat buttons, yellow buttons, brown buttons, green buttons. Some were stacked in neat rows along the edges of the furniture, some displayed in geometric patterns, all sorted by color and size. There was a red nylon sleeping bag flung across the sofa where Sienna slept when she finally got tired of whatever had gripped her attention during the day.

“Sienna's a bit of pack rat, I know. But we could make it work. This button phase will pass.” He turned to his daughter, who was cramming a drumstick into her mouth, grease oozing over her chin like a toddler. “You'd pick up your stuff, wouldn't you, Sienna?”

The child said nothing, and Lauren nodded as if she'd made her point.

“I'd suggest my place, but that wouldn't be practical with trying to run a motel seven miles away. Besides, Rocket is too crowded for a guy like you.”

Tom believed Lauren was grasping for excuses now. Rocket was an eight-block stretch along Highway 14, with a school, a post office that doubled as the newspaper office for The Rocket Rocket, an IGA, and three bars. He imagined Lauren's reluctance had a little to do with her snobbish sense of style and design, evident in her carefully renovated bungalow, a place that set him on edge because he was afraid to touch anything, and a lot to do with his daughter. Lauren had been solicitous of Sienna in the beginning, but over the months her interaction with the child had turned to curt little statements spoken loudly, as if Sienna were deaf. They'd only been dating about eight months, but Tom had hoped that having a woman around might be good for Sienna. Lauren and Sienna's relationship had been more disappointing to him than he'd been willing to admit, and perhaps that was why he was pushing the issue. Some misguided hope that it would get better if they spent more time together. Wiping Sienna's chin with a napkin, he wondered if he even liked Lauren anymore. Maybe he shouldn't be seeing other people. Being tied to a business like his wasn't exactly conducive to meeting women or having a rich and varied love life.

“How long have we been dating?” he asked against his own better judgment.

Lauren sighed. “Can we talk about this later?”

“Later, when?”

“Just later.”
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Tom awoke well after sunup, alone in bed. He stared at the ceiling. A note lay on the pillow next to him, but he didn't pick it up. He'd dreamed of Maria again. Dreamed she was still alive, still lying next to him in this bed. He'd reached an arm around her shoulder and cupped her small breast in his hand, where he held it like some glorious treasure. The memory caused an ache in the center of his chest. Had it been Lauren's breast he'd caressed in the night, believing it was his dead wife's?

Tom became suddenly aware of the low rumble of a man's voice. He flew from bed, turning a circle in the tiny bedroom as he searched for his pants. Dressing in haste, he whisked up the note and rushed out into the living room, where he found the door between his apartment and the lobby standing open.

His salesman guest, Carl Warren, was talking to someone. Tom searched for his daughter, but her sleeping bag was in a crumple on the floor.

In the lobby, Tom found the coffee made, the doughnuts set out for his three guests. “Sienna?” he called. “Sienna?”

“She's right here,” Carl Warren said, pointing at the stool behind the counter. Tom's daughter was carefully perusing the pages of a large book with bright pictures. “She's reading about Africa. I sell educational books for early readers.” He pulled out a business card and handed it to Tom. “National Foundation for Literacy,” Carl said. “Mostly I visit rural areas that don't have access to what urban kids have.”

Tom let his breath out, aware for the first time that he'd been holding it. He took the business card, but didn't read it. Instead, he opened the now-crumpled note from Lauren.


Sleep in, baby. I'll take care of the
coffee & doughnuts today. Luv, L.



He blinked at the words. Her gesture stung, only because he'd believed in that split second that Sienna had done the coffee. A silly idea.

“Is it okay if she keeps it?” Carl asked.

“Huh?”

“The book. Can she keep it? No charge.”

“Oh.” Tom watched Sienna a moment. “It would… she doesn't…”

“Hey, it's okay if she just wants to look at the pictures. It's a children's book, has lots of pictures. It's okay.”

Tom's stomach sank. Rare as these moments of understanding from complete strangers were, they still happened often enough that Tom believed he should know how to handle them. Should be used to them. But he never got accustomed to the unexpected urge to break down and cry. And he resented that a stranger's kindness could make him feel that way.

“She's a special girl. I don't mean any harm. I just want to share the world with her,” Carl Warren said quietly. The man mercifully didn't look Tom in the eye, but kept his gaze on Sienna, who seemed enchanted with the book.

“Thank you,” Tom croaked.
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When Will the Wind Return?

Hap Mitsui blotted the fresh ink of his front-page headline in The Rocket. “When indeed?” he said with a mix of satisfaction at pinpointing the issue on everyone's mind, a not-so-difficult feat for a weekly paper in a town where the economy is driven by the weather, and frustration at the drop in ad sales because of the weather.

“That's a dumb question.” Charlene, the postmistress, was looking over his shoulder. “Unless you have an answer.” She stepped back and squinted at him suspiciously. “And I'm sure you don't.”

“It's rhetorical.”

“It's dumb.”

“Don't you have mail to sort or something?” Hap heaved a bundle of papers onto his shoulder and carried them out to his Econoline van in the post office parking lot. The city leased him half the building for his newspaper, but the space didn't include walls. So he and Charlene shared the giant mail-sorting room in the back. When he returned, Charlene was slipping folded newspapers into the honeycomb of mailboxes that took up the west wall. He paused to watch her. She was too pretty and young, barely twenty-nine, to be stuck in Rocket, sorting mail. She was wasting her youth windsurfing and carousing with out-of-town boys when she should've been at university studying to be something. She'd let her hair down today and the streaks of blonde against her tan arms repeatedly drew Hap's eyes to her figure. He wished he wasn't well past twice her age. He'd like to take her out for dinner somewhere nice. Show her how a gentleman behaves, not like these yahoos with their sailboards and pot pipes. Here today, gone tomorrow, and more than happy to whisper sweet nothings in Charlene's lonely ear. But he guessed that with her history, loneliness was a condition she was condemned to, and nothing would ever change that.

Anyway, Hap was just glad to have her company during the day. The last postman he'd shared this room with was a mean old dog who wouldn't give Hap the time of day. Hap had first thought it was his Japanese surname, but over the years Hap had come to understand that the old man he shared his office with was an equal-opportunity grinch.

“When is the wind going to return?” Charlene said when she finished depositing the newspapers he'd given her into each of the mailboxes along the wall. “This sucks, all this calm and quiet. I haven't been on the water in three weeks, except that Sunday up in Hood River. Even then, it was just a breeze. Nothing to get your sails up. The place is a friggin ghost town.”

“Hood River?”

“No. Here.” She gestured past the small entryway at the quiet street beyond, which should have been teeming with windsurfers this time of year. “Hood River still has charm.” She made exaggerated quote marks in the air.

“It's a nice place.”

“It's a friggin yuppie haven. A lovely day for rich people from Portland.”

“I wish you'd quit using that word.” Hap hoisted a second stack of papers onto his shoulder.

“What? Friggin?”

He grimaced as he passed.

“I only use that word because you don't like it when I say fucking.”

“Thank you,” he called over his shoulder. “Thank you for that!”

[image: ]

Hap eased his van along the side streets of Rocket—Chemeketa, Chemawa, Siletz, Chinook, Grand Ronde. Named after Indian tribes severely dwindling or now vanished altogether from the Pacific Northwest landscape. He drove down the left side, pausing at each mailbox and sliding in a paper. A few residents sat on porches, trying to escape the heat inside their tiny, poorly ventilated houses. Some waved, but no one ran down to their box in excited anticipation of the latest Rocket. Rocket sat far to the east of the confluence of the Klickitat and Columbia rivers. It was once a rail stop, though not any longer. It had never been a prime spot, even when the logging industry was at its peak. The town had been built in the 1920s, and its dwellings were proof of its legacy. Asbestos shingle siding, one or two bedrooms, a single bath retrofitted with a shower. Tacked-on additions ruined what little style they might've possessed.

Rocket had enjoyed a quiet revitalization after thrill-seeking young men discovered that the wind was a commodity rather than a liability. But even with that, the first house over two thousand square feet ever built in Rocket was only ten years old and wasn't really in Rocket. It sat atop a tall bluff above town, a mansion of six thousand square feet with a sweeping southwesterly view of the Oregon side of the river, Mount Hood, and the constantly changing colors of the Columbia Gorge. Hap had run a story on it when it was built. Its mysterious owners declined to be interviewed, and a decade later no one knew anything more about them than that their last name was Tibble.

On the north side of Main Street, Hap delivered papers to Rocket's elite, the veterinarian and the handful of professional folks who called the place home. Their dwellings were modest by Portland standards, but well kept in their muted colors and freshly stained fences. They faced the city park and the neighborhood stretched about three blocks before abruptly ending in the industrial section with its wrecking yard and taxidermy outfit. Hap parked on the main strip in downtown and walked along the shops and storefronts, delivering papers. The brick buildings along that short bit of Main Street were charmingly decorated with colorful windsocks and whirligigs, but all hung limply in the windless heat. Mike Petrich sat behind his counter in the kite shop, eating a French dip sandwich as he waited for tourists who were nowhere in sight.

“Afternoon, Mike,” Hap hollered on his way past.

Mike waved, but didn't get up.

Hap walked past the Rocket Antiques store without looking in. He enjoyed relics and oddities from the past, but found Dillard Meek a hard man to abide. Dillard talked exhaustively about his own breadth of knowledge, his unmatched skill, his professional equipment. The man never did anything halfway. Or so he liked people to believe. It was all BS, in Hap's opinion, propped up by a handful of technical details that Dillard had gleaned from others here and there or surfing the Internet. When he took up rockhounding, he bought expensive cutters and polishers and books, and bored everyone senseless with long, dry geological history lectures about the Columbia Gorge. As if the rest of Rocket's residents had been living under one of the very rocks Dillard hacked out of the earth. Everyone knew the cliffs were basalt. Everyone knew they were formed by volcanic eruptions over thousands of years. Everyone knew that the gorge had been churned out in the blink of an eye during a catastrophic flood from Lake Missoula millions of years before. And because of that, Dillard Meek instinctively pissed Hap off before the man could even open his mouth.

At the Windy Point Diner, Hap filled the paper box in the entryway near the hostess stand, then walked to the counter and waited for Linda Hendricks to show up with coffee. The place was empty except for a table of elderly people, their Bibles laid out in front of them, their dishes smeared with the remnants of pie and shoved to the center. Hap had nodded on his way past, but they were deep in discussion and didn't notice him. He took a stool and studied, not for the first time, the diner's décor. It had been built in the seventies with drab wood paneling and orange vinyl booths, and no one had bothered to modernize it during the intervening years. It had changed hands at least six times since Hap first arrived in Rocket. He didn't often patronize the place, except for a cup of coffee on his weekly news drop. It depressed him with its dated bleakness. Especially because it sat atop an overlook where diners ought to have been entertained by windsurfers as they supped, but the architect or the builder or someone had not bothered to consider the possibilities when positioning the building, and its big windows looked out on the back side of the wrecking yard and Highway 14 beyond. But Hap liked Linda, the diner's newest proprietor. She was an honest, hardworking woman who'd moved here with her two young sons after losing her husband in a car accident in Bothel. She was as open with her personal life as she was adept at balancing dinner plates, and she'd only been in town a few days before the entire population of Rocket knew she'd spent every last cent of her husband's life insurance to purchase the place.

“Afternoon, Hap.” Linda grabbed a mug from under the counter and filled it with black coffee. She always insisted on pouring him a cup and never charged for it. “What's the news today?”

“Same as yesterday and the day before.”

“I'm about ready to call up the guy who sold me this place and demand a refund. Where are my windsurfers?” She swept a hand out at the nearly empty dining room.

“In South America, or Hawaii, or some other marvelously windy place.”

“Guthry was in here last night, he comes every Wednesday for the chicken fried steak special, and he said his auto shop is suffering bad.”

“Yeah, I'd say we're all in this together.”

“Guthry thinks it's global warming. Says it's why they're getting snow in Los Angeles and polar bears are going extinct.” She set the coffeepot down and placed a menu on the counter next to Hap. She never did that, and today it made him feel obligated to order something. He turned and looked at the Bible study table.

“Was that cherry pie you served them?”

She grinned.

“Looks good. I'll have a slice, if you've got any left.”

Linda disappeared into the kitchen as Hap rubbed his large belly. He'd sworn off sweets in an attempt at losing a few pounds, but he reasoned it was for a good cause.

Linda returned and set down an enormous wedge of cherry pie smothered in vanilla ice cream.

“Are you managing to make ends meet?” Hap asked as he took a bite. The cherries were just right, a little tart, making the glands in his throat seize up in that painfully delicious way.

She sighed and leaned against the counter. “I'll get by.”

Hap could hear the doubt in her voice, and he wished he could help. He hated the idea of Linda losing her business, and Rocket losing another resident.
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After delivering his papers in town, Hap headed east on Highway 14 along the windswept bluffs above the river. The grassy plateau had paled to the color of bone under the punishing sun, the black basalt cliffs standing in high relief to his left. The Columbia glimmered, its surface flat, save for the wake of a solitary barge headed toward the coast. Hap missed the windsurfers for the way their colorful sails danced across the water. Even if they were mostly just a bunch of beach bums, he made a general habit of stopping along the highway to enjoy their acrobatics as dozens, sometimes hundreds, zigzagged across the water. The thrill of watching them fly off the waves and flip over in an airborne loop still made his palms tingle. Their absence this year was like spring without blossoms.

At the Jemmett Motel, Hap pulled up in front of the lobby and grabbed a stack of papers. A couple of kids shrieked and splashed in the pool as their overweight mother lounged in her bikini. Tom emerged from one of the rooms with a green spray bottle in his hand. He waved at Hap and followed him into the lobby.

“How's business?” Hap said, dropping the papers on the small table by the door.

Tom gave him a baleful look. “Take a wild guess.”

“Bad. But at least you're not alone.” He made a mental note to stop asking people that asinine question.

“Glad to hear I won't be the only one in the poor-house this fall. I'll have my fellow Rocketeers to keep me company.”

Hap smiled at Sienna, but she was studying the pages of a huge book. “What's that you've got?”

She didn't respond.

Tom turned the fan on in the lobby, which caused her head to snap up, a look of anguish on her face. “Go back to the apartment, sweetie,” he said to Sienna. “It's too hot not to have the fan on.”

When she didn't respond to Tom, he reached down and lifted her chin, repeating himself. Sienna watched his mouth intently, as if reading his lips, then obeyed without a word or a glance in Hap's direction.

“You hear about that guy who won the lottery?” Tom asked as he disappeared into the apartment. When he emerged a moment later with pale-green bottles of Henry's, he was grinning. He thrust one at Hap.

This was the last stop on Hap's delivery route and the one he most looked forward to. Tom always had a beer and a few minutes to spare. The two had forged a solid friendship through these weekly paper drops.

“Ninety-eight million bucks!” Tom whistled.

Hap squeezed the twist top and dropped the cap on the counter. The first sip was like dipping into heaven, cool and sharp.

“That was Carl Warren from McCall, Idaho,” Tom went on. “He stayed here about a week back. Nice guy. He gave Sienna that book she was looking at.”

“I'd like to win the lottery.”

Tom nodded. “What would you do with the money?”

“I don't know. Maybe persuade Charlene to run off with me. I think the money would be a powerful enticement for her. She'd forget I'm an old man.”

“Charlene's practically a kid.”

“She's working on thirty.” Working on thirty, but lived enough life for sixty, Hap thought. Then he wondered if Tom knew about Charlene's past. No one ever talked about it. “You know…you might want to get on that.”

“What?”

“A guy like you…” Hap pointed his beer bottle at Tom's chest.

“Naw. What would she want with a forty-five-year-old man chained to a fleabag motel? Besides, I've got a girlfriend. Most of the time, anyway.”

“What's that mean?”

“Nothing.”

Hap thought about Lauren Kent, but he couldn't grasp what Tom saw in her. The town veterinarian and owner of the Rocket Pet Clinic, tough and stout, she was no-nonsense to the point of brutal. A woman of hard edges, Lauren was. Hap conceded that he was a little envious of Tom for his standing with the local women. He'd overheard plenty of post office conversations about Tom, usually instigated by Charlene. The women all commented on his impressive height, his flaxen hair, his well-toned physique. They speculated about his wounded soul, a poor widower left to care for a girl child alone. Yet, Tom chose to date Lauren Kent. Why?

“That pool looks awfully nice today,” Hap said, choosing a new subject. “How do you keep from spending all day in it?”

“Shoulda seen it a few days ago. Barf city!” Tom leaned on the counter and sipped his beer. “I thought that pool was an amenity when I bought the place.”

Hap nodded.

“Not! It's a money pit. And the liability insurance, Lord Almighty! I'm thinking about having it filled in.”

They talked awhile about the latest news. Tom didn't hide the fact that he didn't read The Rocket. He claimed he didn't have time. So Hap usually caught him up on the doings around town: who'd been arrested for what, and new businesses like Yolanda's Used Books, which had just opened. Sometimes he included the most interesting classified ads, the '95 Ford 4×4 Steve Wittenberg listed for $6,000, or the antique Victorian parlor set that Roberta Frink was asking $12,000 for.

Tom shook his head in disbelief. “Who's gonna pay that kind of money for used furniture?”

“It's antique,” Hap said with a wry smile as he finished his beer. “She probably consulted Dillard Meek about it.”

Tom rolled his eyes.

“Well, I better get back to town.”

“Wish Yolanda good luck for me, whoever she is.” Tom scooped up the empty bottles and set them on the floor next to the trash can. “Wonder who she's planning to sell books to, anyway. I went in to pick up my mail the other day and the place was a ghost town. Never seen it so deserted, not even in January. Couldn't have been more than three cars parked on Main.”

Hap thought that was an exaggeration. There probably wasn't anywhere near that many.

“I guess I better get back to work, too. Though at the rate I'm renting rooms I could leave them dirty until the end of the summer and still not run out.”

Hap paused in the doorway and looked back at Tom. “Why don't you come into town sometime? Have a beer down at the tavern, shoot some pool. I could use the company.”

Tom glanced over his shoulder at the open door to the apartment, then back at Hap. “Maybe …sometime.”

Hap understood without Tom having to say. “Maybe that girlfriend of yours could be persuaded to stay with Sienna once in a while. Everybody needs a break now and then.”

Tom scowled.

“Just a thought.” Hap stepped out into the smothering heat, dreading the temperature awaiting him inside the van. As he pulled out of the gravel parking lot and back onto Highway 14, the steering wheel scalding his hands, he struggled between regretting his comment and a sense of satisfaction for having pointed out that Lauren Kent wasn't exactly stepmother material, at least not what he knew of her, and especially not for a girl like Sienna.

[image: ]

“Sienna? Sienna, look at me.” Tom waited for his daughter to hear him and obey, but ended up reaching across the dinette table and gently lifting her chin out of the book. “Look at Daddy.”

She squirmed away from his touch.

“I want you to wash the dishes. Do you understand me?” He used an assertive but patient tone.

Sienna stared across the supper dishes at his chin. The setting sun streamed through the dirty kitchen window, lighting her hair in rich auburn.

“Sienna, answer me. Do you understand what I just asked you to do?” He waited, but she said nothing. The smell of spaghetti grease and garlic wafted off the plates. “Sienna, what do you say?”

She looked at the ceiling.

“Sienna?”

Finally, she locked in on his face, but didn't quite make eye contact. “Wash dishes.”

“Yes,” he praised. “Very good. That's great. Wash the dishes.”

Sienna stood off her chair and began running water into the sink.

“I love you,” he said. “Do you love me?” He watched her add too much soap to the water, wishing that just once she would say that she did.

The bell rang in the lobby and Tom got to his feet. “That's a good girl. Wash the dishes while I go see who that is.”

At the front desk, Tom found a stern-faced woman who appeared to be sniffing the corners of the room.

“Can I help you?”

She rounded on him, her tiny eyes boring into his chest. “How many stars is this place?”

Tom looked out at the neon motel sign with its aqua bowling-style stars. “The sign has three, but I think that's a holdover from when the place was new back in the sixties.”

“Very funny.” She ran her finger down the Formica countertop between them and pulled the tip up to her nose to inspect.

Tom pondered whether he could afford to tell off a potential guest. He needed the money badly, and that made him want to tell her off all the more. “The place is old, but it's clean. You'll find the beds comfortable, but the bedspreads and artwork out of style. The pool was drained and refilled less than a week ago, and the highway doesn't get much traffic after dark. Rooms are fifty-nine a night, and it includes coffee and doughnuts in the morning.”

She tilted her round head to the side and listened to Tom's description skeptically. Her mousy hair fell limply to her shoulders, where dandruff speckled her navy blouse. He looked past her at the twenty-year-old station wagon in the turnaround and wondered where she got the nerve to be concerned about how many stars his motel rated.

“I don't know,” she said, looking around the lobby again. “Is there another place to stay around here?”

Tom smiled. “No. And I guess that means you've got a long drive ahead of you, so you better get going now.” To hell with her, he thought.

She gaped at him. “Are you suggesting that you won't rent me a room?”

“Look, what you see is what you get. You want a room or not?”

The woman huffed indignantly. “I guess I have no choice but to take it.”

“Fine,” he said, handing her a registration card.

“I want a ground-floor room, though. Something convenient to the parking lot. I'm not dragging my stuff up a flight of stairs. And quiet, too.”

“Yes, ma'am.” He reached for a key. “This one's on the ground floor, down at the end.” He pointed out the window at the unit in the far corner.

[image: ]

As Tom finished with his paperwork he glimpsed his newest guest, Helen Simpson, lugging her suitcase out of her car and into room six. Witch, he thought. But he became suddenly aware of the sound of running water. His stomach dropped and he darted back into the apartment, slipped on the sopping linoleum, and landed hard on his back. Water soaked into his jeans and shirt, and as he struggled to his feet he saw dead bugs floating across the kitchen floor, dislodged from their hidden graves in the crevices under the cabinets.

Sienna sat at the table, her face inches above her book while the kitchen faucet poured on relentlessly.
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