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Chapter One



 “Indy, I need you to do me a favor,” Tom said. He slouched back in his chair and looked around the coffee shop. His eyes darted from one table to the next. When they focused on me he squinted a bit. “It’s kind of a big favor,” he continued.

“What is it?” I asked. I couldn’t imagine what he could be up to. 

Tom and I used to work together giving people insurance quotes over the phone.  He sat at the desk next to mine. We did the same job, but he was much better at it than me. Callers were always buying insurance policies from him, and I found it difficult to make even a single sale. I think it was because he was a people person. Everyone in the office loved him. He made even the shyest person feel comfortable with him. It was a talent that I envied and something that drew me to him. I kind of hoped that if I spent enough time with him his natural charm would rub off on me. It hasn’t happened yet though. I’m still just as socially awkward as ever. 

I got fired from that job almost seven years ago. So when I bumped into Tom by the mailboxes in my apartment building last year, it was quite a surprise. I couldn’t imagine a bigger coincidence. I tried to strike up a friendship with him almost immediately. We’d chat when we passed each other in the hallway. I even went out with him and his friends a few times, but I always ended up feeling like the high school band geek trying to sit at the lunch table with the varsity football team. 

 I watched his cat, Wilbur, for him once while he was away on a trip. Wilbur was a large white tomcat with one black ear who didn’t like me one bit. Maybe he could sense my nervous energy. Maybe he could tell that I was trying way too hard. I didn’t know what it was, but he attacked my legs twice. He also hissed at me whenever I approached his food dish. In the end, I just gave up on the food dish completely and started feeding him out of the small ceramic bowls in the kitchen cupboard. 

Tom reached into the book bag next to his chair and pulled out a cardboard box. “I need you to deliver this for me.” He pushed it across the table toward me. It was a six-inch cube. 

I slid my mug of hot cocoa to the side and reached for the box. On the top was a printed address label. As I read it, I realized that it was an address in St. Petersburg, Florida. “Is this some kind of joke?” I asked.

Tom stared at me blankly.

“This is my hometown,” I said a bit too loudly. The people at the next table glanced over at us. 

Tom still said nothing.

“My folks live ten minutes from this address, but you must’ve known that, right?”

“Looks like you’ll have somewhere to stay when you get there then,” Tom said, unmoved. 

“Wait, you really didn’t know? Don’t you think that’s weird?”

Tom shrugged. “I guess. Things like that happen all the time though, don’t they? I’m just glad to hear that it’s your hometown because it makes it more likely that you’ll say yes.” He leaned in, placing his palms flat on the table, and said, “I’ll pay for all your expenses and give you two thousand extra for your troubles.” 

The idea of driving from San Diego to St. Pete to deliver a dubious package that could very well be full of cocaine or some other illegal substance wouldn’t have been very appealing to me in the past, but I’d gotten fired from my job at Fashion Beetle a month earlier and needed the money. When would I learn that I’m just not suited to work in retail or anything involving customer service? 

Two thousand dollars for a week’s work would help out a lot. I wouldn’t have to stress out about paying the bills this month. It would keep me from having to make that dreaded call to my parents asking them for help. That’s something I wanted to avoid at all costs. 

“What’s in the box?” I asked. If I was going to do this I needed to know what I was delivering. 

“You don’t need to know that.”

I picked it up. It was light, like it could have been empty. I shook it gently and felt nothing move inside. “Drugs?”

“No. It’s nothing like that. Nothing illegal.”

“Why don’t you mail it then?”

“I can’t risk it getting lost or stolen.”

I put the box down on the table. “What is it?” I asked again.

Tom started smoothing the wrinkles on the front of his shirt with his hand. He was silent for a moment and just concentrated on running his hand across the crinkled section of shirt on his belly. He looked up at me and said, “Indy, when you trust someone—I mean, really trust someone, you don’t need to know all the answers.” He made one more smoothing pass over his shirt and then dropped his hand into his lap. “I trust you, Indy. You did such a good job taking care of Wilbur. No one else ever has. He hates everyone.”

“He hates me, too.”

“Yeah, but you kept trying and didn’t give up. Most people give up.”

“Yeah.” I nodded. The whole conversation seemed so ridiculous to me. I felt like all I could do was nod and smile.

“I need you to trust me. I’m not asking you to do anything dangerous. I never would. I just need this done, and I don’t have the time to do it myself. It would mean a lot to a lot of people.” His face was serious. He ran his hand over his black buzz cut. “Trust me, Indy. You have no reason not to.”



****



Chapter Two



Trust me. That’s what Tom said, and I decided to do just that. I drove home from the coffee shop with the box on the passenger’s seat. Yes, I was desperate. I’d spent the last month putting in job applications for every opening I could find. I sent my resumes to businesses that were hiring and even some that weren’t. I just needed to work, but it seemed like no one wanted me to work for them. I was starting to think I might be unemployed forever. I’ve never been picky about where I work. I’ve done everything from waiting tables to telemarketing to retail. With that job history, it’s probably surprising that I have a college degree. There’s just something about getting a job that doesn’t pay by the hour  that scares me. I don’t really know what I want to do for the rest of my life yet and finding a nine to five with a salary and a pension seems like a bit too much of a commitment. 

Two thousand dollars for taking an all-expenses-paid cross-country trip—that sounded like a good deal to me. When Tom offered to pay for me to get my car checked out and cover the cost of any repairs, I really couldn’t say no. My car was a more than twenty years old and it always needed expensive repairs.

**

I sat in the Blue Moon Café waiting for Eve to arrive before I ordered my breakfast. She was often late. I’d eaten many meals in this café. They had an incredible breakfast, the staff was friendly, and the place had a really nice feel—shiny hardwood floors, oak tables, chairs with quilted cushions, and high ceilings with blue fabric draped across them. It was right across the street from my mechanic’s shop, so it was a convenient place to sit and wait. Since my car was always in the shop, I’d spent a lot of time in this café.  I liked to sit near the window, so I could see the mechanic’s shop across the street. As soon as I’d see him pull my car out of the garage I’d know it was time to settle my bill at the café and walk over. 

My car was in the shop, getting checked out for the trip while I waited for Eve. Her habitual tardiness put a strain on our friendship. 

I flipped through the menu. She still hadn’t shown up, so I busied myself looking out the window at the clear, blue, wide-open California sky. When I moved here about ten years ago that’s one of the first things I noticed. The sky seemed to take up more space than it did in Florida. Back then I spent so much time painting the sky that many of my clothes had drips of blue on them and my art professors started to wonder if I could even paint anything else. 

 I saw Eve drive up and park her new, blue VW Beetle almost a foot from the curb in a parking space in front of the café. She sat in the car for a few minutes, I assumed searching for change for the meter, before getting out. 

When she finally came inside and sat down across from me at the table all messy hair and patchwork dress, I said, “You’re late.”

“Come on, Indy. I’m not that late,” she said, pulling her curly blonde mane back into a ponytail.

“Twenty minutes, Eve. When you’re as hungry as I am twenty minutes is a long time. I almost started chewing on the corner of the table.”

Eve laughed. “You could’ve ordered without me.”

“That would’ve been rude.” I opened my menu and scanned the pages. I already knew what I wanted to order, but thought I’d look again to make sure my mind was really made up.

Eve didn’t bother looking at her menu. She always ordered the same thing: blue corn pancakes.

Eve and I had met at a poetry reading. I didn’t write poetry. I wasn’t into that kind of thing. I was just there to support my cousin’s first attempt at reading her poetry aloud. 

 Eve was one of the poets reading that night. She didn’t read anything really. Instead, she got up and sang a song that she’d written. The song was awful. It was long and boring, and waffled on and on. Absolute garbage in my opinion, and I think the opinion of most other people in the room, but her voice was amazing—absolutely amazing. I spoke to her briefly after the reading.  

The next day, when I went to The Health Hut to buy a bottle of jojoba oil, Eve was the woman behind the counter. I’d thought I recognized her the night before but hadn’t made the connection. She was the flaky cashier who always messed up my change. I wondered how she was able to keep her job. 

Even though we were exact opposites, we became unlikely friends. Eve is hippie who relies on her monthly psychic reading to make all of the important decisions in life and is so pale she can get sunburned on a cloudy day. She’s the spontaneous type who likes to go walking in the rain. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but I’m a bit uptight. I’m also a little conservative. I would go to the doctor before seeking the advice of an energy healer. I’m a deep chocolaty brown and can only recall getting sunburned twice in my life. The first time happened on a skiing trip and the second time was when Eve and I went on a white water rafting trip. She’d offered me sunscreen twice and I’d refused. When you’re not used to getting sunburned you just don’t think about it. We’d been friends for two years. She still  had that cashier job at The Health Hut and still frequented local poetry readings.



By the time our food arrived, I’d already told Eve about Tom, the box, and my plan to drive cross-country.

“I can’t believe you would agree to do something like that,” Eve said, before putting a forkful of pancake in her mouth.

“I really need the money.”

Eve nodded. “How do you know it’s not drugs?” 

“I trust Tom.”  

“Um.” Eve put down her fork and looked out the window.

“So, you don’t approve?” I pushed the salmon hash around on my plate. “I guess that means you won’t go with me.”

“Go with you? I can’t believe you’re going!”

Through the window I could see the mechanic pull my forest green car out of the garage and park it in the parking lot. “I’m leaving in two days and I was hoping you would come along. I thought it could be fun—a free cross-country trip. It’ll be an adventure. You never turn down an adventure, and I don’t really want to go alone.”

“You’ll have to find someone else. I have to work.” 

**

When I called Koji, it was out of desperation. I knew I would probably regret it. We had a complicated relationship, but everyone else had said no. Koji was my old standby. I didn’t want do this drive alone. 

“Hello.” His voice was gruff when he answered the phone.

“Hey Koji. It’s Indira.”

“Indy? I didn’t realize you still knew my number.” I hadn’t called him in a while.

“You know the phone works both ways.” He hadn’t called me in a while either. “I want to ask a favor.”

“Of course you do. Why else would you call me?”

“I used to call you all the time,” I said. 

“Used to.”

“I’ve just been so busy recently.”

“Being unemployed will do that. You spend your day sitting on the couch watching soaps and before you know it the clock is striking nine, and you find yourself wondering what happened.” 

“Koji, I’ve been very busy looking for a job, and it’s not like I can afford to go out and do anything right now.” 

“Yeah, yeah. So what’s the favor?” 

I felt embarrassed explaining the situation to him, but he listened to my entire story about Tom and the box and the trip. I explained the package the same way Tom had explained it to me. Koji listened, saying, “Uh-huh,” in all the right spots, until I finished my story. 

“Well?” I asked.

“I’ll go.”  

“Are you sure?” I asked, shocked.

“Yeah. When are we leaving?”

“The day after tomorrow.”

“Time?”

“I don’t know. There’s no hurry really.”

“It’s your trip, make up your mind.”

“I don’t know. Eight?”

“In the morning?”

“Of course not.” Neither of us were morning people. I knew Koji didn’t usually get up until ten. He’d engineered his life so he would never have to get up early. He worked as a freelance writer and sold random stuff that most people would think of as junk online. Apparently there’s a market for used food processor blades and flip clocks from the eighties.  

“Why so late?” 

“I don’t know. I thought if we drive all night we’ll miss the traffic.”

“I guess that makes sense. Eight sounds good to me. I’ll plan our route and see you then.”

“Okay.” When I hung up the phone, I still couldn’t believe it. It was just too easy. Now I had a companion for the trip.

****



Chapter Three



Koji threw his cigarette out the window, and I watched the orange sparks bounce down the road and disappear into the darkness. “I’m going to quit,” he said.

“Yeah right,” Eve said. She sat in the back seat, writing in a purple spiral notebook. Even though I wasn’t looking at her, I could tell by the tone of her voice that she was rolling her eyes. 

 Eve had finally gotten fired from The Health Hut—something to do with her drawer being short almost fifty dollars for the second day in a row. She called me right before we left to say that she would come on the trip after all. 

Koji adjusted the mirror so he could see her. “Really, I will,” he said. 

I believed him. I always believed him. He’d talked about quitting a million times before, but each time he said it, he seemed so earnest that I believed him. Maybe that was my weakness, my need to believe people were telling me the truth. That’s how I ended up on this trip in the first place. “I know you’ll quit,” I added.

“I will.” He whispered it as if promising himself.

I used to joke that his smoking was the main obstacle in our relationship, but truthfully it wasn’t. Koji’s family had moved here from Japan when he was six, and I always got the feeling that his parents didn’t really approve of me. Koji never told me that, but the few times I’d met them they seemed withdrawn and difficult to talk to. I mentioned this to Koji once in passing, and he told told me that I was creating a problem where there was none. He always accused me of inventing problems, panicking, and sabotaging myself. Maybe that’s what I kept doing with our relationship. His intensity scared me sometimes. I wasn’t ready to settle down. I could see in him all the qualities that I thought I wanted, but that made me feel nervous instead of comforted. 

We’d driven all night. Streaks of orange were just appearing across the horizon, announcing the coming sun. I’d slept for a few hours, but I needed a few more. We were all on the edge of exhaustion. At night the highway can hypnotize you. The white lines and yellow dashes that mark the road dull your senses. The repeated patterns can put you to sleep. That’s why we decided that one of us should always be awake with the driver when we drove at night. 

I turned on the radio. The knob was oily from the chips I’d been eating earlier. The radio antenna was stuck down, so usually we couldn’t get a station at all, but sometimes we’d get lucky. The volume was up when I clicked it on and the loud static of white noise blasted into the car. 

“Jeez,” yelled Koji.

I turned it down quickly. “Sorry.” I started fiddling with the buttons, looking for a station, but found nothing—just station after station of static. “I was hoping to find the news,” I said, as I switched the radio off.

“The news?” Koji said. “We don’t need to listen to the news. I can tell you the news. Everything is really messed up, it keeps getting more messed up, and it will be messed up for a long time. How’s that for news?” He scratched his eyebrow with his right hand and then readjusted the rear-view mirror.

“Thanks,” I said sarcastically. The light had almost completely pushed the darkness out of the sky. Thin, wispy clouds floated above us.  

“It’s good to know what’s going on, even if what’s going on isn’t good,” Eve chimed in from the back seat. She was still writing.

“Especially if what’s going on isn’t good,” I added.

“It’s just so depressing.” Koji slowed down to avoid getting ticketed by the state trooper parked on the median, his radar gun aimed at passing cars. “Wars and more wars. Who wants to hear about that?”

“I do.” I loosened my seatbelt, folded my feet up under me and twisted so that I was facing Koji slightly. 

“How can we change our world if we’re not informed?” Eve had stopped writing. She held her closed notebook in her lap. Her sparkly silver pen was shoved into the metal spiral binding of the book, her hands folded on top. 

“Believe me, I’m not looking to change the world.” Koji had a hard enough time trying to change himself, but didn’t we all? “How about you, Indy?”

“I don’t know.” I shifted a little in my seat. The desert passing around us was flat and brown. No life was visible anywhere but we all knew it was there: lizards and snakes hiding under rocks, spiders waiting again for the night after having quickly devoured their webs at sunrise. My knees had already begun to ache from being bent. I slipped my legs back out from under me. “I just wanted to listen to the news.” 

****



Chapter Four


We decided to stop to eat at a diner on the Texas border. Koji convinced Eve to lock the box in the trunk, even though she was reluctant to leave it in the car at all.

“What are we going to do, walk around everywhere with it?” he asked. 

“We don’t know what it is. Maybe the heat will damage it,” Eve said.

“I don’t think it will. If heat would damage it, wouldn’t he have told us that?” Koji’s bald head glistened with sweat. He wiped it with his hand then wiped his hand on his denim shorts. “Just put it in the trunk so we can go eat.” He tossed her the car keys. 

Eve reached up and caught them. She didn’t even wince as they hit her palm. “Okay, but if anything goes wrong, I’m not responsible.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll be responsible,” Koji said as he turned and walked toward the diner. 

If anyone was going to be responsible, it should’ve been me. I was the one who agreed to transport the thing. They were just along for the ride, but I let them take charge because that’s what I was used to doing.  

**

We sat silently sipping our water. The first twelve hours of our trip had already drained the conversation from us. Old country music played from a speaker in the corner.        There were only a few other customers in the place. An older man in a cowboy hat and blue jeans sat at the counter eating bacon and eggs. I found the deep wrinkles in his face interesting and caught myself staring at him several times. A middle-aged couple sat at the booth opposite ours. 

The waitress limped out with a large brown tray and set it on the table next to us. “Who ordered the pancakes?” she said, cheerfully, holding a plate aloft. 

“Right here.” I held up my hand like a grade school student. 

“Here you go, honey.” She set the plate in front of me. It hit the table a little too hard. “Sorry,” she said. “You must have the fruit salad and yogurt, and that leaves the omelet for you.” She gave Eve and Koji their orders.

“Thanks,” Koji said.

“Y’all need anything else?” 

“No, we’re good,” I said.

“Let me know if you do.” She headed back to the kitchen and disappeared behind the swinging wooden door. 

Eve tipped her bowl and looked at the bright pink yogurt inside. “I know this isn’t organic,” she said picking up her fork. She stabbed a honeydew melon cube from her fruit salad and popped it into her mouth. 

I dipped a sausage link in syrup and said, “It’s okay to eat junk food every once in a while.”

“Yeah,” Koji chimed in. He had already inhaled half his omelet. 

“It’s not okay. Sometimes it’s unavoidable, but it’s never okay.” Eve examined a spoonful of pink yogurt.

“Just eat it,” Koji said. “It’s not going to kill you.”

“Not right away at least,” Eve said before putting it into her mouth. 


Koji finished eating first. He pushed his plate away from him, leaned back in his chair, stretched and yawned. “That was good.”

I was only halfway through my pancakes. “I wish I’d gotten an omelet,” I said. “My pancakes are too dry.”

“With all the syrup you put on them how can you tell they’re dry?” Eve asked. She had finished her fruit salad and only eaten half of her yogurt.  

The waitress came back over to our table. She picked up Koji’s plate first. “Y’all finished?” She directed her question at Eve and me.

“Yeah, we’re done,” I answered for both of us.

“You want a box for your pancakes?”

“No, thanks.”

“You need anything else?” she asked, stacking the plates. 

“Just the check,” Eve said.

I dug into my oversized canvas purse looking for my wallet. 

“Don’t worry about it. I’ll pay for it,” Koji said.

“Don’t be silly. Tom’s paying me back for all the expenses. I don’t expect either of you to pay for anything.” I pulled my wallet from my bag. It had fallen to the bottom, buried under the t-shirt and deodorant I’d taken from my duffel bag in the car. I handed Koji a crisp hundred-dollar bill.

“That’s too much.” He refused
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