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I looked carefully around the hotel room. I took in the flowers, candles, and the drapes pulled back to reveal the magnificent West Texas sunset.

A big ol’ inviting bed.

Tony would be there any second. Actually, he was already supposed to be there. I checked my watch. Yes, he was late.

The realization made my stomach clench. Tony was punctual. Tony was earnest and diligent in everything he did.

Quite inappropriately, I snort-laughed. To be crass about it, I was very much hoping that Tony was on his way here to do me tonight. That’s why I had set this whole thing up, why I’d shelled out hard-earned money on a swanky hotel room, flowers, and a fancy meal to be delivered . I was doing my best to seduce my own husband.

There was a knock at the door, and I leapt and ran across the room to open it.

Tony stood here, stone-faced. “What did you need?”

“Well, I just – I was – come in.” I smiled my brightest smile and stepped back, waving a hand into the room.

He stepped into the center of the room and gave it a once-over. Then he turned back to me and waited for me to explain. He looked bored and annoyed.

My heart stuck in my throat and I couldn’t get words out. I had planned to get Tony here, assuming he would take one look at the room and my sexy negligee, and get the general idea. I hadn’t prepared for the need to explain myself.

I swallowed hard, and decided to go the “show, don’t tell” route. I stepped close and put my hands on his solid chest. The moment I touched him, desire shot through me and I caught my breath, looking up into Tony’s deep brown eyes in what I hoped was a very sexy way.

Still with the stone face.

“Tony, you know,” I said, the awkwardness making me sound desperate. “You know we are man and wife. And God intended for man and wife to...... enjoy each other.”

“What do you mean?”

Frustration and desire fought for the upper hand.

“Tony, don’t you – don’t you want to?”

“Want to what?”

I gestured toward the bed with a tilt of my head. “You know.”

He looked at the bed and then back at me, his face a perfect blank. “Salem, it’s just past 7:30. It’s way too early for bed.” Then he narrowed his eyes at me. “Good grief, Salem, do you go to bed at 7:30? That’s not exactly an efficient use of your time.  Personally, I’m able to get a good deal of work done in the evenings. Probably as much as most people do in a full working day.”

“No, I just thought, since we were here and there was a bed and everything...” I shrugged.

Another knock sounded at the door, and we looked over to see the bellboy pushing a cart full of food into the room. I had ordered steaks, salad and chocolate soufflé, but instead the cart was stacked artfully high with cheeseburgers. It was kind of like a big wedding cake. A giant silver bowl held a few thousand french fries.

“Here’s all your food that you wanted to eat,” the busboy said.

“No,” I said, although I wanted to dive headfirst into that bowl of fries. “I ordered steaks. And salads.”

“Nope. This is what it says on the order form.” He held it up but didn’t let me look at it.

“Salem, were you going to eat all this junk food?” Tony asked, his gaze shifting between me and the tray with disgust.

“Of course not,” I stammered, guilty with just how much I did want to eat all that junk food.

“There are probably one hundred thousand units on that tray.”

“I know.” My voice sounded miserable to my own ears.

“Your next weigh-in is going to be a nightmare,” Tony said, his mouth grim.

“I know,” I said again.

“You’ll probably gain back the thirteen pounds you lost, plus another twenty-five on top of that.”

“No!” I gasped. I turned to the bellboy. “Get it out of here!”

But even as I was saying it, I grabbed a handful of fries and stuffed them in my mouth. They were hot and crispy and salty – pure heaven. I grabbed another handful and two burgers. “Take it out, now! Hurry!”

The bellboy smiled stupidly at me.

“Salem.” Tony’s voice was solemn with disapproval.

I was halfway through the tray by now, out of control, terrified and frantic. The food was disappearing so fast.

“Get it out of here!” I shouted through a mouthful of food. “I can’t do this! I came here to seduce my husband.”

“Seriously?” Tony and the bellhop said at exactly the same time and with the exact same tone of disbelief.  “You?”

I looked at the mirror and saw myself with half-eaten fries hanging out of my mouth. Instead of the pretty negligee, I was wearing ancient sweatpants with bagged-out knees and a dingy t-shirt.

I froze, horrified at the sight. I met Tony’s eyes in the mirror. One side of his mouth curled up in a sneer. Then as I watched, he opened his mouth and made a sound like a ringing phone.

“What?” I asked.

He made the ringing sound again.

I began to cry. This was so not the way I had planned it. The more I looked at the horrifying scene in the mirror, the more pockets and bulges of fat I noticed. They rolled along my arms and around my hips, making the t-shirt swell in mound after mound.

“This can’t be happening,” I said.

“It’s not,” the bellboy replied, a serious frown on his face.

Then I woke up.

My phone vibrated and rang on the nightstand. With a groan, I flipped it open. “H’lo.”

“They’re coming! The robbers are coming and they’re about to take everything I own!”

“G-Ma?” I sat up and scrubbed my face with my hand. “What’s going on?”

“They keep driving by. They’re casing the joint, that’s what they’re doing. Casing. The. Joint. Oh! They just pulled into the parking lot. I knew it!”

She sounded like she was on the edge of a stroke.

“G-Ma, calm down. It might not be the Bandits.”

The High Point Bandits, as the people on the news had taken to calling them. Or the Knife Point Bandits, as everyone else said. The High Point neighborhood, where G-Ma’s motel, The Executive Inn, was located on the Clovis Highway, had earned the perhaps unfair nickname years ago and was still called that any time a crime happened there. A string of armed robberies played right into its bad reputation.

“It’s them!” G-Ma shouted. “I’m going to fight them off, but I think you should come over just in case. Bring your gun.”

“G-Ma, please. I don’t have a gun, that’s Viv. What do you see?” I stood and reached for my jeans, unsure of what to do. The Executive Inn was a good five miles away. There wasn’t anything I could do from my trailer, and I certainly wasn’t going to get there in time to help her. Or, God help them, the people she’d decided to “fight off.”

“I see a white four-door sedan, just like they said on the news, and I see four people in it, just like on the news.”

I heard something that sounded awfully like a gun being cocked.

“G-Ma, please do not shoot anyone!” I shouted. I shoved my feet into my shoes.

“I have a right to stand my ground!” she roared.

The sound of wind whooshed over the line. She had opened the office door.

“You lowlife scum can just go back to hell where you came from!” G-Ma roared. “You’re not getting — oh. Okay, sorry. Go ahead.”

I heard the slam of a door and the wind sound stopped abruptly.

“It was just some people turning around.”

I dropped onto the bed. “Seriously?”

“Yep. Just using the parking lot to turn around. Whew. That was a close one.” I heard the rattle of the shade being lifted. “You know, I think that was Claudia Comer, from bingo night.” She gave a light laugh. “Whew,” she said again.  Then she giggled. “You should have seen the way they peeled out of here.”

I flung myself back onto the bed and covered my eyes, my heart still thudding painfully in my chest. This woman was going to be the death of me.

“I’ll bet Claudia Comer is saying ‘whew,’ too. G-Ma,” I said, fighting for calm. “I know you’re nervous about all these robberies — ”

“Of course I’m nervous! Those thugs are stealing from everyone around here! And I’m not going to let it happen to me.”

“I understand you want to protect your property. But maybe you should just...you know, wait a second or two before you assume every white car is the Bandits. You’re going to ruin your own business because people are going to be afraid to even slow down when they drive past the motel.”

“Goes to show what you know. My business has, in fact, never been better.”

“I can’t imagine why. Listen — ”

“Sorry, Salem, I have to go,” G-Ma said. “I’ll call you later.”

She clicked off, and I snapped my phone shut.

I turned my head and looked at Stump, the precious doggie who shares my life and trailer in Trailertopia. “She’s going to give me a heart attack,” I said.

Stump jumped up and bounced her own considerable weight off my stomach. Then she launched off the bed with a thud and trotted down the hallway.

I stumbled behind her to let her out the front door. Early morning sunlight shot into the room. I drew the door almost closed, then leaned my arm against the wall and rested my forehead on it.

Between G-Ma and that awful dream, my mind was mush, and the day hadn’t even really started.

As I slowly came more awake, I mentally cataloged all the ways that horrible dream was not real. I had not rented a hotel room. I had not tried to seduce Tony. I had not dived headfirst into a tray of burgers and fries. I had not instantly gained thirty pounds.

I reached a tentative hand down and patted at my stomach and thighs. Thank you, God. Still the same level of fatness as when I’d gone to bed.

I was starving. And if I didn’t get a move on, I was going to be late for work.
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AS SOON AS STUMP CAME in and I’d filled her breakfast bowl, I went back to the second bedroom of my trailer and knelt on the floor pillows I’d placed there for my prayer time. I lit the new three-wick candle I’d bought at Hobby Lobby (pear scented, which smelled delicious but also made me feel a little guilty because I was supposed to be focusing on the things of God and I wasn’t sure if it was okay to like that scent so much when I was supposed to be praying. But then again, God did make pears, so...) and first focused on my breathing. I needed to take a break from G-Ma, the High Point Bandits, and that dream. I needed to spend time in prayer and let God fill me up and prepare me for the day.

I had had this routine for a while now, over a year. During that year I had come to count on the fact that I would be filled. I would be better prepared for the day ahead. Something in the devotional I read, or something that came to me during my prayer, would speak directly to whatever was weighing most on my heart at the moment. Sometimes it was an encouraging word, and of course I liked that. Sometimes it was more a word of what Les, my mentor, called “conviction” which was a nice way of saying that God showed me exactly what I was doing wrong and exactly what I needed to do to fix it. I didn’t particularly like those days, but I did feel guided by them.

I wasn’t sure what to expect today. Maybe that dream meant that I needed to give up on throwing myself at Tony and also quit throwing myself at cheeseburgers. Maybe God was going to tell me something to reinforce that.

Once I felt like I was prepared to handle whatever God was giving me today, I opened the devotional.

“God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble.” Humble yourselves, therefore, under the mighty hand of God so that at the proper time he may exalt you, casting all your anxieties on him, because he cares for you. Be sober minded. I Peter 5b - 8a. (ESV)

Well, God should be pouring a ton of grace on me, then, because I felt very humble — if “humble” meant something kind of like humiliation.

I didn’t particularly care about being exalted at the proper time, though. That brought to mind standing in front of adoring crowds while I gave a beauty queen parade wave. So not me. A little bit exalted, though —  up from having Tony and the room service guy look at me with horrified disgust — I wouldn’t mind that.

Be sober-minded. I had the sober. I had 378 days of sober, in fact. So...check. Sober-minded, perhaps not so much. Circumstances did have a worrying tendency to blindside me. 

I read through the verses a second time, then a third. Each time the “casting all your anxieties bit resonated stronger and stronger.

I felt off-kilter because I’d had a bad dream. I’d had a bad dream because I was increasingly more worried that Tony was getting ready to reject me outright.

The realization made my stomach drop. I was worried that Tony was going to reject me outright.

And what could I do about that? Not a thing that I was aware of. So what did I do?

I cast my anxieties.

“I don’t really know how this works,” I said softly, bowing my head and closing my eyes. “But I want to cast my anxieties on you. I’m worried about Tony and me. I know he wants to do your will. And so do I, so...so...I’ll just leave it to you two to work out between you.”

It was one of those things that was so much easier said than done. Every time my mind went to worrying about me and Tony, I would have to do the same thing I did when I thought about drinking: I would have to think of something else.

Unfortunately, lately when I wanted to drink, I’d made my mind switch to thinking of Tony. So I would need to think of something else.

Food! was my immediate thought.

Something else that wasn’t food, I thought. Although I didn’t hold out a lot of hope.

I did feel a bit better, though. Not that everything was going to work out the way I wanted it to, (and how did I want it to? I still wasn’t exactly sure, but the clench in my stomach could be a clue) but that God was aware of what was going on, and he was on top of it. That was a comfort.

Then I remembered there was something of a “Special Event” at work that day. The new cell phone store, Llano Wireless, that had gone into business beside Flo’s Bow Wow Barbers (where I was gunning for the position of Head Groomer) was having their grand opening. The owners were two guys named Montana and Dakota from one of the small towns in the area, and they’d stopped by the grooming shop the day before to make sure we would be there.

“You don’t want to miss it,” Montana said. “There’s going to be music, and a guy making balloon animals, and free Krunchy Kreems. Plus, the university radio station is doing a live broadcast, and we’re giving away three phones and free service for a year.”

He had had me at “free Krunchy Kreems,” but when he said the part about giving away the phones, every head in the place had turned to me.

“You need to enter that,” Flo had said, pointing at me. “You need a new phone.”

“Salem,” Tammy the Dog Bather had breathed, moving slowly toward me with hands held out. “You could have a decent phone.” She had said this with the air of someone who’d just heard of a cure for their friend’s life-threatening illness.

So okay, my phone was not fancy. It didn’t have apps, it didn’t keep a calendar for me or take pictures or suggest alternate routes to work when traffic was backed up. And I didn’t care. I didn’t need a smart phone. My phone made phone calls and told me the correct time, and for the life of me I couldn’t understand why this bothered everyone around me so much more than it bothered me. Every time I pulled it out of my jeans pocket to call someone, a lone tear rolled down Tammy’s cheek before she turned away.

“I don’t need a smart phone,” I had said. “I’m quite smart enough on my own, thank you very much.” That might be stretching things, but so what?

“Oh, but you’re going to want this one,” Dakota said. “We call it the “Smart Enuff” phone.” He held up the little fan sign they’d had made to hand out.

All the bells and whistles you want, it said. None of the hassle you don’t.

“Smart Enuff phone,” I repeated. I kind of liked that.

“Right. We did a study. Most cell phone companies pour money into creating these huge networks. That’s how they advertise them, right? Show the maps with the points of their coverage and compare it to the other companies? But most people don’t need that. They spend the majority of their time right here at home, or within a few hundred miles of it. So what’s the point of paying for a huge network? None. No point at all.”

“It’s sad because it’s true,” I said. “I never get more than two hundred miles from home.”

“And if you do travel somewhere,” he went on as if I hadn’t just revealed a super sad personal fact, “We have arrangements for all the major carriers. Each contract comes with a set number of days on wider networks, that you can use if and when you need them.”

“Sounds great,” I said. My resentment at the lack of respect for my minimalist attitude was being slowly edged out by the hope that I could actually have one of those phones. The truth was, a new phone was one of those things I had maturely decided wasn’t needed. I’d worked hard the past few years at getting my life together, and things were on a definite — if somewhat shallow — uptick. I hadn’t had a drink in over a year, which meant I also hadn’t had a DUI, a hangover, been fired for showing up to work drunk, or had to beg my way out of getting the electricity turned off in over a year. One more visit to my probation officer, and one more payment on my fine, and I was free! No more peeing in a cup, and I would finally have some wiggle room in my budget.

Which meant, of course, that the toddler portion of my brain started screaming for new toys. And a fancy phone was one of the shiny things it kept getting caught on.

I was determined to get some money in the bank before I bought anything else, though. No new phone, no new car, no new clothes until I had some decent savings. Period. Who needed a smart phone anyway? Did I want to be one of those slack-jawed zombies walking down the street staring at their hand? Did I want to be one of those poor saps who couldn’t live five minutes without checking their Facebook status or their Instagram accounts?

Yes. Yes, I did. But I was being mature and I was going to Put. Money. In. The. Bank.

But if I could have a free phone...

So before I ended my prayer that morning, I said, “If you could see fit to let me win one of those phones, I’d really appreciate it. No pressure. Just...if there isn’t someone more needy than me, of course. I’m just putting it out there that I would not be unhappy if I won. That’s all.”

As if on cue, my old phone rang. I ran to the bar where I’d left it charging and flipped it open, quite sure I knew who it would be.

“Hi G-Ma,” I said. “Everything okay at the motel?”

“They’re here!” G-Ma hissed into the phone. “It’s the Bandits! They’re trying to break down the back door!”

“Are you sure? Can you see anything?”

“No, they’re in the back, by the alley. But they’re making all kinds of racket. I don’t care what they say, I’m going to call 9-1-1.  Then I’m going to shoot — oh, wait. I think that’s the trash truck.”

I figured as much. I walked through my trailer to the bathroom so I could get ready for work while G-Ma worked through her fifth near-miss with the High Point Bandits. Multi-tasker extraordinaire, that’s me.  I didn’t want to be late for work again because of one of G-Ma’s dramas, but I also couldn’t bring myself to hang up on her just in case it was the Bandits. There had been so many robberies in that part of town; G-Ma’s strip motel was one of the few businesses that hadn’t been hit yet.

“Yep, it’s the trash truck. Good thing I looked before I shot.”

“Good thing,” I agreed, putting toothpaste on my brush. “What did you mean, you don’t care what they say? You’re supposed to call 9-1-1 if you think someone is breaking in.”

“Apparently there’s a limit. Last time the police were out here, they had a bad attitude about helping me out. A tax-paying senior citizen who could have been held at gunpoint.”

“I don’t think they can actually keep you from calling if you think it’s an actual emergency, though. Can they?”

“Who knows? All I know is, they suggested I at least wait until I see a black mask before I place the call. Which will be too late, of course. They’d get there in time to clean up the bodies. But whatever.”

So G-Ma was grounded from 9-1-1. That explained why her calls to me had increased so significantly.

It might be silly, but I kind of liked knowing that I was G-Ma’s go-to for defense, after the police department, and her own pistol, of course. That one was always at the top of the list.  I liked to think that it was a sign of growing respect that she had come to depend on me. More likely, it was that I was the closest family member to her, but still...I had, with the help of my best friend Viv, solved two murders within the past few months. I supposed the person who once changed your diapers had to respect that, even if both times were more accident than anything resembling detective ability.

“Well, feel free to call me if you think you’re about to be robbed.” I could at least be the middleman who helped keep her calm so she didn’t shoot innocent bystanders.

––––––––
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AT FLO’S BOW WOW BARBERS that morning, we took a break around 10:30 and went out to see the festivities.  As promised, there were balloon animals, a mariachi band, and university radio station. The DJ took breaks between weird indie songs to extol the virtues of the Smart Enuff phone.

Viv drove up in her Cadillac and parked in the big middle of everything.

“You’re not getting a new phone, are you?” I wasn’t sure of Viv’s age or her level of wealth, but I knew they were both significant. I guessed her age at 80-something, and her bank account at more-than-I-would-see-in-my-lifetime. Viv loved having all the latest toys and gadgets, and certainly would never go for a “Smart Enuff” phone. Viv had the newest “Smart Enough to Rule Humanity” phone and a shiny blinged-out case for it, too. She didn’t know how to work it, but still.

“No, I came for the free Krunchy Kreems. I haven’t had one since last time I drove to Amarillo.”

“Shhh,” I said. For some Lubbock people, “Amarillo” was a bad word. It was one of those weird neighboring town competitions that made little sense, but people seemed to get caught up in it. Plus, Amarillo had not one but two Krunchy Kreem franchises and Lubbock had not managed to score one. Some kind of weird Cain and Abel thing.  I didn’t want her to get anybody started on all the ways Lubbock was superior to Amarillo. Although it really kind of was.

“I also came to show you this.” She handed me a postcard.

I looked at the front, with its full-color, high definition picture of a giant cockroach.

“Ugh!” I shouted, nearly dropping the thing. “Why?”

“Look at the back,” Viv said.

I flipped it over. The card was addressed to Viv at the Belle Court Independent Living Centre, and the space saved for a note to the receiver simply said, “No sign yet. Staying on the move. Saw this and thought of you two hahahaha.”

“Dale,” I said with a sneer.

“Shhh!” Viv darted a look around us. “We swore to never speak of it!”

“I’m not speaking of it! But you’re the one who brought me the postcard.”

“I wasn’t going to be the only one to enjoy that thing.”

I handed it back to her.

She refused to take it. “I’m good, thanks. Almost ruined my appetite for donuts.”

I dropped the postcard into a nearby trashcan and pointed to the donut line. After the dream I’d had that morning, I’d decided to forgo the little drops of fat sunshine dripping with golden sugar, but the length of the line reinforced my decision.

“Crud,” Viv said. “I might have to play my doddering old lady bit and stumble to the front of the line.”

“Don’t do it,” I said. “You really can’t count on people being tolerant of a confused old lady, not when there are Krunchy Kreems involved.”

“True. Hey, they’re starting the contest, anyway. Did you enter?”

“Of course.” I stepped around her, eager to hear my name called.

So eager, in fact, that when they actually did call my name, I jumped two feet in the air.

I won a phone! I raced up to stand on the sidewalk between Montana and his brother Dakota, ready to rip the thing from their hands.

I was so ready, in fact, that it took me a while to realize there were more than three names called. Montana had said they were going to give away three phones but there were...I counted...twelve people by the time they finished calling names.

Dang. I maybe had not won a phone after all.

“Let’s have a round of applause for our semi-finalists.” Montana lifted his hands high in the air and clapped, receiving a tepid response from the crowd. Jealous, I thought with an inner smirk.

“Now, we have to do something to whittle this down to three people, because we only have three phones to give away. So we thought, what could we do? Our first thought was, dizzy bat! You guys know dizzy bat, right? You stand the bat up on the ground, put your forehead against it and circle the bat ten times, then try to run a straight line?”

The crowd cheered. They knew dizzy bat!

“So we thought we could have the contestants compete in a game of dizzy bat, with the top three taking the prize.”

The crowd hooted and cheered.

Montana let them respond, then raised the microphone back to his mouth. “But that didn’t seem quite right. Close, but not quite it, you know what I mean? What could we do?”

The crowd started shouting out ideas. When I heard “wet t-shirt contest” I decided I didn’t need a phone after all, although I could probably win over the beer belly guy standing beside me.

“Plus, all this talk about Krunchy Kreems had us unable to get the idea of donuts out of our heads. So we figured, how about we combine the two things and make it fun?”

“Oh, dear lord in heaven, thank you,” I prayed silently. A Krunchy Kreem donut eating contest! I was about to win a new phone!

But it wasn’t an eating contest. Even as my mouth watered and I began calculating how many hundreds of loops around Trailertopia I would need to walk to burn off the calories, I realized they were rolling out a cart not of real donuts but of...giant inflatable donuts. Colorful, with painted on icing and sprinkles. Giant, inner tube donuts.

Dakota  passed them out one by one as Montana gave out instructions. We were to put the donut around our middle, then each stand behind a bat. Meanwhile, a group of twelve people were lined up at the other end of the parking lot, baseball bats held with the fat end against the ground.  We were to do our ten spins around the bat, then run with the donut around our middle toward the stage about fifty yards away. The first three people to slap Montana’s outstretched hand would win a phone.

I looked around at my competition. The guy with the beer belly was having trouble getting the tube around his shoulders. Two skinny girls already had their tubes on and had to hold them up. Rude. I decided I would need to accidentally bump into both of them during the race.

I hoped I could get my fake donut over my boobs. I had no hope of getting it over my hips, so my choices at this point were either to forfeit or cram the boobs through.

I kind of wanted to punch Dakota and Montana and any other state I could name. If they hadn’t gotten my hopes up by calling my name, I might have declined this challenge, but I’d already started imagining that phone in my hand. Plus, I had prayed for it that very morning. If God had made them call my name and then I bailed when things got embarrassing, He might decide not to even try on my next request. And we both knew there would be a next request.

I sighed and stuck my arms through the tube. It went over my shoulders okay but, as feared, rested comfortably on my boobs like a bizarre scarf. I shoved with both hands.

“Want me to help?” Viv asked, coming toward me with hands helpfully positioned to push up on my boobs while I pushed down on the inner tube.

“No, I’m good, thanks.”  I kept shoving until it finally went over. I heard a click and realized Viv had her own phone out and was taking pictures.

At the look I gave her, she said, “Come on. How am I not going to take a picture of this?” She held the phone out to me and showed me the picture of me, looking none too thrilled, shoving the giant donut down over my chest.

“Do not post that on Facebook and tag me,” I warned. “I mean it. I will tell the nurse you haven’t been taking your meds,” I said. Viv lived in fear of the power of the Belle Court nursing staff.

The twelve of us lined up behind our bats.

“Contestants ready? Counters ready?” Montana called out from the other end. “Your counters are going to count your turns around the bat and make sure you don’t lift your forehead. Once you get to ten, they’ll tell you to go, and then you run to me as fast as you can.”

I gave him a hateful look, which he completely ignored, and lowered my head to the bat.

All this humiliation filled me with purpose, though. There was no way I was going through this and not coming out without a phone on the other side.

“On your mark! Get set! Go!”

I pressed my forehead into the bat and began a quick-shuffle step in a clockwise direction around my bat. Fortunately, this was not my first attempt at dizzy bat. Of course, all the other times I’d been drunk before I even got to the starting line, but I figured at least this time I had a decent chance of not hurling halfway through.

“One!” my counter shouted as I made my way around. “Two!”

I heard the shouts of the other counters and knew I was ahead of some, but just keeping even with others. I decided the best strategy would be to concentrate on keeping my footing and getting through it as balanced as I could.

“Ten!” my counter finally shouted, and I straightened to head toward the end of the parking lot. I immediately listed to the right and careened into one of the skinny girls. And I hadn’t even meant to!

“Sorry,” I said, purely for form’s sake. I tried to get back on course but the best I could do was a wide, weaving path to the right. I leaned left, but my feet kept going right and I was about to run into a crowd of ruthlessly laughing spectators.

“Go!” Viv shouted. “You can do it!” Then she shoved me back into play.

I  lurched back toward the middle of the lot, stumbling over a man who’d fallen and apparently abandoned hope then and there. I knew that, if I could stay upright, the dizziness would eventually pass and I’d be able to regulate more.

I glanced toward where Montana stood and realized with dismay that there were already three people ahead of me, and if the heavy breathing was any indication, beer belly guy was gaining on me. I tried to move my feet faster but the top half of me was leaning far ahead of the bottom half, and I wasn’t sure how long I could keep up this weight distribution without eventually diving headfirst into asphalt. Was a “Smart Enuff” phone worth a head injury?

Yes. Yes it was.  I lunged forward.

One of the three ahead of me took a dive and collapsed into a heap of raucous laughter, rolling around on her donut and hooting.

I plowed past her. I saw the beer belly from the corner of my eye, and it looked like he was marginally ahead of me but too far to the left of Montana to reach his hand once he got there.

My feet tangled together and I pitched forward. I scraped my hands hard against the asphalt parking lot. I shoved to right myself again. One skinny girl reached Montana and slapped his hand, jumping into the air with a whoop. She crashed promptly into the cart that had held the giant donuts and fell to the ground when it rolled away.

Ten yards away. I risked a glance at beer belly. He was looking at me, and I know we were both thinking the same thing.

There’s the person who would steal my phone.

Then he reached out and grabbed my donut.

“Hey!” I screamed. “That’s cheating! He’s cheating!”

He yanked hard and I stumbled backwards, losing my footing. I pinwheeled my arms and landed on my butt.

Then came a high-pitched “Aaaiiiyeee!” sound from the crowd. A blue blur flew past me, and Viv slammed into beer belly, knocking him off track. He tripped over a curb stop and pitched forward onto the sidewalk with a “whuf!”

“Go, Salem, go!” Viv and everyone from Flo’s screamed at me.

I lunged to right myself, but with the donut around my middle I couldn’t do it. I collapsed back against the pavement.

“Get up, Salem!” Viv screamed. “Get up!”

I lunged forward , but again I fell back. Jeez-o-Peet, I was like a turtle stuck on its back. I flopped around, thinking that if I could just get on my knees I could find my way up.

But as soon as I rose, I overbalanced and fell forward. I rolled on my donut and ended up on  my back again.

“Great idea!” Viv screamed. “Roll there!”

I looked at her.

She shooed me toward the finish line. “Go! Roll!”

I rolled. I pushed with one foot and momentum kept me going. I rolled as fast as I could toward Montana. All in all, it seemed easier than running. I didn’t have to worry about falling.

As I approached Montana I stuck my hand up. “Slap my hand!” I shouted as asphalt and sky rotated around me.

He stared, horrified, at the crazy woman rolling toward him.

“Slap my hand!” I screamed, my donut bouncing off his foot as I reached him. “Come on, I got here, slap my hand!”

After another few second hesitation, he bent and slapped my hand, then straightened and stood, looking stunned.  He looked from me to the beer belly guy and to Viv, opening and closing his mouth a few times. Probably he had not expected actual bloodshed.

He finally shrugged and said, “Okay.” Then he lifted his hands and shouted into the microphone, “Ladies and gentlemen, we have our winners! Let’s give all of our contestants a round of applause.”

The crowd moved back into the parking lot and I accepted the congratulations of my friends, feeling like I’d just finished the final challenge of American Ninja Warriors.

––––––––
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DAKOTA TOGGLED BACK and forth between my old phone and the new phone, using his thumbs to scroll through the screen and push buttons so fast it was like he was disarming an explosive device. “I can’t believe you actually used this thing,” he said with a laugh. “I mean, my grandma’s phone is newer than this.”

“Yes, well, it worked.” I wanted to be grumpy at him, but he did just give me a free cell phone, and I did want a free cell phone, so I settled for shrugging and trying not to look embarrassed.

“Yeah, but for what? I mean, it doesn’t even have a browser.”

“It could make phone calls! That’s what it was supposed to do. You know, some people don’t like to be tethered to their mobile devices,” I said, like any self-respecting old coot would do. “Some people like to see the wide world in front of them, be present in the moment. Pay attention to the road instead of causing accidents because they can’t look away from their hand for thirty seconds.”

“Well, now you have a phone that makes phone calls, surfs the web, downloads apps, and will give you directions if you get lost.”

I couldn’t help myself. Public humiliation or not, this was exciting. “I can finally get the Fat Fighters app!” I said. My Fat Fighters ring leader (that’s what they’d taken to calling their meeting leaders) talked about that stupid app in every meeting. Other Fat Fighters members swore by it. My kinda-bff Trisha said she used it more than her cookbooks and her meeting materials.

“I’d be lost without it,” she’d said in our last meeting.

“But now you’re losing with it!” the ring leader said, they’d laughed together like a gag-inducing Fat Fighters commercial.

But the truth was, Trisha was losing weight faster than I was, but now that I had a smart phone I could maybe catch up.

“I’ll download the app for you,” Dakota said helpfully. He made a few swipes with his thumb.

Once it downloaded, he held the phone out for me. “Let me show you some of the features. See this? This is your home screen. It’s just like the desktop of your computer. All your apps are in here. Want to check your calendar?” He tapped a little square with a calendar on it. “Right here. Now you have all your important dates at your fingertips. Need to calculate a tip in a restaurant? Right here. Listen to a podcast? Here. Log into Netflix and watch a movie? Here. Need directions? Right here.” Tap tap tap.

None of these things held any interest for me. I had no life, so I didn’t use a calendar. The only engagement I had to keep was my weekly probation officer visit, and not only was I unlikely to forget that – I was so paranoid about forgetting that I often woke in a cold sweat from a nightmare that I had missed it and was going back to jail – I only had one meeting left. So my calendar was wide open. Plus, I was too broke to go to restaurants where tipping was expected. And I never went anywhere, so I only got lost if I actually wanted to.

I reached my hands out. “I’m sure I can figure it out.”

“Let me just show you one more thing. You know how iPhone has Siri? The search engine you ask your questions to, and she gives you the answers? Llano Wireless has that too, except it’s called Windy.”

“Wendy?” I asked.

“Windy, with an ‘i’.” He tapped an icon in the top left corner that looked like a wind cloud man with its cheeks puffed out. He smiled and then said into the phone. “Windy, where is the nearest place to get my oil changed?”

“Oil changed?” came a very West-Texas sounding voice. “There’s a Jiffy Lube around the corner and about two blocks to the east, and Walmart does oil changes, too – that’s half a mile north. Of course, if you want to be industrious and change your oil yourself, like men used to do, you can get five quarts of Baker State at Napa Valley Auto for $1.59 each. That’s what my husband would do...”

Dakota grinned. “See?”

“What the heck?” I said, taking the phone from him.

“That’s my aunt Windy. She lives out at Sundown.”

“That’s crazy.”

“I know!” He grinned wider. “Check this out.” He leaned toward the phone. “Windy, where can I get a new smart phone?”

“What is this nonsense?” Windy cackled back after a second. “You don’t need a new smart phone. You already have the best one made. By those fabulous Channing brothers at Llano Wireless. You can trust them. I used to change their diapers!” More cackling.

“What the heck?” I said again, for lack of anything better.

“That’s different,” Dakota said. “She must have changed it overnight. Yesterday she was saying, ‘I used to bust their bottoms.’”

“Mmm...I see.”

“This is how we keep our costs low. My brother, my cousin and I do all the programming, we lease our towers locally from the big companies, and we keep our network low.”

“I know, I heard all about it from Montana yesterday.”

“See, most people never use 95 percent of the area they pay for. I mean, are you flying from New York to Los Angeles? I’m sure not.”

“I’m trying to save up enough for a new bath mat,” I said.

“Exactly. We spend the majority of our time within 500 miles of home. So why pay all that money to have service in Wyoming if you never go to Wyoming?”

“You don’t have to keep selling me,” I said. “I was sold when you said you’d give it to me for free.”

“We just want to make sure you take full advantage of all the features. We want you to be so in love with this phone and find it so easy to use in every part of your life that it actually becomes like an extension of your own hand.”

“That actually sounds...a little frightening.”

“I know, right? Like a sci-fi movie, where the machines turn on the humans and we all become slaves to killer robots?” He laughed. “But don’t worry. That probably won’t happen.”

Viv came up carrying a wide, flat box. “Look what I just won! Two dozen Krunchy Kreems!”

She opened the box and held it under my nose. The heavenly aroma of fried sugar wafted up.

Instantly, my stomach growled.

“Those are fresh from the bakery in Wichita Falls,” Dakota said. “I drove there yesterday, spent the night in a hotel and got up at the crack of dawn to get them. I just got back into town around nine this morning.”

Viv hooked a donut on her finger and took a bite. “You know there’s a place in Amarillo, right?”

“Of course we do! No way in heck we’re giving them our business!”

“You prefer to spend twice as much on gas, take twice the time and stay overnight in a hotel to giving Amarillo your business?”

“Absolutely!”

“Good man,” Viv said.  

The guy fiddled with the phone some more. “Okay, I transferred the number from your old phone, so you don’t even have to worry about that. And I can transfer your contacts – oh, you don’t have contacts.” Then he squinted and looked at the screen of my flip phone. “Wait...three? You have three contacts?”

“I like to keep things simple,” I said.

“Seems like you could just memorize those,” he said with a shrug.

“One would think,” I said.

“Okay, you’re all set.” He handed it to me.

As soon as the phone hit my palm, it buzzed and rang.

I  gasped and jerked my hand back. The phone went flying.

Dakota and Viv both shrieked. We watched the phone arc through the air. Then Dakota did a dive – I kid you not, a full-out dive – onto his stomach and caught the phone right before it hit the pavement.

I bent to take the phone from Dakota’s hand, while he gaped like a fish, the breath knocked clean out of him.

“Sorry. Hello?” I said into the phone.

“They’re robbing me. They’re robbing me right now. This is it.”

My heartbeat kicked up a notch. “Are you sure, G-Ma?” I said. “What do you see?”

G-Ma typically sat on a stool at the counter or in a rocker recliner behind the counter, watching the TV  under the counter.  That counter was basically her whole world. And her eyesight wasn’t what it used to be. So the robbers might be there, then again it could be an actual paying customer.

“A white car, just like they’re talking about, four doors, and four people are getting out. This is it, Salem. I’m gonna stand my ground. I don’t care, I’m not about to let them just waltz in here and take everything I’ve worked all these years for — ”

I tilted the phone away and mouthed to Viv, “Call 9-1-1 and send them to G-Ma’s. She either about to be robbed or she’s going to shoot someone.”

I turned back to the phone. “G-Ma, be calm. Remember, you’ve thought this before. It might be actual customers this time.”

I heard the cock of a gun.

“G-Ma?”

“Hang on.” I heard a thunk and figured she had set the phone on the counter. I could just see her lining up behind the counter, aiming her gun at the front door.

I heard the creak of the motel door opening. Then a shriek.

“Oh! Sorry!” G-Ma said. “Come back, it’s okay.”

“Never mind,” I said to Viv. “They’ll probably get calls from whoever that was just now anyway.”

G-Ma came back on the line. “Well, heck. They ran off.”

“They did?” I asked, managing to sound somewhat surprised.

“Crud. Oh well, if it had been the bandits, I woulda had them.”

“Better luck next time,” I said.

“Thanks. Gotta go!”

I hung up and stared at my shiny new toy.  

“I take it your grandmother didn’t kill the bandits,” Viv said as we walked slowly toward her car.

“Not yet. Give her time, though.”

“We’d better catch them first,” Viv said.

“We might as well,” I said, flicking through apps on the app store. I already saw a few dozen I was sure I couldn’t live without. “The police aren’t doing it.”

“That’s what that old guy was ranting about on the news last night.”

“What guy?”

“That old coot with the junk yard. Or is it a roofing business? Anyway, he owns a business over in High Point. You’ve seen him, he’s on the news all the time. The one who looks like Redneck Santa?”

I nodded, but I had no idea what she was talking about, and my attention had become riveted on perfect golden circles of sunshine in Viv’s hand.

“You want a donut?”

I wanted a donut. Any donut. But especially a Krunchy Kreem donut.

But I shook my head. “I had a dream this morning that I dove headfirst into a big pile of cheeseburgers right in front of Tony, and then he didn’t want to kiss me.”

“More for me.” She chomped into another donut because she has the metabolism of a hyperactive three-year-old and about as much empathy.

I leaned against her car, still a little concerned about the dream and irrationally mad at Tony. “I think Tony is turned off by my weight gain,” I said. “You see how he is — he’s fit.”

She made a sound of appreciation that bordered on inappropriate, which I chose to ignore.

“He’s filled out since we were married, but he’s not fat. I’m fat.” I looked down in dismay. I had lost thirteen pounds at Fat Fighters, but there was still way too much acreage between the front of my body and the back of it. “For a while there, I thought we were getting our relationship on track. But I don’t know. He doesn’t seem to want any kind of physical contact other than a peck on the cheek and an occasional handhold.”

“Maybe he’s just taking his time.”

“Maybe. But I’m going to stay away from the donuts until I get back into my old jeans, just in case.”

“Sounds wise,” she said as she chewed. “So, we need to do a stakeout tomorrow on Clovis Highway and catch these bandits.”

“I can’t tomorrow,” I said. “Probation visit. My last one.”

“Really?” She, my hand to God, licked her fingers and then hooked her finger around one more donut.

Times like these I wondered why Viv was my best friend.

“Really. Last one. Three years of peeing in a cup and paying fines. Over.”

“You can still pee in the cup sometimes, if you miss it.”

“I think I’m good, thanks.”

Even though I was excited about the new phone,  I couldn’t stop thinking about Tony and that crummy dream. It hung like a cloud over what was otherwise turning out to be a decent day.

It wasn’t just the dream, though. The dream was a sign of a problem that had been lurking around the edges of my consciousness for a while. My recent attempts to inspire Tony to...heightened passion, let’s say, had been less than successful. I’m using the phrase “less than successful” because I’m trying to avoid the more negative “a crushing failure.”

Mine and Tony’s marriage was...well, there were probably lots of words for it, but “different” covers it nicely. We’d been married over ten years, but we’d only spent the first nine or ten months together. Ours had been a shotgun wedding. I was eighteen and pregnant, and he was a scared kid who believed he needed to do “the right thing.” When I was in a car accident somewhere along the sixth month and lost the baby, I had assumed he was relieved and happy to have a reason to get out of the forced marriage. When he shocked me by living up to every word he’d said in front of the priest that day, I handled it in my typical clumsy, hurtful fashion. I pushed him away. I treated him badly so he would see what a train wreck he had married and do the sensible thing, namely leave me high and dry. When he didn’t, I pushed harder. When he still didn’t, I left.

I filed for divorce, dove into a bottle of Bacardi Silver Label rum, and didn’t crawl out again until almost a decade later. When I did, I discovered that Tony had never signed the papers and that the marriage I had assumed was long dead was still hanging by one very odd (to me, at least) thread: Tony had pledged “til death do us part,” and he actually meant it.

I had asked him why he hadn’t divorced me, and he said, “Because God kept telling me ‘no’.” What does one do with that kind of information? Before I became a Christian, I wouldn’t have wasted five seconds on it. But since I was a Christian by that time, and I had made a commitment to do my best to follow God’s will, at least as much as I could possibly understand it, I was left to accept the fact that I was, indeed, a married woman.

It wasn’t as if we were now living like a regular married couple, though. I’d come to realize that Tony was just as freaked out about the possibility of a life fully commingled as I was. He lived in his nice brick house shaded by big trees, and I stayed in my sad little trailer in Trailertopia. We’d agreed to take things slowly, “be ourselves,” and not rush into anything. And boy, were we not rushing.

A few months ago, in a state of needy panic induced by surviving a near-death experience, I’d made up my mind that I was going to let Tony kiss me — a real kiss this time. The kind of kiss that loving husbands and wives shared. I wanted him to kiss me the way he used to, in those first months of our marriage when we no longer had to worry about getting pregnant because that train had already left the station.

In my naivete, I had assumed this was something he wanted to do, and was simply waiting for a signal from me. You remember what people say about assuming? Turns out I just made an ass of me.

And here I thought I had been confused before, when all my neuroses had been centered on whether  I could handle being married to Tony. I had hurt him. Treated him very badly. Just looking at him carried a ton of guilt, and I didn’t deal well with guilt. I was clinging to my sobriety one day at a time, sometimes one second at a time, and I didn’t know if I could work through all the stuff with Tony at the same time.

Besides, I had spent years making myself hate him. He was weak, ineffectual, too passive for someone strong-willed like me. He hadn’t wanted me enough to come after me. I needed someone stronger than that, someone determined.

But...how much strength did it take a young, hormonally active man to commit to a marriage so clearly destined for fiery destruction — an unfathomable amount, that’s how much. That’s what Tony had.

Which made him so hot.

I had practically thrown myself at him that evening. And it wasn’t as if he completely shot me down. He just didn’t respond. What I’d planned as a passionate, spit-sloppy lip meld had quickly and much too easily become a chaste, dry peck. The kind you’d give the uncle who was your third favorite out of three.

So. He didn’t want me. But why had he stayed married to me? Because God told him to. And where did that leave us? In a very polite platonic marriage?

But this was Tony, who had not been able get enough of me, once. Yes, he was ten years older now, but that was only ten years. He was still a man very much in his prime. A man who had been celibate for ten years of that prime. He should have been chomping at all kinds of bits, so to speak.

In the months since my failed attempt, Tony had been nothing but sweet and attentive. We danced around the awkwardness of the situation, neither of us willing to say out loud what we really wanted. We set up a weekly date night, which invariably ended with a quick peck on the cheek at the front door of my trailer. I joined his huge family for Sunday dinner. He almost always took my calls, even if he was busy. He told me I looked nice, whether I did or not.

So frustrating.

After work I decided to head over to G-Ma’s and get some clarification on this 9-1-1 issue. G-Ma sometimes minimized situations that warranted a complete freakout, and vice versa. For instance, once when the motel was found to be in violation of the health code because the service she was using didn’t wash the sheets right and they were all disgustingly stained, she bought new darker sheets that hid stains better.

On the way, I called Tony on my new phone. I couldn’t help it. I needed to hear his voice and make sure he wasn’t the cold, disdainful robot-man from my dream.

“Guess what?” I said as soon as he answered.

“What?”

“I’m calling you on the new phone I won today from that place that went into business beside Flo’s Bow Wow Barbers.”

“Seriously? That’s fantastic!” He sounded genuinely pleased, and that made my tummy flutter.

“I know! A free phone and free service for a year. I don’t know how to work any of it yet, but I can figure it out.”

“Well, you called me, so you know how to do the most important thing. Bring it to dinner on Sunday and I’ll have Ernie look at it for you. I’m sure he can help you.”

Ernie was Tony’s thin, brilliant, glasses-wearing nephew who was either going to be a brilliant doctor type who saved the world, or take out a mega-mall with a homemade incendiary device. He was quiet and kept to himself.

“I’m sure he can. Listen, are you busy later? I thought maybe you could come over and we could watch TV.”

“Oh, sorry, I can’t tonight. I need to monitor some new employees.”

“No problem.”

“We’re still on for date night, though, right?”

“Of course.” Thursday night. Three days away. He wasn’t exactly dying to see me.

Oh wait. I was casting my anxieties. “Sounds good,” I said. “See you then.” I pushed the “end” icon, feeling a tiny thrill that it was an icon and not an actual button like on my dinosaur phone.

A car horn blared, and a white sedan roared past me, barely missing my front fender. I screamed and swerved, dropping the phone.

I was talking on the phone while I was driving and almost had a wreck!

My heart thudded in my chest and I pulled to the side of the street. My hands shook as I pulled slowly into the parking lot of a Just-a-Buck store and coasted to a stop, slamming the car into park.

From the passenger seat, Stump gave me an annoyed look and a “hmmph” noise, then rested her nose back between her front paws.

I put my hand to my chest, my heart pounding. I felt like an idiot for doing what I had complained just this morning about other people doing. I looked up and noticed in the rear-view mirror that a small crowd was gathered around the door of the Just-A-Buck. They were all staring in the opposite direction, where the sedan had just headed.

It was only then that I realized the near-miss hadn’t been my fault. That car had come barreling out of this parking lot and swerved across traffic, directly into my path.

This crowd must have seen it and were outraged on my behalf. That went a long way towards making me feel better.

Except that must not be right, because they were all looking toward the car and a couple of them were now on their own cell phones, talking and gesturing excitedly.

Then it hit me. A white sedan. Clovis Highway. The High Point Bandits!

“Stay here,” I said to Stump, hopping out of the car.

“Was that them?” I asked the first person I came to in the onlookers, a short skinny woman around G-Ma’s age, wearing a purple velour track suit.

“Sure was,” she said, her lips flattened. “Damned heathens.”

“They almost plowed right into me,” I said. “I was just driving down the street and they almost mowed me down.” I wasn’t on my phone or anything, I wanted to add.

“Well, they didn’t almost rob me, they for sure robbed me.” This from a middle-aged man with several thin strips of hair combed over his bald spot. He wore black slacks and a black and yellow Just-A-Buck polo shirt.

I looked around the small crowd. “Did anybody get a good look at them?”

“I did,” one lanky guy with a beard said. “Four of them. All wearing black. Black clothes, black masks.”

“They stormed in and started making a lot of racket,” the woman in the track suit said. “Of all the hollering and carrying on. Animals, that’s what they are. Heathen animals.”

“I don’t suppose anyone got a license plate, did they?”

There was some mumbling among the group, but it soon became apparent no one had. “Did they even have a license plate?” the lanky guy asked. He turned to me. “They drove right by you. Did you see?”

“I was too busy panicking that they almost t-boned me,” I said. “I didn’t see anything but spots, because my heart was pounding so hard.”

“I hear that,” the lady said.

At least three of the onlookers had reached 9-1-1 by this time, and the police were there within five minutes. I wondered for a minute if I should stick around and give a statement, but I decided that since I had Stump in the car and didn’t have anything to add to what was by now general knowledge — a white four-door sedan with four people wearing black (and I wasn’t sure if I’d actually seen that or just knew that from all the news reports) I decided to peel away and head to G-Ma’s.

The parking lot to the Executive
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