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      Glory to God in the highest,

      and peace to His people on earth.

      

      For my sisters, all of you.

      

      And, always, for my Eddies.
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      Ava Martin was a reader, first.

      If ever she did not have a book to read, it was only on account of running out. Which seemed to be happening more and more these days.

      Desperate Pines had no real library, only the leftovers from the county, which were supposed to come to the shuttered church next door. For the first decade of her life, this secret delivery happened like clockwork, in the early hours of morning, on the first Sunday of the month. But the thing of it was, she never did catch the person who delivered them.

      But, for her thirteenth birthday, Mads had given Ava the keys to St. Ann’s.

      So, most Saturday nights, she would let herself into the drafty stone chapel. There she would stay up as late as she could, mostly reading, to try and catch the person with the books, but so far, she never had.

      And now, in the last year, the deliveries had grown thinner. Less consistent. Some months, nothing came at all.

      But while she waited, Ava played pretend. Sometimes, she’d play outside, as far as she was allowed which was right up to the barbed wire fence that ran along the back of the property, keeping Ava from falling into the creek.

      Mostly though, she played pretend by turning the pews into bookshelves. She had everything from Judy Blume to Danielle Steel, encyclopedias, anatomy books. And lots and lots of religious stuff.

      With the exception of Bibles, Ava read and re-read everything over the years, curating entire fantasy worlds as she went. Each story was a chalk drawing. Just one tap of the cane and Ava was sucked inside, deep into another life. A life far away from Desperate Pines and its left-behinds, like the books. And like Ava, too.

      Tonight, though, she wasn’t there for the books. Tonight, Ava was in the church because she had nowhere else to go, and no one to go to. Now, with darkness creeping over Desperate Pines, she lay on her side in the back pew, wrapping the heavy urn in an old quilt then wrapping her body around it.

      Sleep soon took over.

      And that’s when it happened.

      Finally.

      Finally.

      Somebody came.
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      Lena was just five when they moved to Sunland, but she remembered everything about the day.

      The feeling of being awake when the world was asleep.

      The sights of the strip—the next Las Vegas, one sign boasted.

      “What’s Las Vegas?” Lena asked her mother.

      Joann had simply shrugged. “It’s fancy. That’s all I know.”

      It was hot—like most of her Tucson memories, but there was a strange energy in the air. Now, Lena could trace that back to the flicker of the first monsoon, but at the time, it felt a little like magic.

      Leaving Bill’s trailer was a wish-come-true. Quite literally, Lena had made a very serious wish over her birthday cupcake, Please God, save us.

      When, a few weeks later, Joann slipped into Lena’s small bedroom beneath the cover of night and held her finger to her lips, well that was the moment Lena found out God was real.

      Motel Milagro.

      Lena’s first memory was stitched together when she was five. There was a fight, that was nothing new. Bill throwing and screaming and Joann crying and screaming and throwing right back at him. But then, like that, Joann said it was over. “It’s all over. We’re leaving. Get your Eddie Bear. Come on,” Joann whispered after Bill had left for the bar.

      “What about my books?” “We don’t have space for your books, Lena. ‘Sides, ain’t you ever heard a library?” She mussed Lena’s hair, and that was that. They left Bill, and the trailer on the south side, just one street north of a barrio. “Where are we going?” Eddie Bear clutched against her. At her feet sat the quilted bag with her dresses and her toothbrush.

      “We’re going to Route 66.”

      They only got as far as a street called Miracle Mile before Joann realized they were almost out of gas. “We’ll stop for the night anyway. Not safe to be out.”

      “Where are we going to go, after that?”

      “Wherever Route 66 takes us.”

      “Where could that be?” Alarm sounded in Lena’s little body. Surely, Momma had a plan?

      It didn’t take long for Lena to realize that Joann never had a plan, and now that they’d found Miracle Mile, they didn’t need one.

      Motel Milagro was hiring.

      But Joann had hissed the line about being pitiful. They have libraries where we’re going.

      “Where’s that?” Lena asked.

      “Route 66.” She said it like it was a great idea, and like it had always been the plan, even though Lena didn’t know what Route 66 was.

      But when they arrived, she started to realize that there was more to life than books.

      One day, soon after Lena and Joann moved into a spare motel room with no room number, Lena ventured in her brand-new bathing suit to the swimming pool, her mother at her side, nervous. Another family who was staying at Motel Milagro watched over their cool sunglasses as Joann and Lena dropped their towels on a chair and kicked off their sandals and made for the steps. It would be Lena’s first time swimming in a pool or anywhere.

      Joann could feel their eyes on her, inspecting her sensible, affordable one-piece. Lena’s simple bloomers. The father of the family, who laid out on a reclining green lawn chair, called to his son, who was about to jump from the diving board. The father shook his head. The boy got off.

      Lena felt her skin go hot, but then it could be the midday sun, beating down.

      The mother of the other family turned to say something to the father.

      Lena took another step into the cold pool and loved it, immediately. Loved the way the cold felt, like it numbed her up.

      “Come on, Lena,” her mother was stepping out of the pool now and snapping her fingers and hissing. “Come on. Another time.”

      There wouldn’t be another time at the Motel Milagro pool. The owner saw to that. But that was okay, because soon enough, Joann and Lena would move again.

      This time, Momma promised, for good.
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      Soon enough, Momma had saved up enough money for first’s and last’s at Sunland, where Donna and Moira lived. It was just across the street from Motel Milagro. By then, Lena had heard about an older brother. Moira had said they had nothing in common, and from what Lena could tell the brother was best avoided. And likewise, whoever the brother was, he’d managed to avoid them altogether, too. Until it was time for the big move.

      The day Lena and Joann moved into Sunland was seared in Lena’s senses. The smell of cigarettes and newspapers and bleach, a confusing mixture that would become comforting, once Lena grew used to it.

      Joann had her sit in a small waiting area in the office trailer while she handled all the paperwork.

      A water cooler gurgled nearby. When it came to the application, Donna had told Joann to put her down for reference, which is exactly what Joann did. It worked, because the scratch-voiced woman behind the desk stamped each page of the application and reached behind her for a key from the wall then turned, “Come on.”

      Outside, excitement filled Lena. Maybe her mother was right this time. Maybe they wouldn’t move anymore, and things would settle in. They followed the office woman around to the backside of the trailer. The sun baked down on the gravel road that split two rows of motor-coach homes or however they were called. The woman pointed out the swimming pool. Lena looked. A tall, tanned boy with moppish brown hair stood at the side of the pool, long silver pole in his hands as he dipped a plastic basket into the water, lifted it, dipped it.

      Soon they were at the back of the park, where the office woman walked straight up to an aluminum motor coach. “Here you go,” she said. “Unit #6.”

      Lena and Moira began to play, usually at Unit #6, because if Kiefer was home, he didn’t like for the girls to be there giggling and screaming and bothering him. Instead, they took their dolls over to Unit#6. They’d set up on the living room floor and played all sorts of games, until they were both tired of dolls and ready for something else.

      One such day, when the girls were thirteen, Moira made sure the coast was clear before sneaking Lena into her unit.

      “I’m going into Kiefer’s room to take books,” Moira had whispered. But, all they found were boring old books with dark covers and no artwork.

      Moira made a habit of sneaking into Kiefer’s room, looking for books or anything—trouble, even—just for a little jolt of fun. She’d bring back the weirdest ones she found, and together she and Lena would huddle on her bed and take turns reading from stories that were never meant for them.

      One day, while Lena and Moira were giggling over a paragraph of Lady Chatterley’s Lover, Donna pushed their door open.

      “Mom?” Moira frowned. “Why aren’t you getting ready for work?”

      Donna’s eyes were red and she held a wine glass in one hand, which she used to gesture in Lena’s direction. She ignored Moira’s question. “Lena, your mom wants you home.”

      When Lena opened the door to Unit #6, Joann was standing in the kitchen, still in her Motel Milagro uniform.

      “Oh, Lena.” She held up a small white rectangle. “Would you look at this?”

      Lena read the business card aloud. “Robert Plimpton. Arizona Sun Realtors. Owner.” Lena handed it back. “Okay?”

      “He’s a church man, too,” Joann explained to Lena as she followed her.

      Lena popped into her room, traded out her bookbag for her quilted bag, Joann on her heels.

      “Anyway, Len, he’s invited us to dinner. You and me.” She smiled.

      Lena stopped. “Dinner?”

      Joann started pulling bobby pins from her hair, stowing them between her teeth as she talked. “This weekend. Some place fancy, I’ll bet.”

      “Moira and I have plans this weekend.”

      “Plans to do what?”

      “I dunno. Read. Talk.” Lena cinched the strap on her quilted bag. “Can I go now?”

      “Go where? No. It’s a school night. You just got home. Come on, we can sit and talk about what we’ll wear for this dinner.”

      “I’m not going out to dinner with some stranger, Mom.”

      “Yes, Lena. You are.” Joann pulled bobby pins from her teeth. “You and me are going to dinner with a nice, church-going man. And we’ll have fun and eat good food.”

      “You’re talking about this like it’s a date for both of us!”

      “I never used the word date.”

      “Dinner? Nice, church-going man? Talk about what we’ll wear?”

      “You know what, Lena, I think you need a change of scenery. I think you need to broaden your horizons, try new things, and meet new people.”

      There was nothing Lena could say to change her mother’s excitement, and anyway, who was Lena to care?

      “Okay, sure.”

      Joann’s face settled into a small smile. “See, now that’s my girl.” She cupped Lena’s chin. “Lena, in life, you have to say yes sometimes, or else you’ll never get anywhere. You can’t just read and laze about all the time. You’ve got to get up and get going.”

      But, why?

      As though she read Lena’s mind, Joann said, “Because Mr. Robert Plimpton could be our new Route 66.”

      But Lena didn’t care about Route 66 anymore. All she cared about was sneaking naughty books with Moira and, sometimes, school. Of course, Lena didn’t care about her schoolwork. She cared about the cute boys in each class, and the fact that her school had a library, though it didn’t have any fun books. But that was okay, because school could provide a way out of the motor court, and somewhere Lena could be on her own, to read, and read, and read all day. Every day. Maybe in the woods, like a cherub or a nymph or like Puck from Shakespeare.

      “And then what? Then we’ll just get hung up at his house? Then you’ll marry him? And we’ll change our names again and move again?” Lena was sick of it. “No. Go yourself. I’m staying here.”

      Joann went.

      And when she came back, it was settled. They were going to the Fellowship with Bob, next Sunday.

      Donna hadn’t wanted any details about Bob, saying that anyone who handed out a business card for a church was no good. But she’d said it softly, between naps, when Joann had just dropped in to borrow a purse for Sunday.

      Several Sundays in, and everyone at Sunland knew all there was to know about Bob Plimpton.

      “Well why doesn’t he come here, meet us all?” Lena pointed out.

      Joann didn’t have an answer.

      One day, Joann said that Bob said, “If I want to give my daughter an education, then I need a way out. A way out of here, Lena. Look around you.”

      And one day, before Lena even knew it, Joann was packing their things, shaking her head, clicking her tongue. “Sunland treated us good. But, Lena,” she said, “This place is dying. It’s time for us to move, and we have a chance to move up.”

      “Up?”

      Lena met Bob that very same day, just as soon as she’d been shown her new bedroom in her new house. But all she could think about was the Motor Court and Moira and even her weirdo brother.

      The first night at Bob’s house, Joann had wanted the three of them to have a real nice supper to commemorate everything. Bob was so excited by the idea that he got down, heavily, on one knee in his very own living room, while Lena watched, in horror, from her awkward perch on the fireplace hearth. “Joann—er—Joann Singer, will you make me an honest man and be my wife?”

      Lena got up and left, to her new bedroom with pink wallpapered walls and so-soft carpet and a whole shelf, just for Lena. To start her own library. Bob had even cleared his own books off of it, promising Lena he wanted her to feel at home.

      Truth was, she’d never felt farther away from it.

      That night would be the first time Lena had ever eaten a meal in a formal dining room, and it made the food taste weird. She poked at a limp slab of salmon. “Fresh caught,” Bob said. “Got it from a buddy at, ah, you know. At Church.”

      On the table, between their own plates of limp salmon, Bob squeezed Joann’s hand. Lena couldn’t believe it, but then. She’d always talked about getting them out of there, meaning Sunland. Bob had planted some seed in her head that it was turning, the neighborhood, that was, but Lena didn’t see that. All she knew was that she’d had a happy childhood at Sunland, unlike she might have had they stayed with Bill Singer.

      Lena pushed her fork into the mushy flesh of the fish. “Mr. Plimpton,” Lena said.

      “Call me Bob, dear.” He flashed a gold-toothed smile.

      Joann gave her a look.

      Lena smiled back. “Bob, what do you do, other than go to the Church?”

      “For work?” Bob took a bite of his salmon, chewed, took a rounding swig of wine. “Oh, Lena, dear, I can’t say much about it. Private contracts. Government contracts.”

      “Is that why you can’t come to Sunland?” Lena blurted out.

      Joann reached out for her wine but knocked it over instead.

      Bob shot up, “Whoopsie goes it!” The wine had spilled over the lip of the table and onto his lap. A wet spot spread over his crotch.

      Joann scowled at her. “Dammit, Lena!”

      And not for the first time in their lives, Lena wondered when. When her mother would wake up and learn that salmon dinners and plush carpets could never replace good friends and sunny days.
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      The one good thing about Bob’s house is that it was a quick ride to Miracle Mile, where Lena now led Moira to the back of the park, Unit #6. She held up the key. “I found it in my mom’s purse.”

      As far as the girls knew, no one had moved in yet. Maybe no one ever would. Lena could dream on, she knew. The last thing her mother would do is put them in a position where they did not need Bob. She had things all sorts of twisted up, Lena figured.

      “She’s long gone,” Lena complained of her mother to Moira. “Long, long gone.”

      Moira didn’t understand. Her mother had always been fixed, like a tree.

      Planted, roots grown. Nobody at school called Moira a transient.

      Lena hugged her knees to her chest. “Maybe it’ll be a good thing.”

      “What, you moving into some man’s house?”

      “I’ll get to change schools.”

      “And leave me behind.”

      “Maybe at a new school, I can get a fresh start, too.”

      Moira looked at her. “But do you really need one?”

      “I got all bad marks last term. Mr. Smith threatened to hold me back again.”

      “Changing schools won’t help that, Lena. Come on, I could help you with school work.”

      “You’re failing, too, dingus,” Lena pointed out.

      “I’m not failing home-ec,” she whined. They were quiet a minute. “What if you go to a new school and get bad grades there, too?”

      “You’re right. I need a, a, tutor.”

      “How about Bob? He seems pretty smart.” Moira had a wicked smile on her face.

      Lena shook her head. “You shut up.”

      “All right, but whatdya need a fresh start for anyway?”

      “So I can go to college.”

      “Just because your mom wants you to go?”

      “No, she doesn’t care. All she cares about is herself. If I go to college I could learn to write.”

      Moira gave her a look. “Write what?”

      “Write books you dingus.” She bopped Moira on the head. “Real books, with real places to them. Like how Emily Bronte built Wuthering Heights. That’s what I want to do.”

      Moira rolled over on the bed in Lena’s old room. “Bor-ing.”

      “How is that boring!” Lena sat up, indignantly.

      Moira sat up and hugged a blanket around her shoulders. “You’ll have to go to college, you know.”

      Lena’s smile slipped away and her answer came out barely audible. “I know.”
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      Increasingly, Lena started avoiding Moira, and vice versa. Lena tried harder at school, but the harder she tried, the harder it got. College felt farther and farther away, and so did Moira. Which left Lena terribly lonesome for her best friend.

      One day after school instead of home to Bob’s house in the foothills, she caught the bus to Miracle Mile.

      The Dales’ trailer door was unlocked as usual, and Lena let herself in, finding Donna half asleep on the sofa, a slow-moving fan ticking to and fro on the table nearby.

      Lena called softly into the motor home, “Moira?”

      No answer.

      An empty wine glass and empty bottle stood on the table by the sofa. Lena knew that when her mother had left Sunland, Donna had sunk down deeper into her abyss. Lena tried gently to wake her, and first softly shook Donna’s shoulder. Nothing. When she lowered to the sofa and whispered, “Donna, where is Moira?” Donna simply shifted away and began snoring again.

      “Moira?” Lena called softly as she moved down into the trailer. “You back there?” Lena pulled her quilted bag around her hip and reached in for the book she owed her friend, but when she came up to Moira’s open bedroom door, she saw Moira wasn’t there.

      “Need something?”

      Lena looked left.

      Standing at the end of the hall was Kiefer. Moira’s older brother. Sandy brown hair, thick and wild. He wore his usual plain white t-shirt and blue jeans that had started to hug his form.

      Sunland was going the way of the other motor courts and diners along the strip, and that meant that more units were turning up vacant, and those already vacant were sitting empty for long stretches at a time. Less work for Kiefer.

      “You looking for Moira?”

      Lena couldn’t make eye contact. Not with Kiefer. There was something about him. Kiefer had always been there. A consistent presence in the backdrop of life at Sunland.

      “Yes?” Lena forced herself to look him in the eye.

      Green eyes flashed. “She’s out.”

      “Out?”

      Moira had never gone out. She hated going out. The closest Moira ever came to out was to sit on the railroad tie fence at the front of the park and watch traffic buzz back while she read a book anyway.

      “Where’d she go?”

      A hard look crossed his features. “Who knows?”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Look, Lena, she’s not here.” Kiefer raised an arm and leaned against the doorway to his room. “I can tell her you stopped by when she gets back.”

      “Okay, well.” Lena swallowed. “I just wanted to return this.” She dug into her quilt bag.

      “What is it?” He took a step toward her.

      Lena froze. He stopped. “Sorry.” He took a step back, raised his hands.

      She held up a beat-up copy of Friday’s Child.

      “Oh.” His face changed. He took a step forward. “Did you like it?”

      “You’ve read it?”

      He reached out for the book. “This is mine.” As he took it from her, his fingertips brushed hers.

      Lena felt hot. “Oh.” She digested this morsel, then blinked and looked at him again. “Really?”

      “Hey, if you liked it so much, you could keep it.”

      “Oh, no.” She shook her head and tried to find something to do with her hands, twisting the cotton strap of her quilt bag.

      At length, she looked up again. “You read romance?”

      “I read everything.” He studied the back cover of the book. Then looked at her again, holding it out. “Here. Take it. It’s yours,” he said.

      Their fingers didn’t brush this time.

      Lena turned to go.

      “Wait,” he said. “If you ever need books, just so you know, the library boxes up all the books that they don’t want anymore. They give the books away for free.”

      “For free? To keep?”

      “Sure. All kinds, too.”

      Lena read the back cover of Friday’s Child, thinking of the story not through her own purview but rather through a boy’s. Kiefer’s. Did he find it funny? Or embarrassing? Or just plain old fashioned and dull? Did he find it exciting?

      Lena’s skin prickled over her body.

      “Anyway. I guess I’ll go.”

      “Did you want another?”

      She looked up. “Another book?”

      Kiefer grinned. “Come on.”

      Lena took a single step in the direction of Kiefer’s bedroom. Of all the places at Sunland, this
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1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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