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Prologue



I can honestly say I didn’t intend to be bad. It’s just that I have rotten luck. I was nine and on a camping trip. It was very “Afterschool Special”: four suburban families with expensive tents that didn’t get out of the garage much, and Coleman stoves that the fathers couldn’t really figure out but which required hours of happy tinkering while the women gossiped and made burger patties. A dozen kids charged about in Osh-Kosh B’Gosh brand overalls.

We were marshaling forces for the day’s excursion. My father had slathered my bug bites with calamine lotion and I was instructed to stay put while the adults debated Grandfather Mountain versus Blowing Rock. A nearby trailhead tantalized. I begged to explore. My father considered the likelihood of speedy consensus among the adults, and the eleven hurtling short people in need of calamine, and gave me permission to go for ten minutes, not a minute more.

But the lure of each new bend of the trail was too much for me. I had to see what was around the corner. And the next. And the next. When my father caught up to me an hour later, I got a bare-bottom spanking right there on the trail. My punishment was to sit in the tent and “think about things” while the other kids were having fun at Tweetsie Railroad. To be honest I think my dad was secretly glad to prop his feet on a log listening to the Bears game on the radio while he did a crossword puzzle. What I thought about was how great that trail had been and how I wished I’d gotten to the end. Back then, I was different. Back then, I was fearless. It was much later that the death of my best friend made me dread things I couldn’t see coming.

I’ve always been restless. I can’t seem to settle on anything. That’s probably why it took me seven and a half years to finish college. I’d finally graduated at the ripe old age of twenty-five with a major in anthropology and a minor in film studies. I had no idea what I wanted to do and a lot of time on my hands. That was the situation four weeks ago. That’s when the trouble began. That’s when I discovered facebook.com.








Chapter One

Getting Fired from My Job; Getting Fired from My Family



The day had started with no indication that I was headed for life in a cardboard refrigerator box under an I–85 overpass. I’d savored the arrival of spring during my three-mile run, and returned to my apartment looking for diversion. Not the kind that would take actual effort, though, like the pile of laundry that needed folding on my bed, or the blank thank-you notes that would theoretically write themselves before winging to relatives who’d given me graduation gifts.

“Are you thinner?” squawked my cockatiel Oliver, as he did at least once a day. One of my more successful projects. I grinned as I settled down to start screwing around on Facebook.

Today it was the Cities I’ve Visited application. It involved sticking virtual pins into a world map of all the exotic locations you’d visited. Unless Frying Pan Landing, North Carolina, counted as exotic, it was going to be a short diversion for all of us. I hadn’t ventured far from my hometown of Charlotte. Now, if there were a map for colleges I’d attended, that would take more time. I could proudly claim at least four. And don’t get me started on majors. There wouldn’t be enough virtual pins.

I’d been distracted by an email from Laura Mills. Laura had lived across the street and been my best friend when I was eight. We’d been inseparable, with matching skinned knees and sunburned noses, but then her family had moved to Texas when I was eleven and I never saw her again. After I’d joined Facebook, I’d received a friend request from eleven-year-old Laura looking out from behind the glamorous makeup of a woman living in Los Angeles. I’d accepted, and she’d been sending me delicious details of her life in Los Angeles ever since. I wished I had the money to take her up on her repeated invitations.

The fantasy was delicious: me in adorable Capri pants and ballet flats, laughing with Katherine Heigl as I drove our golf cart, casually waving to pals Matt Damon and Will Smith. It was whimsy, of course, but if I did something as radical as go to California, no telling what I could accomplish. Look at Laura, living at the beach and working as something called a First AD, which meant she worked on the Fox Studios lot, met all kinds of famous people, and got to see movies before they were released.

Reality was the picture on Facebook of an old boyfriend, arm slung around the shoulders of a petite redhead, matching happy smiles. We’d broken up after I’d dropped out of the University of North Carolina at Charlotte freshman year. Bad luck that he’d wanted a college girl. His change of status to “engaged” was a Facebook bomb.


I frowned, then immediately stopped and rubbed my forehead. A wrinkle between your eyes is so unattractive and our family was prone to the Connelly divot. I glanced at my watch, knowing the cure for a foul mood. I had plenty of time.

“Road trip. Don’t forget the bird,” chirped Oliver as I put him in his cage.

“Next time pal,” I promised.

My car, Elsie, grudgingly started after gentle coaxing. She was an ancient 1970 Plymouth Road Runner, sunshine yellow with a black stripe across her hood, and prone to breakdowns. Unlike “collector quality” Plymouth Road Runners, Elsie had over 150,000 miles and was limping through her golden years. I loved her.

“I know, baby,” I said, as I double-checked the rope knot securing the passenger door. “I’ll give you a bath soon.” Her rust-spotted frame was distinctly dingy.

Twenty minutes later I was browsing Nordstrom. I should’ve gone to Target, but Nordstrom’s shoe section was the best, and I had a gift card.

From forty feet away I felt the jolt you get when you first lay eyes on the boots you know shortly will be yours. I sprang toward them like a lioness on an antelope, canvassing the room for a salesperson as I moved.

“Size eight, please.” I waved the red suede boot at a clerk who looked like a fish.

As he glided off, I glanced at the sale price. Ouch. I wrestled with myself briefly. Maybe I shouldn’t. But would I regret their absence for years, haunted by the lost opportunity of a truly perfect pair of boots? After all, you weren’t allowed to spend gift cards on toilet paper.

“This is your lucky day,” said the shoe salesman when he returned. He really did look like a halibut. “They’re an additional twenty percent off the sale price.”


“Fantastic.” I grinned as I reached for the box. God did love me.

Fifteen minutes later I doubted God’s love as I fumed at the register. It bore my glares stoically. No human was there to receive them. I looked at my watch: 3:50 P.M. I was on duty at 4:30 P.M. and still half an hour away from work. Just when you think your perpetual bad luck is turning by giving you the perfect pair of boots on sale, it runs away laughing, leaving you sweating at an untended register. When the salesman finally swam back, I wanted to make a pert comment about customer service as I tossed him my card, but I had to split my purchase over two cards, even with my gift card, so I held my tongue.

Back in Elsie, I was again at a standstill. I gripped the steering wheel as if my uber-control of the car would make traffic move. My uber-control lacked authority. The taillights in front of me didn’t waver. The car clock refused to stop advancing. 4:23. Shit. What the hell was going on? It shouldn’t be this slow.

I spotted red and blue lights flashing at the intersection of Fairview and Park, and groaned. An accident was narrowing traffic to one lane. I should’ve worn my favorite Speed Racer kneesocks. The right socks can improve your luck.

“I had plenty of time when I got to the mall.” I defended to the clock, which replied by jumping the minute hand three minutes in a single movement to 4:27. Chastened by the inanimate object, I banged the steering wheel. Elsie responded with an ominous rattle.

“I’m sorry, Elsie.” I patted the console. “Please don’t die.” I glanced at the gas gauge, which, remarkably, was a third full. Though with Elsie, that didn’t necessarily mean much. She liked to play fun games where needles plummet from half full to below empty in the course of one mile. The “empty” light had long since burned out, so it was no help. The last thing I needed was to run out of gas.

I ran out of gas. The needle dropped like a stone just after I turned onto Park, all resistance leaving the gas pedal. I leaned forward, as if shifting my five-foot-nine 130-pound frame would give the 4,000-pound car momentum, and willed Elsie to coast. Still pissed about the steering-wheel thing, she rolled to a stop a mile from the Texaco.

“How much bad luck can one person have?” I moaned, reaching for my cell phone. My boss, Joe, was going to be furious. At least I had a bona fide excuse, I thought virtuously. Not like the America’s Next Top Model marathon last time.

My phone had No Service. I looked at it blankly. How come I had no service in the middle of town? I had a text message, so I opened it curiously as I stepped out of Elsie. Maybe I’d get a signal when I walked toward the gas station. I froze as I read my text message.


Your Sprint mobile phone service has been suspended for non-payment. To reactivate your service, contact a Sprint Representative at *2 or 1–888–211–4727. Payment of your outstanding balance in full is required to reactivate phone service.



I couldn’t believe it. Was Ashton Kutcher going to pop out and tell me I’d been Punk’d, sharing a good chuckle as he handed me the keys to my shiny new Mercedes convertible? Nothing greeted me but a couple of empty forties of malt liquor and a condom wrapper in the ditch.

“Big night out,” I muttered, shaking my phone, as if that might reactivate service. I was sure I’d paid the bill. I recalled the stack of bills on my counter next to the unwritten thank-you notes. Hadn’t I? I frowned, then smoothed the groove between my eyes. No way was I going to end up looking like Great Aunt Ida. I blew out my bangs. Nothing for it but to trudge to the gas station.

It was close to six when I walked into the Gin Mill. The place was packed. I mean, really packed. People in suits were six deep at the bar, trying to get served. I could see Jules’s long, dark ponytail flying as she whirled to grab bottles of beer. Next to her, Joe was sloshing something pink into shot glasses. People clamored to get their attention, waving bills in the air. My heart plummeted. Today was our inaugural Young Professionals happy hour.

I dashed to the bar, dropping my purse by the cooler, and jumped to work. The look Joe gave me would have made a frailer woman faint, his forehead divot big enough to hide a body, but there wasn’t time to explain. I started taking orders and slinging beer.

By eight, most of the crowd had moved on and we could draw a breath. Joe was back in his office. The bar was a chaos of bottle caps and spilled booze. I sagged against it, rewarded with a line of beer soaking my T-shirt.

“That was crazy, daisy!” I said. “Who knew so many baby suits would turn up!”

“You should have seen it earlier.” Jules leaned her tall frame against the back counter, staying dry. I rubbed a rag at the beer on my T-shirt, managing only to transfer a stain. I sighed. “It was even worse. Wall-to-wall Wall Streets.”

I cringed, giving up on the shirt. “Jules, I’m so sorry. I ran out of gas.” When she laughed, I protested. “No, really, I did! On Park Road. There was a condom wrapper in the ditch.” I said this as though details would make me more credible.

Jules shook her head. “You don’t have to convince me, girl.” We’d been friends since junior high. She was used to forgiving me. She winked. “I was the only gal at the bar, and I got phone numbers. Complainers can suck it.” She became serious. “Joe was pissed, though.”

I hesitated. “How pissed?”

“Well, remember that time Brooks spilled beer on the new speakers?” she named one of our regulars.

I remembered. Joe had kicked a hole in the office door and used words I didn’t know existed. I felt a little better. After all, I hadn’t ruined anything expensive.

“This was worse.” Jules shattered my illusion. “I thought he’d have a heart attack when some guy told him he was unfit to own a bar if he couldn’t serve his patrons.”

“What should I do?” I asked.

“Well…”

“Maeve!” Joe’s holler cut her off. “Get in here.”

“Good luck, little camper.” Jules patted my shoulder. I tapped the photo of me taped on the wall as I passed, for luck. It was a fetching shot, and you can’t see them in the picture, but I was wearing my favorite polka-dot kneesocks.

Joe’s look was black, arms folded across his stocky frame. “Shut the door,” he instructed. I did and sat in the uncomfortable chair that wobbled because one leg was missing a caster.

“Today was unacceptable,” Joe began.

“I’m sorry, Joe. I ran out of gas.” In the office, my defense seemed less legitimate. My sorrow was genuine, though. I didn’t want to lose another job. The pins in a virtual map of all the bars I’d worked would be blinding.

“Maeve, that’s a worse excuse than a dead grandmother.”

“But there was an accident, and then I ran out of gas and had to walk to the Texaco…” I hung my head, long blonde braids drooping penitently.

Joe sighed. “I’m sorry, Maeve. I like you, I really do. But I gotta let you go.”

“But…”


Joe held up his hand to cut off my protest, and I stared at the way the flesh bulged around his metal watchband. “It don’t matter whether it was your car or traffic or running out of gas. The bottom line is that you’re regularly late and other people aren’t. So, you’re off the schedule. You can come by next week to pick up your last check, or I can mail it to you. Your choice.”

I blinked rapidly at the welling tears. I would not cry, I vowed. This was humiliating enough. Didn’t he know he was talking to UNCC’s former president of the Young Entrepreneurs? I’d been a star. I used to turn down jobs.

Joe’s gaze softened. “Maeve, I know you’re sorting things out…”

I sprang from my seat. I didn’t want his pity. “Mail me the check,” I directed.

“Maeve…”

I strode out with a wave and a chipper, “Thanks, Joe. No worries.”

Behind the bar I hugged Jules, retrieved my purse from a puddle of beer, and practically skipped to my car to show how carefree I was. It was only when the door was shut that the weepies threatened to win.

I pulled myself together. I just needed spaghetti. If my mother was cooking spaghetti, my luck would change, I told myself. It was a constant game I played, betting against my luck. I could already taste the meatballs as I started the car. Good news was just around the corner.

 

Half an hour later, my father’s face lit with surprise when I walked into the kitchen. He was leafing through the mail, still in his suit, collar rumpled. “Maeve! Joining us for dinner?”

“Yep.” I received one of his excellent hugs. I was feeling better already.

“Hello dear.” My mother popped up from behind the counter, casserole pan extracted from the precarious dish cupboard like a trophy. “You’re in luck. I’m trying something new tonight. A curry chicken.”

I wobbled, but rallied.

“Hey.” My attention returned to my father. “You’re looking at your mail.” My father only looked at mail on Sunday, when it was guaranteed no more would arrive while he was sorting. He tossed half into the garbage and gave me a rueful look. “Your mother has insisted on some reforms since she finished the Spirit Square project.” He shot me a grin as he headed upstairs to change.

“Ah.” My mother, a sculptor, alternated between periods of complete oblivion, when she was immersed in a project, and ruthless organization, when she emerged and tried to make up for lost time. That explained the new recipe.

When we were alone, my mother looked undecided for a minute, then said, “Speaking of mail, there’s a letter for you. It’s from Cameron’s parents.”

I got the fluttery, panicky feeling I got whenever I thought about Cameron.

She continued, voice gentle. “I believe they plan to do something to commemorate her birthday. A memorial.”

I met her eyes. “I don’t think I can,” I said.

She opened her mouth to say something more, then thought better of it. “No need to decide right now. Let’s sit and wait for your father.” She kicked off her Birkenstocks and sat cross-legged on the bench. I sat on the “grown-up side” of the table, in a normal chair. “Tell me about your day.”

Definitely not.

“I taught Oliver a new phrase. He can say ‘Great hair!’”

My mother looked sort of sad but forced a smile. “Well, that’s something. Why did I think you were working tonight?”

“Schedule change,” I said, not entirely untruthfully.


“Have you given any thought to what you’d like to do now that you’ve graduated?” Her tone was careful.

“I don’t know.” I hesitated. “I don’t know what I’m good at.” There. I’d said it.

My mom squeezed my hand and smiled at me. “You’re good at so many things.”

“You have to say that. You’re my mother.”

“It’s the truth. Look at what a good bartender you are!”

I grimaced.

“You’re good with people.” She looked thoughtful. “What about something in health care? You…”

I blanched at the thought. I hated hospitals. “No way.”

She sighed. “What about photography? You did a remarkable job shooting my sculptures and updating my portfolio.”

“I don’t think you can make a living…”

“Maeve!” My father’s bellow echoed down the hallway. What now? He strode into the room, deep crease between his eyebrows, waving a sheaf of papers, looking like an angry orange in sock feet and an Illini sweat suit, hair sticking up. “What the hell is this?” He thrust the sheets under my eyes and I winced. The country club bill had arrived. I couldn’t believe it. The one day this month I needed to be far away from home happened to be the day I got fired, dropped in unexpectedly, and Dad uncharacteristically opened his mail before Sunday. Talk about bad timing. “Care to explain this?” He demanded.

“Um…” I looked at the bill. Had I really eaten at the club nine times?

“We don’t begrudge you the occasional meal, Maeve,” my father chastened. “But massages? A new tennis racket?” I’d forgotten about the tennis racket.

“I…”

Dad’s outrage deflated at the sight of my hunched frame. He sat down heavily. “Your mother and I understand that you’ve had a hard time. We’ve been allowing you time to figure things out. But now you must take responsibility for your life. You’re a bright girl, you’ve got your degree. You need to start thinking about your future.”

I stared at them aghast. My future loomed impossibly large and intimidating. I had no idea how I’d fill the chasm. I’d just graduated two months ago. It seemed unfair to expect too much too soon.

“You have to curb your tendency to spend beyond your means,” my father lectured in a gentle voice. “You can’t buy something every time you’re upset. It doesn’t fix anything, and you’ll be in financial trouble your whole life.” He paused, as if afraid of his own words, then plunged. “I’m going to require you to repay us for the massages and the tennis racket.”

“What?!” I couldn’t believe they were doing this to me. My sister Vi had gotten a car for graduation and I was getting this? I ignored the fact that they’d bought me my car during my junior year against my father’s better judgment after I’d begged and begged for the decrepit vehicle.

My father steeled himself to maintain his resolve. “You can take as long as you like to pay us back. But you need to learn responsibility. The way you live now is”—he waved his hands in the air—“flitterdegibbety,” he pronounced. “And requires us to step in and help out more often than we should.”

“Flitterdegibberty?” My voice rose an octave. It was an unfair categorization. It’s not like my parents were perpetually rescuing me. I had a job. Well, I did yesterday.

“Flighty,” my mother affirmed. “But we know it’s temporary, Maeve. You’ll find your way back to center…”

“I am not flighty.” I adopted a haughty tone. “I graduated with a three point five average. I take excellent care of Oliver.” I wanted to say more, but the fact that I never missed an episode of Bones or Clinique’s Free Bonus Time at Hecht’s didn’t seem quite right. I was uncomfortable with the brevity of my rebuttal. I wasn’t flaky.

“I’ll help you work out a payment plan.” My father seemed happy to sidestep the debate. “We’ll look at your shifts at Gin Mill and your expenses and create a budget.”

“Then you can decide how long you want to keep bartending, and if you want to try something else.” My mother sounded hopeful.

My stomach turned. “Um.” I hesitated. I looked at my parents’ concerned faces and felt about an inch tall. Which ranked me two inches shorter than my stack of unpaid bills. “Isortoflostmyjob…” I mumbled.

“What was that?” Mom’s confusion divot mirrored dad’s anger dent. My forehead was doomed.

“I’m not working at Gin Mill anymore.” I said more loudly. I didn’t know which was worse—the expression on my dad’s face or my mother’s disappointed “Oh Maeve.”

“It wasn’t my fault.” I protested my refrain. “Elsie’s gas gauge wasn’t working and I ran out of gas, so I was really late to work.”

“Joe fired you for being late?” My father looked confused.

“It wasn’t just the once,” I confessed to my plate.

My mother rubbed her face tiredly. We sat there for a moment, mutely staring at cooling curry chicken. Then my parents met eyes, and my father voiced a decision I suspected they’d prearranged in anticipation of the next come-to-Jesus.

“Maeve, you cannot be dependent on your mother and me any longer. We’ve been happy to help you get on your feet, but now you’re on your own. It’s for the best.”

A wave of anger doused my panic, and drove me to my feet. “How is it whenever someone tells me they are doing what’s best it ends up hurting me?” I was not some basket case. I had a wicked bad-luck curse. My day was textbook proof—actions that are perfectly normal for other people are catastrophic for me. How many people get fired and cut off by their families because they bought a pair of shoes? On sale? Something was out of kilter in the universe, but it wasn’t me. I had a vision of palm trees.

“I am not a flake,” I squeezed out, my throat tight as I grabbed my purse. “And I’ll prove it.” I ran-walked to the door, imagining their envious faces as they watched me giving red-carpet interviews on my way into the Oscars. I wasn’t sure what I was going to win, but it was something good.

“Honey…” My mother tried to follow, but her crossed legs got tangled in her skirt.

I made it to Elsie and leaped in, praying for once that she would start right up. My father rapped at the window.

“Maeve, come back in for dinner,” he said, when I rolled it down.

“I don’t have an appetite.” I was telling the truth. “My stomach hurts.”

He looked at me thoughtfully. “Take a week to think about our conversation. Then come to dinner and bring your bills and we can talk about what you want to do next.” He pressed $20 into my hand and then patted my head the way you pet a dog, stroking from the crown forward, making my bangs a static mess. It was his signature form of affection. “It’ll all work out, bug.”

I nodded. “Tell Mom,” I tried, but my throat wasn’t working properly.

“I will.”

He withdrew his hand and I drove away with the window still down, hoping the cold March air would blow my head clear. I inhaled deeply, a strong believer in the curative powers of fresh air. I dug in my purse for a bottle of charcoal tablets and popped two. The evasion I’d offered my parents was true—my stomach was roiling. I hoped I wasn’t getting a virus. I cursed myself for forgetting to take Emergen-C that morning. I fumbled in the glove compartment for my car supply of echinacea and popped one of those too.

I’d already gone for a run but I needed more, like a hit. I steered Elsie toward the track. I parked and shocked some old people walking for their health by wiggling out of my jeans in the car to slip on sweatpants. I wasn’t generally committed to the underwear movement, so Grandpa might have glimpsed something he hadn’t seen in years. I stretched for only a nanosecond before I was sprinting. My feet pounded rhythmically along the track in a steady alternation, wind rushing by my ears, blocking all other sound. I had my iPod, but I preferred the womb-like combination of my thudding heart, pounding feet, and the blowing wind. I lost myself in the physical exertion of repetitive motion. Of my body obeying me. Of the rare moment when I was in total control.

I wanted to crush my parents’ pity and the look on Joe’s face beneath my pounding feet. I was not someone to be pitied. My heart beat true and strong. My pace ate the track. Look at me, see how I run. I can push myself. I have discipline. My resolve solidified. I would prove them wrong, but it wouldn’t be out of spite. It would be because I could. I would elude my rotten luck if I had to run all the way across the country to do it. In fact, that sounded like just the trick. I was ready for Hollywood. After all, I’d flashed my privates at strangers today. I jogged lap after lap seeing myself walking in sunshine, confident, competent, happy, and successful. Most of all I imagined a different look in my parents’ eyes. It was pride.








Chapter Two

Fired Up




To: LALola@neticom.net
 From: Maeveyourday@gmail.com
 Sent: March 3
 Subject: LA Here I come!

Laura,

Guess what? I’m doing it! You’ve talked me into it. I’ve decided to come to California. I’m still working out the details, but I’m thinking sooner rather than later. Why wait for paradise, right? I’m so excited. Watch out Paris and Nicole—the new “It” team of Laura and Maeve is about to hit the town!

Give me a call at 704–555–1881 to talk about details. Can’t wait to see you in person!

Later gater,
 m.




“Are you sure about this?” My older sister Vi asked me for the hundredth time. I loved her, but sometimes she was too perfect a model for my unrehearsed follow-up act.

“Never more.” I used my shoulder to hold the phone in place while I reached for a carrot. Something about talking into the phone always made me hungry. Maybe it was having something hover so tantalizingly close to my mouth. With my other hand I refreshed my computer. Still no reply from Laura. I squelched a twinge of anxiety as I bit into the carrot. When she was running around the lot, she didn’t have email access. Anyway, how hard could it be to find her? I’d drive until the ocean stopped me.

“It’s an awfully big move without a plan,” she pressed. My sister was not a risk taker.

“I have a plan, Stan.” I mimicked her tone. I was in high spirits.

Vi snorted. “What, drive west until the ocean stops you?”

She had an uncanny ability to read my brain. But nothing could dampen my conviction that moving to California was the solution to my problems.

“Laura invited me. Remember Laura Mills?”

“Laura Mills from when you were ten?”

“We reconnected.”

Vi let it go. I was grateful. Laura was the unknown variable in the plan. I didn’t actually expect to be frolicking with Johnny Depp upon arrival, but I was counting on being able to crash with my old friend while I got sorted. Me, the car, the map, I had that under control. Still, there was no reason to think Laura’s invitation wasn’t sincere.

“A marathon, huh?”

“Yep. The Los Angeles Marathon.” The first step toward a new me was a personal goal. I would train over the summer, and the fall marathon would literally be the starting gun for my new life.


“A marathon is twenty-six point two miles because that’s when the first to run it dropped dead.”

“Are you saying I can’t?” I bristled.

“Of course not. You can do anything you put your mind to.”

I wouldn’t go that far, but I agreed. “Yes, I can.”

“It just seems so…far. From all of us. If anything happened…” Her voice was hesitant.

“Nothing’s going to happen,” I said firmly. Did she sound wistful? It occurred to me she might not want me to go for selfish reasons. But it was hard to imagine my sister missing a screwball like me. Her life was pretty perfect. Perfect job, perfect boyfriend, perfect house.

“I’ll miss you.” She peeled open my mind yet again.

“I’ll miss you too, babaloo.” I meant it. “But I need to make a change. I need people to take me seriously. Hell, I need to be serious. Here, I don’t know, I feel trapped in, well, in before. I want to prove that I am a completely responsible and capable person.”

She laughed. “You might be the first. An archeological entry in the year 3090 will celebrate the discovery of the first completely responsible and capable human being, Homeo Fictitious Mavis, adorned in the ritual costume of flip-flops, knockoff Dior sunglasses, and clutching a map of the stars’ homes.”

“I’m being serious,” I protested. I knew she’d still worry. She always did. “It’ll be good for me.” I assured her. “I’ve got to go, Vi.”

She sighed. “I know. But let me help. I’m sending you a check.”

I wanted to say no, but I was stone-cold broke. “Not much,” I capitulated, after embarrassingly little inner struggle.

“Trust me.” She laughed. “I’m buying peace of mind that you won’t end up stranded in the middle of the desert with no gas or cell service in a town named Skeleton Junction with a population of four people and one tooth. Promise you’ll call before you leave?” It made my departure sound so definite I caught my breath, reality frighteningly present. I almost recanted it all as a big joke. Instead, I assured Vi I’d call her and hung up.

I explored my instinct to retract from the trip. True, I was wafting toward departure with only a vague idea that I’d load up the car with lots of water and hit the road. That didn’t really accord with the new responsible me I was shopping to everyone. An inner whisper asked whether I was doing this because I wanted to or because I wanted to prove people wrong.

No, I decided. I did want to make a real change. It wasn’t just the inspirational Post-it notes I’d taped all over the apartment in a fervor. I focused on my favorite from master Yoda:


“Do. Or do not. There is no try.”



I’d been living down to everyone’s (low) expectations of me. In their eyes I was Maeve the Clown. Vi was the go-getter. My brother, Brick, was the smarty. And me? I told good jokes. I made people laugh. I wasn’t expected to accomplish a lot, but folks sure liked me. It’s a truism that we respond to people’s perceptions. I’d lazily adopted the Maeve-is-a-slacker notion as my own. But not anymore. If I went far enough away, I could be anyone. I had a vision of myself in a lab coat and intelligent glasses, holding up a test tube and saying, “Yes when the black ants came back to life I knew I’d found the cure for cancer.”

“Okay…maybe that’s over the top,” I conceded to Oliver. “But I am capable of doing something amazing, even if it’s not the cure for cancer. I use words like ‘truism’ in a sentence when I’m only talking to myself.”

“Let’s get drunk!” Oliver said.


“You’re going back in your cage,” I threatened. “This is serious time.”

“Are you thinner?” Oliver nipped my ear.

“You’re forgiven.” I laughed. He resumed tugging strands of blonde hair from my braids.

I assembled my morning vitamin regimen as I pondered, absently lining up vitamins A through D, a woman’s multi, ginkgo bilboa, manganese, flax oil, selenium, dong quai (not that my libido was being called into action these days) and the other dailies. I made a note to pick up ginseng and coenzyme Q10 to counteract the increased stress of travel. If I was going to do this, I resolved to do it right. I needed a battle plan, supplies. I had to prepare for dinner with my father and figure out my financial mess. I frowned into the empty bottle when nothing shook out of my zinc container. How had I let that happen? Zinc is an essential part of a daily supplement regimen. I decided to start with a shopping list.

My eye fell on a Post-it that read


Before you can arrive where you want to be,

you have to know where you are going.



The first thing I needed was a Super Map…

 

I spend hours studying maps. For a person who’s traveled only within a two-state radius, they fascinate me. Riding back from the beach one weekend with Jules, studying a map, I’d noticed a nearby town called Half Hell, North Carolina. I’d insisted she detour. Half Hell hadn’t been more than a trailer park off Middle Swamp Road, but the friendliest chatterbox alive had sold me an icy-cold Coke in an old-fashioned bottle, and my passion had been born. I’d organized day trips all over the state to visit Climax, Toast, Erect, Welcome, and Whynot, occasionally crossing the border to visit Ninety Six or Sugar Tit, South Carolina. I loved capturing the curves of the road and the quirks of the towns on film. I’d drag along whatever unlucky friend I could find on these “shutterbug Saturday” back-road adventures. I’d lost most of my co-conspirators after a trip to Smackass Gap because I’d accidentally forgotten to mention it was practically in Tennessee. My friends were less than impressed with the four miles of houses along Route 64 after eight hours of mountain roads. Even Elsie radiated attitude in the pictures. For me, it was like that trail when I was nine. I couldn’t rest until I’d reached my destination. Even if I had to swear affidavits in blood that a town was within three hours and had at least one charming feature, with supporting maps and internet research to prove it, before anyone would go with me.

I liked to snap an Elsie centerfold at each destination, and developed quite a collection of my car in front of one-of-a-kind town signs. Friends contributed postcards from Satan’s Kingdom, Vermont; Boring, Oregon; and Gas, Kansas. I meticulously categorized my scrapbook. First, you have just plain peculiar names, like Peculiar, Missouri, or Goofy Ridge, Illinois. Second, you have “I was here” places, such as Hell, Michigan, or It, Mississippi. Third are the great imitators: Milan, Ohio, or Moscow, Idaho. Fourth, you have superlatives, such as Best, Texas, or Top of the World, Arizona. Best, Texas, is not to be confused with Veribest, Texas. The number of Wild West murders, knifings, shootings, and brawls in Best fostered the slogan “the town with the Best name in the world and the Worst reputation.” Last census: Population, 2. Veribest, by contrast, reported a community of 40 inhabitants, two working churches, and seven businesses. I fully intended to stop by both on my drive across, and crossed my fingers that the two dedicated souls in Best had hung in there. I wanted to photograph America from the inside out.

Elsie couldn’t handle the high speeds of the Interstate, so I happily planned a back-roads course wending from one alluring destination to the next. Back roads would extend my trip, but I was in no hurry. The marathon wasn’t for months. Only, the longer the trip, the more money I’d need. That was a problem, since I didn’t have any.

Affordable camping would figure heavily in my trip, and I’d chosen the Southwestern route because Southern states not only had some crazy town names, but the warm, dry weather would be best for camping. Food would be a bigger problem. I pondered. I’d lived for a week on a carton of eggs once. Eggs were cheap. Hardboiled eggs kept well and traveled easily. I could get pretty far on a couple of dozen boiled eggs. Eggs are high in iodine, choline, and vitamin B2, I reasoned, and a good source of protein. This was a good plan. I’d throw in trail mix and cheese sticks for variety. And oranges. I lived in constant fear of scurvy, so oranges were essential. I’d reserve my cash for necessities, like Diet Coke and water. You want to take lots of water when you drive through the desert. I hadn’t driven cross-country before, but it seemed to me that as long as I had a map, water, boiled eggs, and sunscreen, I’d be fine.

“People have survived weeks in the Australian Outback with less,” I informed Oliver. “Naturally I wouldn’t want to drink my own…you know…but that’s why I’d have the water.”

That left the last hurdle. Cold, hard cash. I sat back, rubbing my neck. Oliver didn’t object, as he’d abandoned my shoulder and was practically beak to nose with Simon Cowell on TV, entranced by an American Idol rerun. “You’ll go blind if you sit that close to the TV,” I warned. He ignored me, just as I’d ignored my parents. Kids never listen.


The phone rang. I grabbed another carrot stick and answered. It was Jules.

“Can I borrow your ladder?” She asked without preamble.

A year ago in a fit of DIY that petered out almost before I got home from Lowes, I’d blown $300 on a ladder. It now served as the world’s most expensive drying rack for my delicates. Well, second most expensive. Maybe third. My road bike and treadmill were also costly clotheslines. The only time the poor, emasculated ladder was used for its intended purpose was when I loaned it to friends. Jules regularly borrowed it to change the seasonal fairy lights in her apartment. As it was April, I suspected illuminated mini-bunnies were going up.

“Sure. Easter lights?”

“Yep.”

“For a hundred dollars you can keep it,” I joked. “I have enough spokes on my bike to dry all my naughty bits.”

“For real?” She demanded. “’Cause if you mean it, you’re on.”

“Really?” I was surprised. A hundred bucks was a lot for something as boring as a ladder. But then, Jules took her seasonal decorations very seriously.

“Hell yeah. Save myself the hassle of driving to your place and back every month. And that’s over half off.” Some things Jules and I had in common.

My eye fell on my new, trouble-making tennis racket, tag still on, sitting next to a bowling ball that I’d never gotten holes drilled into. “Do you play tennis?” I asked Jules.

“No. Why?”

“Never mind.” An idea was forming. “You know my turquoise BCBG pumps you love?” Jules and I wore the same size shoe.

“Of course.”

“I’ll sell them to you for another hundred dollars.” I held my breath. It seemed like an outrageous sum to ask of a friend. But, the shoes had cost me $160 and I’d worn them in only two battles before the pain in my toes won the war. Jules wore them much more often—she has a commendable tolerance for pain when it comes to shoes. She’d survive the siege of Stalingrad in spikes as long as she looked good. I folded like a Jane Grey monarchy at the first sign of a blister. Had I been Robert E. Lee in uncomfortable heels, the Civil War would have ended in thirty minutes if the North had offered me a pair of flip-flops to concede.

“Seriously? Hell yes! I love those shoes.” Jules jumped at my offer. I couldn’t believe it. I’d made $200 just like that. My brain raced.

“Jules, if you help me organize a yard sale, I’ll give you an employee discount on all my shoes.” I barely listened for her response as my eyes flicked from item to item around the room: treadmill, bowling ball, tennis racket, chess set, television, sofa, yoga ball, juicer, waffle maker. I was going to California for a fresh start. I’d sell it all.

“Sure. I’d help anyway.” She was quiet a moment. “So I guess you’re really leaving.”

“Mm-hmm.” I was cataloguing the room, eager to get off the phone and start organizing.

“I’ll miss you.” Jules recaptured my attention.

I thought of Jules’s bright eyes and easy laugh. Her willingness to try anything, even Smackass Gap. I wanted to say something in return but it was hard for me. I opened my mouth to tell her I’d miss her too. Jules was more than a former co-worker. She was a friend. Instead I said, “When I leave, I’m giving you my yellow suede Fiorinas, as a memento, pimento.”

“Girl, I can’t get you out of town fast enough.” Jules laughed.

When I hung up, I hoped she knew I’d really been trying to say thanks for being a friend.


 

I was fidgeting anxiously as I stared at my possessions arrayed in an eclectic fire sale. The for-sale list read like a diagnosis of attention deficit disorder: Rollerblades next to a paint easel, an ice-cream maker sitting atop empty photo albums, a fishing rod leaning against a croquet set.

“Do you think we’re charging enough for the dartboard?” I asked Jules.

“Yes.” She ignored me as she arranged my DVDs, having spent days wrestling me to relinquish my attachment to superfluous inventory. I’d capitulated on everything but my treasured collection of books and my classic Pentax 35mm camera. Now I wasn’t so sure.

“But not too much?”

“No.”

Finished with the DVDs, Jules began to construct an attractive tower of beer steins. Early browsers were perusing what we’d dubbed the Apartment Store. That was back when it was funny. It didn’t feel funny now. I twitched watching people handle my things. A girl wearing a purple scarf over an orange sweater picked up one of my silver Marc Jacobs peep-toes. I jolted. Oh no. No way. She could not have those shoes.

“Maeve!” My mother exclaimed, quick eyes taking in the scene. My father, crowding in behind her, was beaming. When I’d told them over dinner about my plan, they’d been delighted, proud of my sacrificial initiative. In return, they’d been more than generous in discharging my debts. Dad had even given me a gas card with $200 to get me started.

“We’ve come to help!” bellowed my father. He was never spot-on with volume control. Several people turned to look, but I was too traumatized by my ongoing amputation to be embarrassed as usual.

“Great!” Jules beamed. “Here—wear this.” She produced a sticker that said, “Ask me for help!” and handed it to my dad. I looked at her suspiciously. Funny that she’d had that lying around. I hadn’t been expecting my parents.

“Okey doke. Jules can tell you what to do.” My gaze returned to Tacky Girl. She’d slipped on the Marc Jacobs. They fit. I jumped. “I have to…” I started toward her.

“Actually”—my mother looped her arm through mine, redirecting me toward the door—“your father’s going to stay and help so that you and I can spend some mother-daughter time together! We thought you’d need a little break.”

“What a great idea!” Jules’s broad smile suggested it was she who was about to get a major break. Dad’s grin was equally shit-eating. I eyed them all.

“I don’t think…” Tacky now had the box tucked under her arm. “Oh.” I reflexively reached an arm toward the shoes, but my mother was an effervescent defensive back, herding me helplessly toward the door.

“Don’t you worry dear, your dad’s happy to help!”

Jules and my father waved like I was off to my first day of school, and just like that I went from a person who had everything to a girl with a moderate wad of cash and only ten pairs of shoes.

 

While my ownership of material possessions was being decimated, my mother distracted me with lunch. I never did have a good attention span.

“Your father and I discussed it, and we’d like to give you a parting gift,” she said as we shook out our napkins.

I frowned. “You’ve been too generous already.”

“Consider it a gift that keeps on giving. To us, specifically. We’ve decided to pay for your cell phone until you get to LA and get somewhat settled. I’ll feel better knowing we can reach you.”


“You sound like Vi.” I laughed. “You do know I’m going to the heavily populated American state of California and not to Borneo, right? I doubt I’ll be abducted into white slavery.”

“Don’t count yourself out. You’re a good-looking girl.” She opened her menu as I considered whether she was being facetious. Did I have to add abduction into white slavery to my list of road trip concerns, between sun poisoning, contaminated drinking water, and car problems? With my mother it was hard to tell.

We ordered our salads and discussed my planned route.

“And Laura’s expecting you?” My mother gave me her full attention.

“Oh yes,” I lied, giving my full attention to an imaginary piece of food I pretended to pick off my knife. “Job and apartment.”

“How remarkably generous given you haven’t seen each other in fifteen years.”

I made a noncommittal noise.

“We’re quite proud of you,” she said. My head jerked up. “It’s very brave to start over like this.”

“Thanks.” My voice was a little choked.

She reached across the table to touch my hand. “I know it’s been tough, Maeve. Would you like to talk about anything?”

I instinctively hunched as I shook my head.

“It’s not too late for you to reconsider postponing your departure a few weeks for Cameron’s memorial service.” My best friend’s birthday was approaching. She would have been twenty-eight.

“I can’t.” I said. “They don’t mean it. Seeing me only reminds them. Best to leave it and move forward.”

“Sometimes you have to move through something before you can move forward.” She ventured.

“Mom, I’m leaving soon, and who knows when I’ll be able to come back for a visit. Can we make this about me and not Cameron?”

A flicker crossed her face, but all she said was, “Of course. Tell me more about this marathon.”

I lit up. “It’s my first. I’m really excited.”

“All that running you do, I’m sure you’ll have no problem.”

“Sprints. This marathon is a challenge.” My tone got a little smug. “Brick’s never run one either.” My brother and I were competitive about track.

My mother rolled her eyes. “He’s never had his period either, but I doubt he wants one just because you have.” My mother discouraged sibling rivalry. It didn’t mean that it didn’t exist though. It particularly cut when my baby brother managed to accomplish something I hadn’t. Brick was in college, following a normal four-year plan. My intense need to graduate before him had fueled an academic fervor last semester and I beat him by six months. I’d been in college since he was fifteen. But the marathon was mine alone.

The waitress delivered our salads.

“I lived in California for a brief time.” My mother surprised me.

“You did? When?”

A frown creased her forehead. Even though my forehead was smooth, I dragged an involuntary finger across my brow. Connellys were doomed to have divots. “Well, I don’t recall exactly,” she began. “It had to be around 1966, because it was before I met your father. There was this chemistry major at Berkeley, fervent guy…”

I was relieved the story didn’t end with the revelation that my mother under another name was on the FBI’s Most Wanted list for revolutionary activities in the sixties. We talked about everything and nothing. The check came, and I reverted to a child, not even pretending I’d contribute.


“I thought we might stop by the mall, pick up any last items you need,” my mother said after she paid.

“I do need film for my camera,” I said. I tended to burn through it. “And sunscreen.”

“Oh yes. I hope you’ll take lots of photos and share your journey with us.”

“Wouldn’t be able not to,” I confessed.

“Before we go, I have one last thing for you. A Connelly kind of road map.” She said, extracting a bundle from her bag.

 

Jules and I were collapsed on folding chairs in my barren living room, Oliver hopping about the apartment in an agitated manner, cataloguing empty space. Jules had done a pirate’s business, and sold almost everything through a clever series of price reductions as the day went on. Everything left in the apartment would either go home with Jules (various belts, shoes, cooking pots, and one string of chili-pepper lights that would come in handy for Cinco de Mayo), or be packed in my car bound for Los Angeles. The boxes of dog-eared books were stowed in my parents’ attic, though I’d had to fight to convince them I couldn’t possibly part with a single volume out of four moving boxes.

“Thanks, Jules. I really mean it.”

“No problem.” She wafted a hand in my direction. “S’long as you don’t change your mind about the Fiorinos. Did you have a good day?”

It had been a good day. After being muscled into the car, it’d hit me hard that it would be one of the last days I’d see my mom for a while. I’d felt like an ass for resisting. It’s funny how quickly you stop caring about inanimate objects once you’re sufficiently parted from them. People are harder to keep, but they matter more and their loss lingers longer.

“It was nice. We spent most of the day talking. You know my mom lived in California once, and she and my dad drove cross-country together before I was born?”

“Hunh-uh. That’s cool,” Jules said. “Beer?”

“Let’s get boozy, Suzy.”

She handed me a can of Busch. No point in squandering the profits on the good stuff. We resumed our study of eight small statues perched on an empty box in front of us. Oliver danced along the box, approaching then retreating from them, not sure if they were friend or foe.

“So what are they again?” Jules asked.

“My mom made them for my trip.” I was touched that she’d paused work on her current sculpture commission for me. It was a big step. “She called them kachinas. I’m supposed to leave them along the way.” The eight figures were happy, partially anthropomorphized round animal-Buddha-type figures, each about the size of a pool ball. Each incorporated a combination of animals, or animal and human, most pairing selections a mystery to me, given the eclectic workings of my mother’s mind.

“What do you mean?”

“I’m supposed to spend time getting to know each one and identifying it with…something. Kind of like a Rorschach test—whatever I feel when I contemplate the kachina is its chakra. When that chakra is evoked, either because of how I’m personally feeling or because of how a place makes me feel, I’m supposed to commit the kachina to that place.”

“Sounds complicated.”

“See, like this one, it’s a knot of intertwined leaves and stems, like new shoots, and what looks like a hummingbird in there. It makes me think of new growth. So maybe I’d take it to my first day of my new job or leave in the yard of my new apartment or something.”

“And you can’t keep them?”


“I think it’s a metaphor that I shouldn’t regret selling my shoes.” I laughed. “Even items homemade by one’s mother are meant to be left behind, and all that.”

“I don’t know,” mused Jules. “It sounds pretty cool. Letting go of things. You can make them mean anything—fear, loss, a bad guy, a bad time—and then you leave them behind. Because you can’t really get attached to something you already know you’re going to leave somewhere. So maybe it’s more for…”

“Maybe.” I cut her off. I was feeling good and forward-looking. I didn’t want to dwell on past missteps. It didn’t help that the first kachina was a girl intertwined with a crab, looking backward. I had a pretty good idea what that one meant. “I’m supposed to keep the last one.”

“That one?” Jules gestured towards a statue Oliver had decided to befriend.

“Yes.” I’d noticed right away it was a combination of a plump female mother figure and an owl that resembled my favorite stuffed animal. My protectors.

“I’m glad you get to keep one. They’re so pretty it’ll be tough to leave them behind.”

“Yeah,” I agreed.

Jules finished her beer, then looked at me. “Well, I can’t have another or I can’t get home. And I’m stalling anyway. I guess it’s time to say good-bye.”

I nodded.

She unfolded her five foot eleven inches from her chair, and I stood also, two inches shorter. Two modern Amazons without weapons, unsure of what to do next.

“Take care of the bar,” I said. “I don’t want to hear from Brooks that you’ve been slacking. And make sure Joe doesn’t have a heart attack.” Translation: I’m going to miss you, Joe, and Brooks, but I can’t admit it and I refuse to cry.

“You, too, girl. Be careful driving, and call me. We’re going to miss the hell out of you.” Jules, clearly, was much more in touch with her emotional side.

“You’re psyched to be the only hot gal at the bar!” I shifted us back to banter.

“Roger wilco.” She hugged me so hard I thought my ribs would crack. Since she initiated, I let her. More than that, I sank into liquid, let the love pour all over me, and drank it in like a greedy child. Just for a minute. Then I pulled away. We were both blinking.

“You call me, kid.” She didn’t look at me as she gathered her bags of my former stuff. We both knew I wouldn’t call often. It wasn’t really my thing. But for her I would, once in a while.

Jules stopped at the door. “You know, bad luck isn’t really a thing. It’s like weather. It happens, but it doesn’t follow you around specifically. Sometimes, when you think it’s bad, it’s actually a sign of good luck, like rain on your wedding day.” She looked at me, and recited one of our favorite silly Southern expressions. “I’m not sayin’…I’m just sayin’. There’s no such thing as attached bad luck. But frame of mind, now that stays with you forever.”

We held gazes for a moment. Then she smiled and said, “Come home soon.” And she was gone. I was breathing fast and shallow, from all the things that wanted to come out of my mouth but couldn’t. Seconds ticked by. Then adrenaline and the voice clamoring in my heart won over my inertia. I ran to the back of the room, then whirled to dash after her.

Her car was pulling out when I hit the sidewalk.

“Jules,” I screamed, waving my free arm. “Jules!” I reached her battered Saturn and battered it some more, willing it to stop with the intensity of my need. She hit the brakes and I ran to the driver’s-side window.

“I forgot…” I gasped, breathless from my sprint. “I forgot to give you these.” I offered the box.


Jules looked confused, then understanding. She took the brand-new pair of prized red suede boots that didn’t hurt my feet even a little bit.

“You didn’t have to”—she smiled—“but I’ll take them.”

“I did.” I still panted. “I did. I’m sorry,” I said for no clear reason. “Thank you.”

“Don’t ever be sorry and don’t ever feel you need to thank people for loving on you,” she said. “I’m your friend. Even when your ass is all the way in California.”

I nodded tightly. Facial control was essential.

“You ready?” she asked. I nodded again.

She smiled. “Love you.” She paused, then smiled more broadly. “And I know you love me back.” And she drove off, one hand fluttering out the window.

I waved back, good-bye to my friend, good-bye to my boots, and good-bye to the small kachina I’d tucked into the box. It was one of an egg intertwined with what looked like a tadpole and it was the first one I’d had an immediate reaction to. My reaction had been gratitude. To Jules, for putting up with me, for understanding me. And most of all, for being around to say good-bye to me. I was down to nine pairs of shoes. My journey had begun. I went to bed, ready for morning and for my new adventures to arrive.
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