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  Chapter 1

  
  




There’s a kind of quiet you only get in a motel at ten in the morning—checkout hour—when the doors soft-close one after the other, and the hallway smells like lemon cleaner and last night’s cigarettes, and everyone is pretending not to look at everyone else.




Alma tucks an extra pen into her apron. That makes five. The pens are cheap and write like they’re tired, but they all say Bluestar Lodge in loopy font, and for reasons she can’t explain, she likes the lie of the name. There is no star. The neon is missing the middle bar in the A so it reads LODGE and then a limp stick figure. Still, a name is a spell if you say it enough. Bluestar. Bluestar. Maybe you’ll end up somewhere that has one.




She knocks on 213. “Housekeeping!” A man coughs inside like an old truck. No answer. She waits the required beat, keys jangling like a threat and a promise, then slips in. Sheets off, corners tight, trash out, the kind of work that’s satisfying if you don’t think too hard. On the nightstand sits a pile of quarters and a note: thx. She pockets neither. She’s been poor long enough to know what taking does to the spine.




By the time she finishes her section, her lower back is singing and the cart wheel still has that wobbly complaint it’s had for three months. The manager says corporate will fix it “soon.” Alma has learned soon wears a winter coat and walks slow.




She leans on the vending machine in the break alcove and calls her mother. “Lunch later?” she asks.




“Can’t,” her mother says. “Double at the big house. They got company. My wrist—” The phone fuzzes. “—it clicks now. Listen.” She holds the phone to her wrist, like a microphone to a cricket. Alma hears nothing but static and a distant television. She makes the I’m-listening noise anyway.




When she pushes through the back door into sunlight, Eli is already there, sitting on the edge of his truck bed, fingers blacked with grease and a smear of something—ketchup?—on his cheek. He looks like possibility and trouble in the same shirt. The truck smells like gasoline and winter apples, which is to say: something sharp and something sweet.




“You stole pens again,” he says without preamble, flicking one from her apron with the accuracy of a coin toss.




“They’re souvenirs,” she says, climbing up beside him. “Proof I was here.”




“You planning on forgetting?” His smile is half worry, half dare.




She looks past the parking lot to where the highway stutters away into heat. “I’m planning on leaving.”




They’ve been having the same conversation for months, rearranged like furniture to make it look new. The city is a map pinned above her bed, skin of red circles around neighborhoods they’ve never stepped in. Some nights they lie under it and point at names like constellations: Logan, Ridgewood, Koreatown, the kind of places that sound pretend, like TV shows, like teeth.




Eli swings his legs. “Dad says the dealership needs a full-time guy by fall. Benefits. Dental.”




“Dental,” she repeats, like the word might crack if she doesn’t say it carefully. Her mother hasn’t seen a dentist in eight years. Alma carries floss like other people carry gum.




“You could stay,” he says, and it’s not a request. It’s a test he keeps failing. He doesn’t mean it. Or he does, and that’s worse.




She watches a fly worry the edge of the Dumpster lid. “I could,” she says. “Or we could not do that.”




He blows out a breath. The day blinks—June sun through maple leaves, a lawn mower somewhere angry at grass. “Come on,” he says finally, hopping down. “I got paid. Let’s be irresponsible. Burgers you can’t afford to regret.”




They drive with the windows open because the AC quit in April and the repair money became bus-ticket money that became rent money that became a tire that didn’t squeal. The town scrolls by: the thrift store with its lazy mannequins, the church sign that says GOD SEES YOU in a font that would be threatening if it wasn’t missing the O so it reads GD SEES YU, which somehow feels truer.




At Dottie’s Diner, the waitress calls them “you two” like they’re a single noun. She tops off Alma’s coffee even though Alma didn’t order one. She knows them well enough to understand that coffee is a currency Alma always takes when it’s free. Eli orders two burgers and an extra pickle, which he gives to Alma without looking because he knows she likes the crunch and the sour.




“How much you got?” he asks, meaning the jar.




“Two forty-eight,” she says. “And eighty in change.” The change takes up more room. It looks like more. That is the trick of it.




He whistles low. “I got two hundred even,” he says. “And some receipts. You want to see the receipts?” He’s joking, sort of. Eli has started saving his slips like a squirrel saves nuts, as if he’s building a nest of proof that he’s been trying.




“What if we just go,” he says suddenly. “No jar, no goal. Just—next week. Your mom will kill me, but I’m fast. I can hide.”




“She’ll kill me first,” Alma says. “And she won’t miss.”




They eat. The burgers are indecent in the way that makes living feel like a good idea. Grease runs down Eli’s wrist; he licks it clean, eyes on her the whole time because he knows it makes her blush and he likes the power of that even more than he likes feeling powerful.




“Fourth of July’s in two weeks,” he says. “You want to do the fair?”




“Let’s do the leaving,” she says. “We can always visit a ferris wheel somewhere else.”




He slides her hand across the table, anchors it with his palm. His hands are rough; she likes getting snagged on them. “Say it,” he says. He never gets tired of making their plan a spell.




She swallows. Words stick in her throat sometimes, especially the ones that might change the shape of her life. “We’re leaving,” she says, and the diner seems to lean in to listen.




Later, back at the motel, Alma stands in 306 and looks out at the parking lot, the same square of cracked tar she’s seen in every weather, and tries to imagine it looking like nostalgia instead of a trap. She strips the bed, corners tight, tosses the remote into its designated place like setting a small, square boat back into its harbor. When she reaches for her notebook, the one she keeps tucked into her apron, she writes: Two forty-eight + eighty change + two hundred + burgers = still leaving.




On her way out, she stops at the desk. Ms. Carla, with her mouth like a thin line of mascara, looks up. “You’re short a room,” she says.




“I did it,” Alma says. “You can check.”




“I did,” Ms. Carla says. “You missed the ashtray in 215.”




Alma goes back. 215 smells like a fight and mint gum. The ashtray has one ash like a moon sliver. She tips it into the trash and feels ridiculous for the heat in her chest. Ms. Carla will never be a person who believes in big things. Alma tries not to hold that against her.




When she finally clocks out, the sun has softened to the kind that makes even the motel sign look tender. Eli is at the hood of the truck, head bent, listening. “She’s fine,” he says, patting the metal the way some people pet a dog. “Just a grumpy belt.”




“Like you, then,” Alma says.




He grins. “Like me, then. You ready?”




“For what?”




He opens his palm. In it, a bus schedule, creased in quarters, a pen line circling Tuesday 6:20 a.m. “I asked Nikki,” he says, words tumbling. “She says we can crash a week, maybe two, until we find our own. She knows someone who knows someone with a place that’s not so bad and cheaper if you don’t mind roaches the size of reputations.”




Alma stares at the circle. Tuesday is five days away. Tuesday is a door someone else is holding open and she’s the one with the slow feet. “Eli,” she says. It’s all she can get out.




“We don’t have enough,” he rushes on, “but we don’t not have enough. I’ll pick up a Saturday. You can sell blood.” He’s joking again. Sort of. In their town, selling blood is both joke and plan.




A couple walks by with a cooler, and the woman says, “I told you to grab the sunscreen,” and the man says, “I did,” and the woman says, “You grabbed mayonnaise,” and the man says, “That’s on me.” It’s the kind of mistake that makes Alma love strangers.




“Tuesday,” Eli says. “Say yes and it’s Tuesday.”




She looks at him and thinks: here is a person who will spend his whole life learning the difference between fear and caution. She thinks: here is a person who will jump first if she asks him to. She thinks: she could choose a life where there is always a spare key under a plant and a person who will pick her up outside her job with ketchup on his cheek.




“Tuesday,” she says, and the word drops into the small bowl where they keep their shared courage and makes a sound like a bell.




They kiss against the hot side of the truck. It’s not art. It’s better. It’s mouths and noise and the relief of choosing one thing out loud. Someone honks. The world keeps being itself.




After, Alma walks back into the lobby to grab her forgotten lunchbox. Ms. Carla is sorting mail with that mean care some people reserve for things they can control. “You clock back in?” Ms. Carla asks.




“I clocked out,” Alma says, and smiles, because sometimes defiance looks like keeping your joy a secret from the person who wants to wear it as proof you were unprofessional.




At home, Alma pins the bus schedule over the map. The pin squeaks. Nikki—who is a photo on a phone and a thumbnail of a girl on a video chat saying “No men after midnight, my one rule, love you already”—has texted an address with too many numbers and an apology about the state of the stovetop. Alma’s mother texts a picture of a stew pot with a crack and the caption we make do. Eli sends: TUESDAY in all caps, then a picture of his dad’s garage sign, MORAN AUTO, the O missing since 2009 so everyone calls it MORAN AUT, which feels appropriate.




Before she climbs into bed, Alma writes the date on her wrist in blue pen: June 12. She doesn’t know why it helps. Maybe because when the days come fast, you need to hold on to at least one by its proper name.




She lies awake listening to the refrigerator click and the neighbors argue and a train say something distant and complicated to the night. She pictures a bowl of keys by a different door, a city that will not know her name yet, a bus that will choose to show up because that’s what buses do when you pay and ask them nicely.




Her phone lights up. Eli: Got the morning off. I’ll drive you to the station. We’re doing this, right?




Alma types: We’re doing this. Then, after a long breath, she adds: Bring the guitar. I want the city to know what your hands can do.




He sends back a picture of the case under his bed, dusty, the kind of dust that knows your secrets. Done. Then: You stole another pen, didn’t you.




Alma smiles in the dark, sets a Bluestar pen on the windowsill like a tiny lighthouse, and lets the night wind through the screen wash her face. Tuesday is closer than it has ever been. She is still here, but also, she isn’t. Both are true, and the truth feels like a door that might finally open from the inside.














