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 Some people know every little thing about themselves, like how much they weighed when they were born and how long they were
 from head to toe and which hospital their mama gave birth to them in and stuff like that. I’ve heard that some people even
 have a black footprint on a pink sheet of paper they keep in a baby box. The only box I have is a small suitcase that snaps
 shut where I keep my underwear in so only I can see it.
 

 
 
 

 
 
My dad says there’s a lot of things people don’t need and that their houses get cluttered with it and they store it in basements
 that flood and get ruined, so it’s better to live simple and do what you want rather than get tied down to a mortgage—whatever
 that is. I guess that’s why we live in an RV. Some people say “live out of,” but I don’t see how you can live out of something
 when you’re living inside it and that’s what we do. Daddy sleeps on the bed by the big window in the back, and I sleep in
 the one over the driver’s seat. You have to remember not to sit up real quick in the morning or you’ll have a headache all
 day, but it’s nice having your own room.
 

 
 
 
 
I believed everything my daddy told me until I walked into Walmart and saw my picture on a poster over by the place where
 the guy with the blue vest stands. He had clear tubes going into his nose, and a hiss of air came out every time he said,
 “Welcome to Walmart.”
 

 
 
 
 
My eyes were glued to that picture. I didn’t hear much of anything except the lady arguing with the woman at the first register
 over a return of some blanket the lady swore she bought there. The Walmart lady’s voice was getting all trembly. She said
 there was nothing she could do about it, which made the customer woman so mad she started cussing and calling the woman behind
 the counter names that probably made people blush.
 

 
 
 
 
The old saying is that the customer is always right, but I think it’s more like the customer is as mean as a snake sometimes.
 I’ve seen them come through the line and stuff a bunch of things under their carts where the cashier won’t see it and leave
 without paying. Big old juice boxes and those frozen peanut butter and jelly sandwiches. Those look good but Daddy says if
 you have to freeze your peanut butter and jelly sandwiches, then something has gone wrong with the world, and I think he’s
 right. He says it’s a sin to be mean to workers at Walmart because they let us use their parking lot. He also says that when
 they start putting vitamins and minerals in Diet Coke the Apocalypse is not far behind. I don’t know what the Apocalypse is,
 but I wouldn’t be surprised if he was right about that too.
 

 
 
 
 
You can’t know the feeling of seeing your picture on a wall inside a store unless it has happened to you, and I have to believe
 I am in a small group of people on the planet. It was all I could do to just suck in a little air and keep my heart beating
 because I swear I could feel it slow down to almost nothing. Daddy says a hummingbird’s heart beats something like a million
 times a minute. I was the opposite of a hummingbird, standing there with my eyes glued to that picture. Some people going
 outside had to walk around me to the Exit doors, but I couldn’t move. I probably looked strange— just a girl staring at the
 Picture Them Home shots with an ache or emptiness down deep that I can’t tell anybody about. It’s like trying to tell people
 what it feels like to have your finger smashed in a grocery cart outside when it’s cold. It doesn’t do any good to tell things
 like that. Nobody would listen anyway because they’re in a hurry to get back to their houses with all the stuff in them and
 the mortgage to pay, I guess.
 

 
 
 
 
The photo wasn’t exactly me. It was “like” me, almost like I was looking in a mirror. On the left was a real picture of me
 from when I was little. I’d never seen a picture like that because my dad says he doesn’t have any of them. I’ve gone through
 his stuff, and unless he’s got a really good hiding place, he’s telling the truth. On the right side was the picture of what
 I would look like now, which was pretty close to the real me. The computer makes your face fuzzy around the nose and the eyes,
 but there was no mistake in my mind that I was looking at the same face I see every morning in the rearview.
 

 
 
 
 
The girl’s name was Natalie Anne Edwards, and I rolled it around in my head as the people wheeled their carts past me to get
 to the Raisin Bran that was two for four dollars in the first aisle by the pharmacy. I’d seen it for less, so I couldn’t see
 the big deal.
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 MISSING CHILD 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 Natalie Anne Edwards
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Natalie’s photo is shown age progressed to 9 years. She is missing from Dogwood, West Virginia. She has a dark birthmark on her left cheek. She was taken on June 16, 2002, by an unknown abductor.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 I felt my left cheek and the birthmark there. Daddy says it looks a little like some guy named Nixon who was president a long
 time ago, but I try not to look at it except when I’m in the bathroom or when I have my mirror out in bed and I’m using my
 flashlight. I’ve always wondered if the mark was the one thing my mother gave me or if there was anything she cared to give
 me at all. Daddy doesn’t talk much about her unless I get to nagging him, and then he’ll say something like, “She was a good
 woman,” and leave it at that. I’ll poke around a little more until he tells me to stop it. He says not to pick at things or
 they’ll never get better, but some scabs call out to you every day.
 

 
 
 

 
 
I kept staring at the picture and my name, the door opening and closing behind me and a train whistle sounding in the distance,
 which I think is one of the loneliest sounds in the world, especially at night with the crickets chirping. My dad says he
 loves to go to sleep to the sound of a train whistle because it reminds him of his childhood.
 

 
 
 
 
The guy with the tubes in his nose came up behind me. “You all right, little girl?”

 
 
 
 
It kind of scared me—not as much as having to go over a bridge but pretty close. I don’t know what it is about bridges. Maybe
 it’s that I’m afraid the thing is going to collapse. I’m not really scared of the water because my dad taught me to swim early
 on. There’s just something about bridges that makes me quiver inside, and that’s why Daddy told me to always crawl up in my
 bed and sing “I’ll Fly Away,” which is probably my favorite song. He tries to warn me in advance of big rivers like the Mississippi
 when we’re about to cross them or he’ll get an earful of screams.
 

 
 
 
 
I nodded to the man with the tubes and left, but I couldn’t help glancing back at myself. I walked into the bathroom and sat
 in the stall awhile and listened to the speakers and the tinny music. Then I thought, The paper says my birthday is June 20, but Daddy says it’s April 9. Maybe it’s not really me.

 
 
 
 
When I went back out and looked again, there was no doubt in my mind. That was me up there behind the glass. And I couldn’t
 figure out a good way to ask Daddy why he had lied to me or why he called me June Bug instead of Natalie Anne. In the books
 I read and the movies I’ve seen on DVD—back when we had a player that worked—there’s always somebody at the end who comes
 out and says, “I love you” and makes everything all right. I wonder if that’ll ever happen to me. I guess there’s a lot of
 people who want somebody to tell them, “I love you.”
 

 
 
 
 
I wandered to electronics and the last aisle where they have stereos and headsets and stuff. I wasn’t searching for anything
 in particular, just piddling around, trying to get that picture out of my head.
 

 
 
 
 
Three girls ran back to the same aisle and pawed through the flip-flops.

 
 
 
 
“This is going to be so much fun!” a girl with two gold rings on her fingers said. “I think Mom will let me sleep over at
 your house tonight.”
 

 
 
 
 
“Can’t,” the one with long brown hair said. “I’ve got swim practice early in the morning.”

 
 
 
 
“You can sleep over at my house,” the third one said almost in a whine, like she was pleading for something she knew she wouldn’t
 get. She wore glasses and weighed about as much as a postage stamp. “I don’t have to do anything tomorrow.”
 

 
 
 
 
Gold Rings ignored her and pulled out a pair of pink shoes with green and yellow circles. The price said $13.96. “These will
 be perfect—don’t you think?”
 

 
 
 
 
“Mom said to find ones that are cheap and plain so we can decorate them,” Brown Hair said.

 
 
 
 
“What about tomorrow night?” Gold Rings said. “We could rent a movie and sleep over at my house. You don’t have swim practice
 Thursday, do you?”
 

 
 
 
 
They talked and giggled and moved on down the aisle, and I wondered what it would be like to have a friend ask you to sleep
 over. Or just to have a friend. Living on the road in a rolling bedroom has its advantages, but it also has its drawbacks,
 like never knowing where you’re going to be from one day to the next. Except when your RV breaks down and you can’t find the
 right part for it, which is why we’ve been at this same Walmart a long time.
 

 
 
 
 
“You still here, girl?” someone said behind me.

 
 
 
 
I turned to see the lady with the blue vest and a badge that said Assistant Manager. The three girls must have picked up their flip-flops and run because when I looked back around they were gone. The lady’s
 hair was blonde, a little too blonde, but she had a pretty face that made me think she might have won some beauty contest
 in high school. Her khaki pants were a little tight, and she wore white shoes that didn’t make any noise at all when she walked
 across the waxed floor, which was perfect when she wanted to sneak up on three girls messing with the flip-flops.
 

 
 
 
 
“Did your dad get that part he was looking for?” she said, bending down.

 
 
 
 
“No, ma’am, not yet.” There was almost something kind in her eyes, like I could trust her with some deep, dark secret if I
 had one. Then I remembered I did have one, but I wasn’t about to tell the first person I talked to about my picture.
 

 
 
 
 
“It must be hard being away from your family. Where’s your mama?”

 
 
 
 
“I don’t have one.”

 
 
 
 
She turned her head a little. “You mean she passed?”

 
 
 
 
I shrugged. “I just don’t have one.”

 
 
 
 
“Everyone has a mama. It’s a fact of life.” She sat on a stool used when you try on the shoes and I saw myself in the mirror
 at the bottom. I couldn’t help thinking about the picture at the front of the store and that the face belonged to someone
 named Natalie Anne.
 

 
 
 
 
“Are you two on a trip? Must be exciting traveling in that RV. I’ve always wanted to take off and leave my troubles behind.”

 
 
 
 
When I didn’t say anything, she looked at the floor and I could see the dark roots. She smelled pretty, like a field of flowers
 in spring. And her fingernails were long and the tips white.
 

 
 
 
 
She touched a finger to an eye and tried to get at something that seemed to be bothering her. “My manager is a good man, but
 he can get cranky about things. He mentioned your RV and said it would need to be moved soon.”
 

 
 
 
 
“But Daddy said you’d let us park as long as we needed.”

 
 
 
 
She nodded. “Now don’t worry. This is all going to work out. Just tell your dad to come in and talk with me, okay? The corporate
 policy is to let people . . .”
 

 
 
 
 
I didn’t know what a corporate policy was, and I was already torn up about finding out my new name, so I didn’t pay much attention
 to the rest of what she had to say. Then she looked at me with big brown eyes that I thought would be nice to say good night
 to, and I noticed she didn’t wear a wedding ring. I didn’t used to notice things like that, but life can change you.
 

 
 
 
 
“Maybe you could come out and talk to him,” I said.

 
 
 
 
She smiled and then looked away. “What did you have for supper tonight?”

 
 
 
 
“We didn’t really have anything. He gave me a few dollars to get Subway, but I’m tired of those.”

 
 
 
 
She touched my arm. “It’ll be all right. Don’t you worry. My name’s Sheila. What’s yours?”

 
 
 
 
“June Bug,” I said. For the first time in my life I knew I was lying about my name.
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 Johnson stared at the sun through the rear window. Pollen from the pine trees and dirt from a morning rain streaked it yellow
 and brown in a haphazard design. Three Mexicans climbed out of a Ford. Tools piled in the back of the truck and compost and
 some black tarp. One slapped another on the back and dust flew up. Another knocked the guy’s hat off and they laughed.
 

 
 
 

 
 
The sun was at the trees on the top of the nearby mountain, then in them, and going down fast. An orange glow settled in and
 Johnson’s stomach growled. He glanced across the parking lot at the neon liquor store sign next to the Checker Auto Parts,
 and his throat parched.
 

 
 
 
 
A newer RV, a Monaco Camelot, had parked at the end of the lot, and the owner pulled a shade at the front windshield for privacy.
 He wondered what driving one of those would be like. How much mileage it would get per gallon. The smooth ride on the road.
 Almost looked like a rolling hotel.
 

 
 
 
 
He sat up and looked out the front of the RV. The way they were parked gave him a good view of the store’s entrance. An old
 guy with an oxygen tank pushed two carts inside. The man smiled and greeted a mom and her children.
 

 
 
 
 
Johnson hit the down arrow on his laptop. One green light on the wireless network from the coffee shop. He wished he had parked
 closer to the end of the lot, but he hadn’t planned on getting stuck here.
 

 
 
 
 
A loud knock at the door, like he’d just run over someone’s dog and it was under the back tire yelping. Johnson moved slowly,
 but he was agile in his bare feet. He caught a glimpse of the guy in the right mirror. Blue vest. Portly. Maybe thirty but
 not much older. Probably got the job through someone he knew. Johnson opened the door and nodded at the man.
 

 
 
 
 
“Just wondering how long you’re thinking of staying,” the man said. There was an edge to his voice, like he was nervous about
 something.
 

 
 
 
 
Johnson stepped down onto the asphalt that was still warm from the sun but not unbearable. “Like I said, I’m waiting on a
 part. If I could get out of here, believe me, I’d be long gone.”
 

 
 
 
 
The man looked at the ground. “Well, you’ll have to move on. It’s been’”

 
 
 
 
“Three weeks.”

 
 
 
 
“—three weeks and it could be three more before whatever part you’re looking for comes, so I think it’s best you move on.”

 
 
 
 
“And how do you want me to move it? Push it to the interstate?”

 
 
 
 
“I can call a tow truck.”

 
 
 
 
Johnson looked away. Boy Scouts at the Entrance sign were selling lightbulbs. Pink and orange clouds had turned blue, like
 something was roiling on the other side of the mountain. A black-and-white police car pulled into the parking lot and passed
 them. The man in the vest waved and the officer returned it.
 

 
 
 
 
“I’ll give you one more night,” the manager said. “If you’re not out of here by morning, I’m calling the towing company.”

 
 
 
 
Johnson wanted to say something more, but he just pursed his lips and nodded and watched the man waddle, pigeon-toed, back
 to the store.
 

 
 
 
 
The girl came out and passed the manager, smiling and swinging a blue bag. She had a new spiral notebook inside. She’d filled
 more of those things than he could count, and it didn’t look like she was slowing down.
 

 
 
 
 
“Did you get your work done?” she said as she bounded in and tossed the bag on her bed.

 
 
 
 
Johnson opened the fridge and took out a warm can of Dr Pepper. “Enough.”

 
 
 
 
“What did the manager guy want?”

 
 
 
 
“He said we’d won a shopping spree.”

 
 
 
 
“He did not.”

 
 
 
 
Johnson took a long pull from the can and belched. “He was just wondering how long we’d be here.”

 
 
 
 
“I met a friend,” the girl said, her face shining. “She’s really nice. And pretty. And I don’t think she’s married. And she
 has the most beautiful eyes.”
 

 
 
 
 
“June Bug, the last thing we need is somebody with her eyes on this treasure.” He spread his arms out in the RV. “What woman
 could resist this castle?”
 

 
 
 
 
“She’s not after your treasure. She just cares about us. She said the manager guy was getting upset that we’ve been here so
 long. Is that what he told you?”
 

 
 
 
 
“Nah, this is a big parking lot. We’re gonna be fine. Did you get something to eat?”

 
 
 
 
June Bug shook her head and climbed up to her bed. “Almost finished with my last journal. I want to start a new one tonight.”

 
 
 
 
“What do you put in those things? What kind of stuff do you write down?”

 
 
 
 
“I don’t know. Just things that seem important. Places we’ve been. It’s sort of like talking to a friend who won’t tell your
 secrets.”
 

 
 
 
 
“What kind of secrets?”

 
 
 
 
She slipped off her plastic shoes and let them fall to the floor, then opened the bag and took out a dark green notebook.
 “When you tell me what you’re writing about on that computer, I’ll tell you what’s in my notebooks.”
 

 
 
 
 
Johnson smiled and took another drink from the can, then tossed it in the trash.

 
 
 
 
At the storefront, the police car had stopped and the manager leaned over the open window.
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 On an impulse she could not explain, nor would she have wanted to, nor would she have had anyone to explain it to, Sheila
 Lempis bought an entire fried chicken dinner, complete with potato wedges and coleslaw, and headed out the door, keys jangling.
 

 
 
 

 
 
“Have a good night, Ed.”

 
 
 
 
“You too, Sheila,” the man wheezed.

 
 
 
 
She stowed her purse in her car, locked it, and took a deep breath. The RV was toward the middle of the lot, nearest the grocery
 entrance. She supposed she had seen vehicles in worse shape parked there overnight, but she couldn’t remember when. Rust,
 a cracked windshield, balding tires. The vehicle was square, less aerodynamic than newer models, and with the price of gasoline
 she wondered how anyone could afford to drive such a thing. Inside had to be blistering in the summer heat and frigid during
 the winter. She imagined them chasing the sun in the winter and driving to cooler climates in the summer. The license plate
 had rusted off the front, but the back showed a faded outline of the state of West Virginia, and the words Wild, Wonderful were still visible.
 

 
 
 
 
Dark inside the RV and nothing moving. She clutched the blue bag and wondered who she could give the chicken to if they weren’t
 there. Maybe Mr. Taylor, who lived behind her, alone after the death of his wife. All he had were those horses to keep him
 busy.
 

 
 
 
 
Sheila turned and walked toward her car but stopped when a fox trotted through the edge of the lot. The things were plentiful
 here all year round, but this one looked like it had just crawled out of a den after a long winter. Bony shoulders poked through
 its fur, matted and splotchy. It stopped and stared at her, sniffing at the wind, then disappeared as it loped around the
 building’s corner.
 

 
 
 
 
The young girl’s face passed through her mind as if in a dream, and Sheila couldn’t walk away without trying. Those eyes,
 bright and intelligent, sparkling with life. Eyes that seemed to know too much and too little at the same time. Sheila had
 watched her wander through the store, pausing in jewelry, passing time leafing through books, in search of something. A locket.
 Something to read. Maybe a home.
 

 
 
 
 
Her father did not normally accompany her inside the store, and Sheila guessed from the food she bought that they had no working
 stove or refrigerator. Sheila had talked with no one about the two. When the manager noticed the “hunk of junk” in the parking
 lot, Sheila knew there would be trouble.
 

 
 
 
 
The father was not hard to look at. He was tall, with a square jaw and penetrating eyes. He had the stubble of a man stranded,
 though she had seen him carry a small black kit into the bathroom and exit clean shaven. His hair was a bit too long, even
 shaggy, but it was full and dark and just touched his eyes. He always paid with a dwindling wad of cash and didn’t make small
 talk with the cashiers. He carried a certain strength about him that wasn’t measured in muscles, though he surely had enough
 of those.
 

 
 
 
 
Sheila had spoken to him only once while he was waiting in the salon for his daughter’s haircut. He had a current Newsweek in his lap, flipping through the pages.
 

 
 
 
 
“She’s a real cutie,” Sheila had said.

 
 
 
 
He looked up as if someone had caught him with a hand in the cash drawer. Surprised. Off guard. He glanced behind, catching
 sight of the girl in the mirror, and tipped his head back. “Oh yeah. She’s something else.”
 

 
 
 
 
“Are you finding everything okay?” she said, cringing at the words. “I’ve seen your RV in the lot for a few days.”

 
 
 
 
He nodded. “Waiting on a part. The thing just gave out on us.”

 
 
 
 
Sheila smiled, an uncomfortable silence creeping in. “We have a lot of people come through here on their way to California
 or the Northwest.” She chuckled, though there was no reason to laugh, and her face burned. “Well, if you need anything, that’s
 why we’re here.”
 

 
 
 
 
She retreated to customer service, her heart skipping a beat. It had been a long time since her heart had felt anything like
 skipping.
 

 
 
 
 
Sheila pushed a couple of errant carts into the stall to make a bit of noise and gritted her teeth. Now or never. Just walk up to the door and knock. What’s the worst that can happen?

 
 
 
 
She knocked. Silence inside. A fat crow landed on the flickering light overhead and cawed. Maybe they didn’t hear. It was
 a timid knock.
 

 
 
 
 
As she lifted her hand to rap again, she saw the RV dip to one side and squeak.

 
 
 
 
“It’s her,” the girl said inside. The side window was open. “It’s the lady I told you about.”

 
 
 
 
Sheila couldn’t help but catch a faint reflection of herself in the dirty window. A pale likeness of the girl she used to
 be with more pounds and less hope. The curls had long ago straightened. The dream of finding someone she could share life
 with who wouldn’t drink his way into the gutter had dissipated like morning fog. Her husband had lost his job and then his
 license. After a few treatment programs failed, she hung on long enough to pay the mortgage and their increasing bills while
 he watched the Broncos and the History Channel. He complained when she canceled the cable, but she had to do it. They lived
 exactly seven miles from the nearest liquor store at the time. When he wasn’t watching TV, he was working on an old bicycle
 in the garage. When he’d finally gotten the thing fixed, he’d set off for his promised land.
 

 
 
 
 
But here she was at a stranger’s door, trying again. Just showed the ache was still there.

 
 
 
 
The man appeared at the door in a white T-shirt and dirty jeans. Sheila looked down, trying to hide her embarrassment, catching
 sight of the plastic tarp on the ground underneath the engine where he had been working.
 

 
 
 
 
“I told the manager we’d be out of here as soon as possible,” he said, his voice firm and a bit irritated.

 
 
 
 
She held up the bag. “I’m not here to kick you out. I brought you and your daughter some dinner.”

 
 
 
 
He studied her for a moment, then opened the door and stepped down. “I appreciate it, but we’re fine.”

 
 
 
 
Sheila half whispered, “I know. I’m sure you can take care of yourself. I talked to her today and she . . . she’s just so
 cute. I bought this on a lark. Thinking you might enjoy the hot meal.”
 

 
 
 
 
He bit his lip and stared at her, his face pained, like he was trying to find the cure for cancer. Finally he reached out
 and took the bag, looking past the lock of hair that swept over his eyes. “You want to join us?”
 

 
 
 
 
“I really couldn’t. I have to be going.”

 
 
 
 
He gave a wry smile. “Now if we can accept this hospitality, the least you could do is eat with us—don’t you think?”

 
 
 
 
Sheila heard something like clapping inside and a few thumps, like the girl was hopping. “All right. If you insist.”

 
 
 
 
 
 
 “Wait right here,” he said. He closed the door. Inside the RV a flurry of activity. Someone cleaning furiously. Curtains pulled.
 Then he was back. “It’s not the cleanest place in the world.”
 

 
 
 

 
 
“It’ll be fine. I even brought some paper plates and plastic forks.”

 
 
 
 
[image: 12694]

 
 
 
 
 My dad had already had a nut roll, but he grabbed a piece of chicken and some potatoes and coleslaw and dug in. When I saw
 that, I knew it was going to be a good night. It had been forever since we’d had anybody inside the RV. Last time was probably
 down in Florida at one of the campgrounds where I made a friend, and her mom and her came over and helped us clean the place.
 It wasn’t long after that that we packed up in the night and took off for South Carolina.
 

 
 
 

 
 
I think Daddy ate the chicken because he didn’t want to talk. Sheila picked at a little wing and grinned at me, saying if
 I didn’t eat I would probably dry up and blow away. I suppose that happens to some people, but I have a pretty healthy appetite.
 

 
 
 
 
“How long have you worked here?” I said.

 
 
 
 
“This store’s been open about four years. I started as a cashier and worked my way up. Before that I was working at a store
 out in Falcon, east of here.”
 

 
 
 
 
“You ever been married?”

 
 
 
 
“June Bug, that’s enough questions.” Daddy wiped his hands on a napkin and poked at the grease in the corners of his mouth.

 
 
 
 
Sheila smiled. “I don’t mind. Is June Bug your real name or just a nickname?”

 
 
 
 
I usually would have answered right away, but I took a quick bite from a leg and stared at my dad.

 
 
 
 
He shook his head. “It’s both. June’s her name, and I put the Bug on the end of it.”
 

 
 
 
 
Sheila looked a lot more nervous in here than inside the store, and I can understand that because I feel a lot more comfortable
 in the RV than inside Walmart where people look at you like you don’t belong.
 

 
 
 
 
“I was married to a sweet man who had a problem with the bottle,” she said. “It finally got the best of him.”

 
 
 
 
“What happened?” I said.

 
 
 
 
Daddy gave me the look.

 
 
 
 
“He’d been without a drink for a whole month when he fixed up a bike and took a ride to the liquor store. That night I was
 coming home and saw the police cars by the road. It looked like somebody in an SUV had hit a deer. When I got home and saw
 he wasn’t there, I knew what had happened.”
 

 
 
 
 
“I’m sorry,” I said.

 
 
 
 
“It was going to happen one way or another,” Sheila said. “I’m just glad he didn’t take anybody out while driving drunk. He
 didn’t treat me mean or anything. He didn’t want to face life, I guess.”
 

 
 
 
 
Daddy grabbed the salt from the counter and put some on his potato wedges. Then he squeezed the ketchup packets out like he
 always does, making a ketchup lake on his plate.
 

 
 
 
 
“Do you think you’ll ever get married again?” I said.

 
 
 
 
I guess Daddy had resigned himself to my questions now because he just closed his eyes and chewed.

 
 
 
 
“I’ve thought about it,” Sheila said. “But I don’t want to make the same mistake. My father says I should come live with him
 and my mom on their ranch in Wyoming.”
 

 
 
 
 
“They live on a real ranch?” I said. “With horses and cows and stuff?”

 
 
 
 
Sheila nodded. “Lots of horses and cows and more stuff than you can believe. Fifty years’ worth of stuff in that house. I
 don’t think I could breathe in there it’s so packed.”
 

 
 
 
 
“I’d love to live on a farm and have my own horse and a dog.”

 
 
 
 
“You should drive up there when your part comes in,” she said to Daddy. “They’ve got a lake where you can fish and mountains
 all around. Pretty much perfect if you don’t get too close to the house. I know they wouldn’t mind.”
 

 
 
 
 
“If it’s so perfect, why don’t you go back?” Daddy said.

 
 
 
 
Sheila smiled. “Probably the same reason you like to travel in one of these. Just need space. And a life of my own. Feels
 a little like giving up to go back.”
 

 
 
 
 
The dim fluorescent light from the parking lot was all we had to eat by since we didn’t have electricity. The generator had
 gone out long before we arrived. I went to get my flashlight about halfway through the meal, but Dad told me to wait. He has
 this thing about carrying a little flashlight in his pocket everywhere he goes, and I keep mine under my pillow. He pulled
 out a half-used Yankee Candle and lit it. Daddy said I could never use a candle because once I lit one and put it on my bed
 and then went to sleep. He got pretty mad over that. The flickering candle made our faces glow around the table, and all of
 a sudden I got this warm feeling like we were living like regular people.
 

 
 
 
 
“What about you two?” Sheila said. “What brings you all the way to Colorado?”

 
 
 
 
“We’ve been on the road since I can remember,” I said. “I think Daddy likes to spend as little time as possible in one place.”

 
 
 
 
“That’s not true,” he scolded. “I wouldn’t mind settling down someday to a ranch. Maybe have a couple cows.”

 
 
 
 
“What do you do?” Sheila said.

 
 
 
 
“I’m a writer. I sell articles to magazines or whoever will buy them.”

 
 
 
 
“He writes scripts too,” I said.

 
 
 
 
“Yeah, but I don’t sell many of those. I do some blogs for companies and such. And odd jobs here and there. Pays the bills
 most of the time.”
 

 
 
 
 
Sheila’s eyes twinkled. “That’s exciting. You’re probably famous.”

 
 
 
 
Daddy shook his head.

 
 
 
 
“How do you get paid?” she said. “I mean, if you’re traveling all the time, how do they send you the money?”

 
 
 
 
He hesitated. “I got a post office box or two.”

 
 
 
 
“I’d love to see something you’ve written. You should send me a copy of an article.” She wrote her e-mail address on a napkin.

 
 
 
 
“He doesn’t use his real name on the articles. He uses a sumo-name.”

 
 
 
 
“Pseudonym,” he corrected.

 
 
 
 
“It’s a fake name,” I said.

 
 
 
 
Sheila laughed. “What I wouldn’t give to be out on the road. Nothing to tie you down. Just pick up and go when you want. Beats
 working at Walmart.”
 

 
 
 
 
“There are some drawbacks,” Daddy said. “If you get sick, there’s no family doctor. And no health care plan.”

 
 
 
 
“But you don’t have a mortgage or a car payment. I assume this is yours.”

 
 
 
 
“Yeah, bought and paid for a long time ago.”

 
 
 
 
“What’s a mortgage?” I said.

 
 
 
 
“House payment,” Daddy said.

 
 
 
 
We finished and there were a couple pieces of chicken left over. Sheila insisted we keep them, but my dad opened the refrigerator
 and showed her it was dark in there, so she picked up the plastic container.
 

 
 
 
 
I thanked her for dinner and told her she could come back anytime. Daddy opened the door for her and walked into the parking
 lot. I blew out the candle and listened from the front window screen.
 

 
 
 
 
“That was real nice of you,” he said. “Thanks for going to the extra trouble. She appreciated it.”

 
 
 
 
“What about you?”

 
 
 
 
“I did too.”

 
 
 
 
“I heard the manager tell one of our employees that he was calling the tow truck tomorrow if you were still here.”

 
 
 
 
“You think he’d do that? just kick us out?”

 
 
 
 
“I think he’d kick his own mother off the property if she stayed too long. It’s always the bottom line with him. Black-and-white,
 no grays.” She looked up at him, and the flickering fluorescent light hit her face just right—a half silhouette and half halo.
 I thought this could be a scene from my life I might remember forever—the scene where I finally get a mother.
 

 
 
 
 
“I hope you don’t mind me saying this . . . ,” Sheila said.

 
 
 
 
Dad moved a few paces away, probably so I couldn’t hear, but I got closer to the screen. “Let me guess,” he said. “This is
 no life for a little girl. She needs a mother. Is that it?”
 

 
 
 
 
Sheila smiled. “She needs a school where she can make friends and go to Girl Scouts and learn how to cook.”

 
 
 
 
You tell him, Sheila.

 
 
 
 
“She’s learned a lot out here you could never learn in a classroom. I’ve taught her to read and write. She knows the country
 a lot better than most adults. She can tell you the capital of every state in the Union.”
 

 
 
 
 
“She doesn’t have a bicycle,” Sheila said. And then she got quiet like she was sorry she had said it, but I wasn’t.

 
 
 
 
I felt something warm on my cheek and brushed it away. It was like this lady I didn’t even know knew me better than he did.

 
 
 
 
He nodded. “I know.”

 
 
 
 
She turned to walk away and my heart almost broke. Then she stopped and looked back. “I put my street address and phone number
 on the napkin with my e-mail address. You could have the tow truck bring you there. I have some space by the garage where
 you could park. Just until the part comes.”
 

 
 
 
 
“I’m going to walk over to the parts place in the morning. I’ll bet it’ll be in and we’ll be on the road.”

 
 
 
 
“Just in case you need it.”

 
 
 
 
I watched her walk back into a dark spot in the parking lot. Before Daddy came inside, I jumped into bed and pulled the covers
 over me so he wouldn’t see my eyes. He put a hand on my shoulder and whispered good night. I just lay there and didn’t say
 anything, pretending I was asleep, this warm and hollow feeling down deep inside at the same time.
 

 
 
 
 
All I could think about was the name Natalie Anne. And if somewhere out there was a mother who was waiting for me.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 A hard knock at the door woke me from a deep sleep. The sun glinted off the red rocks of the mountain across the interstate.
 Over there, a truck stop was coming to life with 18-wheelers pulling out in a line. Daddy’s bed was empty at the other end
 of the RV, the covers all messed up, so I scrambled down and hit the linoleum.
 

 
 
 

 
 
It was the manager of the store, his hand cupped at the window, trying to see inside. I opened the door and noticed something
 leaning against the front of the RV. A pink bike with a white basket on the front and those streamer things on the handlebars.
 The thing took my breath away, and all I could do was stare at it and wonder where it came from and who had bought it or if
 it was some kind of mistake.
 

 
 
 
 
“Your daddy in there?” the manager said.

 
 
 
 
“No, sir.”

 
 
 
 
The man sighed like I’d just told him the world was coming to an end on Thursday and he was going fishing on Friday. “Know
 when he’ll be back?”
 

 
 
 
 
I shook my head.

 
 
 
 
“When he gets back, you tell him to come inside the store there and see me.” He pointed to the Walmart like I’d never seen
 it before or like I was some little idiot kid who couldn’t figure out two plus two. “You hear me?”
 

 
 
 
 
“Yes, sir. I’ll tell him.”

 
 
 
 
“If he doesn’t get back before noon, I’m calling the tow truck. You have any way to get ahold of him?”

 
 
 
 
The man had just eaten a breakfast burrito or something because I could see white stuff between his front teeth and his breath
 smelled spicy. I wished I didn’t have to talk with him and that Daddy was back.
 

 
 
 
 
“No, sir.”

 
 
 
 
He swore, then mumbled something about leaving a kid out here alone as he pulled a pack of cigarettes from his pocket and
 lit one up. He looked down at the bike and scowled. At least that’s the only way I can think of describing it. It wasn’t a
 sneer; he kind of turned up his nose and said, “This your new bike?”
 

 
 
 
 
“I don’t know.”

 
 
 
 
He sighed again. “You tell him to come see me.” Then he walked off fast, his shoes hitting the pavement hard. He pushed a
 couple of carts together and moved off toward the grocery entrance. I looked at my watch and it said 6:54.
 

 
 
 
 
There was a note taped to the bike’s seat, and I climbed down to get it. On the envelope in big letters it said JB. Inside was a piece of paper with his scrawl in pencil. When he was teaching me to write, he used the big lined paper and
 made sure he always printed things nice and neat, but the rest of the time he let his hand go and it was hard to read.
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 JB,
 I was thinking about what that lady said last night about you—I know you heard some of it. When I get back, let’s find an
 empty spot on the lot and I’ll teach you to ride. Your helmet is in a bag by my bed. Try it on but don’t ride the bike before
 I get back. I want to see your face when you figure it out.
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
If that manager comes by, tell him I’m looking for the part. I’ll be back quick as I can.

 
 
 
 
Daddy

 
 
 
 
 
 
 I thought about running after the man and telling him where Daddy was, but I figured I’d better leave well enough alone. I
 flew into the RV and tried to get the helmet out of the box. It was a chore, but I did it. After I’d pulled all the stickers
 off, I put it on and ran for my mirror. The helmet was the most shiny and beautiful thing I’d ever seen, but I couldn’t figure
 out how to get the strap fastened because it was too tight. On the counter was a little white bag with a donut inside. I ate
 it while I went outside and walked around the bike. It had white tires and white handlebars and white pedals, and the rest
 of it was pink.
 

 
 
 

 
 
If this was the effect of having a mother, I was all for it.

 
 
 
 
[image: 12763]

 
 
 
 
 Sheila arrived a half hour early for work, her heart fluttering as she exited the interstate and wound her way around the
 other grocery and drugstores. She usually drove to the light and turned, but she didn’t want to get caught by it, so she pulled
 into The Home Depot and drove to the end where she’d have a good view of the parking lot.
 

 
 
 

 
 
The RV was still there.

 
 
 
 
She took the fresh loaf of banana-nut bread and knocked on the door. No answer. She opened it and put the loaf on the counter.
 In the light of day and with the shades open, she could see a bit more of their lives. Everything the girl owned was on her
 bed. A pile of notebooks mostly. Where did she keep her clothes?
 

 
 
 
 
The RV could have been worse, though Sheila wasn’t sure how. Maybe if there were raw meat on the floor and rats gnawing at
 it. The night before, the small living space had looked quaint in a way. Now it was just sad. It had to be difficult to live
 in a confined space without it becoming a trash heap, but these two clearly needed tips on clutter management. It looked like
 the girl slept in a sleeping bag on top of the mattress. A permanent campout.
 

 
 
 
 
A box of granola sat on the counter. An opened can of Pringles beside it. A half-eaten box of Oreos. A stack of old newspapers.
 Several blue plastic bags from the store. The couch, if you could call it that, was ripped and had crumbs strewn around, along
 with a torn cardboard box. His bed was unmade with only a throw draped over the mattress, no sheets. The computer sat on the
 floor by his bed. A half-empty cup of coffee from a nearby shop perched precariously on a shelf. Maybe the coffee shop was
 how he charged the computer and used the Internet.
 

 
 
 
 
Suddenly, something about his work didn’t feel right. As soon as she’d gotten home the night before, she checked her e-mail
 to see if he had sent her a message, but there was nothing. Just a message from her sister about the negative effects of aspartame
 and how she needed to quit drinking diet soda. That and a few spam e-mails.
 

 
 
 
 
It was a glance at their lives, just a fleeting look at the way they lived, but she found herself judging them—him, really.
 Questions flooded. Where was the girl’s mother? Was he on the run? If so, from who? Or what?
 

 
 
 
 
She’d had this feeling before, a stirring in the gut that something was amiss, something didn’t fit. A sensation at the soul
 level, somewhere between marrow and bone and emotion that told her to be wary. At those times, she had dismissed the feeling
 as simple reserve, an unwillingness to commit to life, to move forward. And some of those moves had been disastrous.
 

 
 
 
 
This does not feel right.

 
 
 
 
Only one thing surprised her in the whole RV. By the head of the bed, on top of the built-in cabinets, next to several rolls
 of stacked toilet paper, was a weathered Bible. It sat open, as if it had been recently read. Her parents had kept a family
 Bible on a coffee table in the living room when she was a child. It was more of a good luck charm than anything, for the family
 certainly didn’t read it, and they only hit church on the high holidays.
 

 
 
 
 
The sight made her want to run. She felt as if she were treading on some sacred burial ground and that brought a chill.

 
 
 
 
What if this guy is a serial killer and the girl was the daughter of one of his victims? The two don’t look that much alike—no resemblance other than the eyes. Or he could be one of those perverts who kidnaps kids and moves from town to town until he gets tired of them and finds another.

 
 
 
 
She quickly retrieved the bread, stuffed it in her purse, and hurried out the door. Sweat trickled down her back, and she
 wiped at her forehead as she scurried across the parking lot in the hot morning sun.
 

 
 
 
 
The entrance hit her with a blast of cool air and a greeter said, “Good morning, Sheila.” Delores was wiry and older, with
 a nice smile and hair that could be described only as patchy.
 

 
 
 
 
Sheila didn’t want to face the crew and the questions that would undoubtedly be waiting, so she turned right, needing a refill
 of her blood pressure medication, a problem handed down from her mother. There was no one at the front counter, so she walked
 past the aisles of painkillers, diabetic supplies, and supplements until she found the pharmacist and two other workers staring
 at the black-and-white monitor for drive-up prescriptions.
 

 
 
 
 
“Isn’t that cute?” a young assistant said. She had flowing black hair and a pretty face, and Sheila couldn’t help but wonder
 if the dark-haired boy with the black trench coat and earring in his eyebrow who hung around at closing wouldn’t be her undoing
 someday. An assistant manager has to know as much as she can about her employees and struggle with the information.
 

 
 
 
 
“She got it,” the pharmacist said, laughing. “Look at her go! I wish I could record this.”

 
 
 
 
Sheila moved to the end of the counter so she could see the monitor. In the empty lot behind the store stood a tall figure
 watching a smaller figure pedal a bicycle.
 

 
 
 
 
“Isn’t that something,” the assistant said, biting her lip. “I remember when my dad taught me to ride.”

 
 
 
 
“It’s like watching someone take Communion for the first time.”

 
 
 
 
Sheila turned and walked away.
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 Johnson stood transfixed, watching the perfection of momentum, speed, and balance. Pink and white and a little girl smiling
 was the best thing he had seen all day. Maybe all year. He hadn’t thought about a bike for June Bug, but now it seemed like
 the perfect fill to the void growing ever wider. The void of the present and the future.
 

 
 
 

 
 
He had loosened the straps for the helmet and positioned it on her head correctly, just as the box said. The back of the store
 seemed a good bet, less traffic and no slope. The only problem was that the aroma of fire-grilled food coming from the nearby
 Texas Roadhouse had his stomach growling.
 

 
 
 
 
It hadn’t taken her five minutes to put it all together and begin to ride with abandon. Braking was still a foreign concept,
 but he guessed that was the way of children. Old people are more concerned with stopping than going. Kids just want to go,
 and he wasn’t about to rain on her pedal parade. In time she’d get all the stopping she wanted and then some.
 

 
 
 
 
In a white T-shirt and jeans, he watched, his own childhood flooding back in a patchwork of memories like some quilt strung
 together from vulnerable moments. Riding by himself down the short gravel drive leading away from their house. Lost momentum,
 falling, skin on rocks. Blood. Laughter behind him. Some people viewed parents as those who stand on one side of a room and
 encourage you to walk, cajoling you to get up and try again. Johnson had experienced the opposite. It had taken years to shake
 the feeling of ridicule and scorn he expected just for getting up and putting one foot in front of the other. Since birth,
 his view of the world had always been of people—and even God—waiting for his fall and then piling on. Success was simply staying
 down and surviving.
 

 
 
 
 
It had only been recently that Johnson had begun the long climb out of the canyon of failure toward the glimmer of a thought
 that God may not be as full of scorn as he once thought. Things he heard some radio preacher say. Words on a page about an
 easy yoke and a light burden. He’d always looked at religion as a crutch for people who were too scared to do life by themselves.
 Now he wasn’t so sure.
 

 
 
 
 
There were things he missed from his childhood—the lazy summer afternoons of lemonade and peanut butter and jelly sandwiches,
 friends, fireflies, tying strings to the legs of june bugs and following them like they were kites. But the truth was he longed
 to escape the past and the remembrance of things stored and locked away in the trunk of memory. Some nights he would lie on
 his bed listening to her soft breathing, cars passing, and he would try to get a picture of childhood in his mind, of some
 good thing he could hold, but the good thoughts were usually fleeting. Some men could put all that behind them and move on.
 For some reason he couldn’t, and maybe that was part of the reason the girl was still with him.
 

 
 
 
 
June Bug navigated the Dumpsters and the empty 18-wheeler parked behind the store. To the north, a field with wild grass and
 flowers bloomed. To the west were mountains and above them dark clouds, as if something waited to descend.
 

 
 
 
 
A diesel engine chugged behind him, and he turned to see a tow truck at the light, pulling into the parking lot. He waved
 at June Bug but she had her face down, watching her feet like he’d told her not to do, the front wheel wobbling back and forth.
 

 
 
 
 
“Don’t watch your feet, dummy,” his father had yelled from the porch. “Look up and keep your eyes on what you’re headed for. You watch your feet and you’ll wind up on the ground.”

 
 
 
 
“June Bug, we need to go,” Johnson said, his voice echoing off the store wall.

 
 
 
 
She kept riding as if she didn’t hear.

 
 
 
 
An employee in a blue vest stepped out a door and lit a cigarette. The woman glanced toward the girl and blew a long trail
 of smoke in the air. “This her first bike?”
 

 
 
 
 
“Yeah.”

 
 
 
 
“Like a duck to water, isn’t it?” she said, smiling.

 
 
 
 
“Just about.” He raised his voice again. “June Bug! Let’s go.”

 
 
 
 
She looked up and immediately put her feet out, scraping the pavement with her shoes until she stopped. “Why? I’m just getting
 started.”
 

 
 
 
 
“We’ll come back later. I need to go see about the RV.”

 
 
 
 
“Okay, you go see about it and I’ll stay here.”

 
 
 
 
“I can’t leave you here. Come on. You can ride more later.”

 
 
 
 
Her shoulders slumped, and she pushed herself inch by inch until she came closer. “You promise?”

 
 
 
 
He nodded and waved at her to go ahead of him; then they moved past tire and lube and around the parking lot to lawn and garden.
 He caught up to her and grabbed the back of the seat before she rolled into traffic. Yellow lights flashed in the lot, and
 the big diesel was in front of the RV, backing up, its bed extended.
 

 
 
 
 
“What are they doing to our house?” June Bug said, getting off the bike.

 
 
 
 
“Guess we’re being evicted.”

 
 
 
 
“But I don’t want to leave. I’m just starting to have fun.”

 
 
 
 
“I know, but—”

 
 
 
 
“This always happens.” She grabbed the straps under her chin with one hand and tried in vain to take them off. “The minute
 I start having fun, something goes wrong and we have to move.”
 

 
 
 
 
He caught the bike as it fell. “I know it seems that way, but—”

 
 
 
 
“I hate it,” she yelled. She had her helmet off now and slammed it to the ground with a loud crack. The doors to lawn and
 garden weren’t working, and Johnson watched her run down the sidewalk to the other entrance and go inside.
 

 
 
 
 
He picked up the bike and carried it into the parking lot, stowing it on top of the RV.

 
 
 
 
The manager was there with the tow truck operator, a thin man with stubble and greasy hands. “Sorry about this, man,” he said.

 
 
 
 
“Not your fault,” Johnson said. He turned to the manager. “I went over for the part today, and they said it could be another
 couple of days.”
 

 
 
 
 
The manager didn’t make eye contact. “This is not an RV park. You’re supposed to be here overnight.”

 
 
 
 
The thin man put on his gloves and loosened the chain and fastened it to a hook on the front of the RV. “Where are we taking
 you?”
 

 
 
 
 
Johnson scratched his head. “I guess you could tow me to the lot where I’m having the part delivered.”

 
 
 
 
He glanced at the manager and said, “I can’t tow you to another parking lot. It’s either to some address or the impound. And
 that’s going to cost you to get it out.”
 

 
 
 
 
Diesel smell wafted over them. The manager stood with his hands on his hips, as if he were powerless.

 
 
 
 
“Take him to this address,” a woman said. It was Sheila and June Bug was with her. She handed the man a piece of paper. “There’s
 a carport by the garage. I cleared it last night.”
 

 
 
 
 
“Sheila—,” the manager said.

 
 
 
 
“I’m just helping them out until they can get back on the road.”

 
 
 
 
The manager looked at Johnson and shook his head. “He’s going to be nothing but trouble. Him and that girl will bleed you
 dry.”
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 Mae Edwards had been born in Dogwood, West Virginia, in a small shell of a house that still stood by the winding creek that
 worked its way from the north side underneath the interstate, by the train tracks, and down through the heart of the sleepy
 town. As water will do, it found its purpose by spilling into something bigger than itself—the Mud River. Dogwood, it is said,
 is a place where dreams die and good people live out their lives like the last three innings of a hopeless baseball game.
 Too many runs to make up but too much pride to quit. Mae knew about feeling behind. And she had felt that old, nagging desire
 to just quit several times, though she had never given in.

 
 
 

 
 
Only one thing kept her going.

 
 
 
 
She was at the table, clipping an article from the Herald-Dispatch and placing it in a pile on the plastic tablecloth dotted with coffee cup rings and stains from a thousand forgettable dinners.
 

 
 
 
 
Her husband, Leason, walked through the front door with another newspaper. He smelled wet, like an old dog that had just run
 through the dew-stained grass of the yard. “Here’s you a fresh one,” he said, plopping the newspaper on the table beside her.
 

 
 
 
 
“I thank you.” She sipped her coffee.

 
 
 
 
She waded through the news like seining for minnows, her net the pair of scissors that seemed attached to her right hand.
 A man shot in Huntington. Police had released few details. A wreck of a church bus in Wayne County. Repairs on a bridge over
 the Ohio were going to cost more than originally planned. Vandalism in Ritter Park.
 

 
 
 
 
He went to the refrigerator and opened it, grunting as he bent over to see shelves crammed with food and Tupperware containers.
 She was one to toss things, but he would not, and his choices were either a gastronomic paradise or a ticket to Cabell Huntington’s
 emergency room, depending on which container he chose. Some jams and jellies in the door hadn’t been opened since Kennedy
 was shot.
 

 
 
 
 
“I put one out over on the counter,” Mae said, still staring at the headline, “Top Girl Scout Cookie Sellers to Be Honored.”

 
 
 
 
Leason shut the door, then found the grapefruit, still cool to the touch, on a plastic cutting board. She’d put it out there
 for him to slice with the knife he’d sharpened the day before. Like always, he held half of the fruit to his nose, taking
 in the ripe citrus smell. The grapefruit spoons were in a dirty silverware drawer that went off the track when opened. She’d
 asked him a hundred times to fix it. He took the sports section from the new paper before he sat and tipped a generous dash
 of NoSalt to the grapefruit halves.
 

 
 
 
 
“See anything?” he said.

 
 
 
 
Mae sighed. “Not much. Not what I’m looking for.”

 
 
 
 
Leason attacked the grapefruit, not noticing he was sending showers of juice across the table, all while checking the box
 score of the latest Cincinnati game. Another abysmal season, but Mae knew there was something to be said about loyalty to
 a team. Not like the players who jumped from one league to another simply because somebody gave them a million or two more.
 Leason had talked about the days when it wasn’t the money that drove a team toward the pennant but just a passion for the
 game. He read the box score every day through the prism of that memory, then grabbed the life section and headed down the
 hall.
 

 
 
 
 
Mae shook her head. I could set my watch to that man’s bowel movements.

 
 
 
 
She knew he would spend the next half hour in there doing the word jumble and reading the comics. Same time every day, rain
 or shine. She wasn’t sure whether to be disgusted about it or to thank God for the regularity.
 

 
 
 
 
A half hour later the water chugged through the rusty pipes and the toilet gurgled into the septic tank, and the old man walked
 back through the kitchen, his belt askew and the varicose veins on his legs showing blue, and threw away his spent grapefruit.
 

 
 
 
 
Mae put her paper and scissors down and sat back, her coffee at arm’s length, toying with the handle back and forth. “You
 think I should just give up, don’t you?” she said, studying his face. “You think I’m crazy, still looking through the paper
 every day.”
 

 
 
 
 
Leason leaned against the stove, wiping his hands on a paper towel from the dispenser he had mounted under the cabinets. “I
 never said that.”
 

 
 
 
 
“I didn’t say you said it. I said you think it.”
 

 
 
 
 
He tossed the wadded-up towel toward the paper bag that served as their trash. Not even close. “If it helps you to keep looking
 for things that might give an answer, I don’t care if you take a shovel and dig all the way to China. And you gotta do what
 you need to do. You don’t need anybody telling you whether it’s a good idea or not.”
 

 
 
 
 
“You’re supposed to support me in this.”

 
 
 
 
“I just brought you the paper, didn’t I?”

 
 
 
 
“I don’t mean that. I mean support with your words and your thoughts.”

 
 
 
 
“How in creation do you know a person’s thoughts? Mae, you’re not making sense. No sense at all.”

 
 
 
 
Mae ran her hand across the tablecloth. Spreading the crumbs was all she was doing, but it still made her feel like she was
 doing something. The sound of his voice was both a comfort and a wound. She longed to hear what he was thinking, but every
 time she coaxed a few words out, it only reminded her of what she was missing. His words were a long, cool drink on a hot
 day, and over the years the drinks had become few and far between. “You think she’s gone for good.”
 

 
 
 
 
“I think the best time to find her was the night she disappeared. After that the trail goes cold. And with all the sickos
 out there these days, it’s hard to tell. It’s just hard to tell.”
 

 
 
 
 
“What you’re saying is, after seven years, there’s no use to what I’m doing.”

 
 
 
 
He crossed his arms like an umpire listening to a coach’s tirade. With as much heartfelt compassion as he could muster, he
 said, “I don’t think we’re ever going to know for sure what happened. I could be wrong. Something could turn up.”
 

 
 
 
 
She closed her eyes tight and held them that way, as if doing so could bring the past into greater clarity. “There’s something
 we’re missing. There’s something we’re not seeing about this whole thing.”
 

 
 
 
 
Leason spoke quickly. “What we’re not seeing in this whole thing is that your daughter knows the truth—”

 
 
 
 
“Now don’t you go bringing Dana in,” she interrupted. “She’s been tied up in knots about this ever since it happened.”

 
 
 
 
“She sure has a funny way of being tied up.”

 
 
 
 
He spoke about Dana like she wasn’t his daughter. Always had. There was some disconnect between the two of them, and Mae had
 always felt in the middle.
 

 
 
 
 
“She shows it different; that’s all,” Mae said. “Look at you and me. I’m here clipping the newspaper almost seven years to
 the day, and you’re ignoring it like you did from day one.”
 

 
 
 
 
“I never ignored it. How dare you say that.”

 
 
 
 
“You acted like it never even happened.” Mae felt the tears coming and she turned away. This was the most they had talked
 about it since the anniversary two years earlier, and every time they did, it was like opening up some old wound that had
 barely scabbed over.
 

 
 
 
 
Leason stared at the empty birdcage by the refrigerator, his jaw set. He could say a lot more, she knew that, but he just
 stood there like a fifth head on Mount Rushmore, stone-faced and easing away from the fight. A few months after Natalie went
 missing—it was in the fall after the leaves started turning—Dana did the same thing, running off with some guy for a week
 or two and then returning and losing her job. Mae chalked it up to her grief, but she knew Leason didn’t believe it. He thought
 Dana knew more than she was telling. He thought the sheriff was right in bringing her back and talking, the trail getting
 colder.
 

 
 
 
 
Leason swallowed something, perhaps his pride, and mustered the courage to break the silence. “How is it I could support you
 better?”
 

 
 
 
 
Mae let the question hang there in the air between them. She rested her forehead on the palm of her hand. “If I’d have known
 it was going to turn out like this, I never would have had children.”
 

 
 
 
 
“You can’t know how things are going to turn out. And you can’t choose somebody’s life for them. You don’t have the power.”

 
 
 
 
Mae folded, and she could tell Leason was watching. It happened like this around every anniversary. She’d go into her shell,
 and she wondered how Leason viewed these episodes. Theirs was not a great marriage, nothing for the ages, but it wasn’t bad.
 And it was certainly worth saving.
 

 
 
 
 
She knew he still hurt because of the suspicion on him. He’d been a suspect in those early days when people were looking for
 anyone to blame, though Dana had said a white man with a leather jacket had stolen the car with Natalie in the back.
 

 
 
 
 
“I remember when I was a kid and we were moving up this way from the coalfields,” Leason said. “We had this black dog that
 found us in the hollow down there. Just a mutt. We never even knew where he came from. Just showed up one day. Times were
 hard and Daddy said we didn’t have enough to feed the rest of us and we couldn’t keep him. But I felt for the little thing,
 so I used to find scraps from the table, crusts of bread and things, and put them out the back door when nobody was looking.
 

 
 
 
 
“That dog stayed with us. Made his home with us. Went out and scavenged the dump for food or caught a grouse and then came
 back and slept under our porch. He never got an invite from any of us except for me, but he was about as faithful as they
 come.
 

 
 
 
 
“After the war, Daddy decided to get out of the mines because of the machines and the dust and the black lung. He packed everything
 we had on a wagon and sent the rest of us over the mountain to come up this way. I don’t know how he ever got that thing all
 the way here with those two plow horses he had, but I remember the day he showed up at my grandmama’s house. Just sitting
 on that wagon, smiling from ear to ear, our stuff still tied on the back.
 

 
 
 
 
“I asked him where the dog was, and he acted like he didn’t know what I was talking about. Then he said the dog fell in the
 river, and I knew he’d probably kicked it in or thrown something at it to get it to stop following him. And I cried like a
 baby about that dog and kept begging God to let me have him back. I’d tied this sea grass string around his neck as a sort
 of collar and cut a hole in a piece of leather and burned his name in there. We called him Percy. I don’t know why. It seemed
 like a good name for a dog to a little kid.
 

 
 
 
 
“I dreamed about him one night, walking past hobo camps, coming through the woods, and escaping danger. Rainstorms and floods
 and all these adventures.
 

 
 
 
 
“About a year later—it was in the spring when everything was starting to bloom and the worms were coming up and the ground
 real soggy—my little sister started whooping out on the porch. Mama tried to get her to be quiet because she was sure the
 neighbors could hear. But what she was screaming was ‘Percy, Percy, Percy!’
 

 
 
 
 
“Daddy was making breakfast in that big iron skillet, the eggs sizzling and popping, and he stayed there watching out the
 window while us kids ran out to see about all the fuss. Then I saw that old dog. From a distance it looked like Percy, but
 I wasn’t sure. He came up real slow, like he wasn’t really sure it was us. And then when he saw me, he took off running and
 I saw that sea grass string around his neck.
 

 
 
 
 
“I drove back down that way once just to take a look around, and I hit the trip meter while I was still in the driveway. When
 I pulled up next to where that old house had been, it was more than eighty-seven miles. That dog walked more than eighty-seven
 miles to come home to us. It took him a solid year and you could tell he was worse for the wear, but he made it. I don’t know
 how in the world he found us, but he did.”
 

 
 
 
 
Mae had been watching his hands as he told the story. She took a big swig of the tepid coffee. “Is there supposed to be some
 point mixed up with that?”
 

 
 
 
 
“I hope to say there is. When something you love gets lost, it will usually find its way back. It may take a while, but if
 it’s out there, it’ll return.”
 

 
 
 
 
“She’d be almost nine now,” she said. “Her birthday is coming up.”

 
 
 
 
“The other point is, you have to let it go. You have to release even the chance that whatever you love is going to come back.
 That’s where the power comes.”
 

 
 
 
 
She turned to her husband. “That girl is alive. I know it just as sure as you and I are here talking. She’s alive.”

 
 
 
 
He nodded. “All right, then. I’ll support you until you find her.”

 
 
 
 
“I’m not giving up.”

 
 
 
 
“I didn’t think you would.”

 
 
 
 
“Everybody in this town is going to eat their words about her being dead and buried. She’s coming back here, and I’m going
 to raise her like she was my own.”
 

 
 
 
 
Leason licked his lips and found an errant piece of grapefruit stuck there. “I’ll be the first to drive you both to the mall.”

 
 
 
 
Someone drove up the gravel driveway and Leason turned his head. “Wonder who that could be.”

 
 
 
 
Mae stood and looked out the front hallway, past the Hummel figurines and family pictures and decorative plates and handblown
 glass swans and paperweights on a shelf in the entry. The two lights on top of the car were all she needed to see.
 

 
 
 
 
“Oh, dear. What’s happened now?”
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